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BE FO R E DA D L E F T I TA L K E D A BO U T NOT H I NG exc e pt how much I wa n ted a horse. I said

h ow miserable my life was and would continue to be without a horse of my ow n .

The sixties we re boom ye a rs and Dad, a we l d e r, sta rted going away eve ry few

we e ks to wo rk on const ruction. The fi rst time he went Mum accused him of

a c c e pting the job to get away from her.

“You think I’m bammy,” she said.

“ D o n’t talk that way,” he said. “Say things like that yo u’ll have me as daft as yo u .”

T h ey we re sitting at the kitchen table and I was cante ring around on an imagi-

n a ry horse. Bet ween them: an ashtray, a white porcelain swan with a thin curve d

n e c k.

“The money ’s too good to pass up,” Dad said. “T h ey ’re saying lots of ove rt i m e .

Double, triple pay.”

Mum smoked and fl i c ked ash into the swa n’s back. If he took adva n ta ge of all

the wo rk up-island, Dad said, th ey could pay off the car, put a few bucks down on

the mort ga ge. We could ta ke a we e k ’s holiday, rent a beach cabin in Pa rks v i l l e .

When he said that Mum looked at him as though he’d just said we could rent a

ro c ket and go to the moon. She stabbed her ciga ret te in the cavity bet ween th e

s wa n’s outst retched wings and went to the broom closet. A door slammed and

Mum returned with a mop. I stopped cante ring to watch her fill the sink with

soap and wa te r. Dad ignored her and picked up the ashtray.

“Will you look at this?” he said. “The poor wee bird i e’s lost an eye .” On one

side of the swa n’s head was a black bead; the other bead was missing. Mum

sta rted splashing the mop’s st ringy head around on the linoleum. “Bloody hell,

wo m a n ,” Dad said, lifting up his fe et. “A re you going to drown us out of house

and home?”

Was he the crazy one? I wo n d e red, wading out of the kitchen in wet socks .

H ow could we stay at a beach cabin?  Had he fo rg ot ten that on her good days

Mum didn’t leave the house? On her bad days she didn’t leave her bed?

* * *

BE FO R E DA D L E F T M U M B RO K E T H I NG S— p l a t te rs, ornaments, lamps. Pushing the 

vacuum, she was a ra mpaging thing bashing its way into corners of rooms and

d own hallways. Sometimes I’d sit on a stool in the kitchen watching her chop
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ve getables for dinner, imagining myself the calm centre of the wo rld. Thre e

w h a c ks with the big knife and she’d hurl chunks of cabbage into a pot; boiling

wa ter would spill ove r, extinguishing the gas element. Mum would bring dow n

the lid as though bringing down a cymbal.

B e fo re Dad left Ella and I would walk to Quan Lee’s gro c e ry after school, 

hating the metal cart because as far as we could see only hump b a c ked old

women pushed metal carts. Inside the entrance of the sto re we’d ta ke turns

bouncing up and down on the mechanical horse, trying to coax life into its hard

fi xed saddle. At seven Ella was small with ears that poked th rough her st ra i g h t

h a i r. She wo re thick glasses. Sometimes a man waiting for his wife at the check-

out would ta ke pity on Ella, and put a dime in the metal box. For th ree minute s

my sister would buck and holler a t ta girl, giddy up w i th such wholehearted joy it

was embarrassing to wa t c h .

B e fo re Dad left we’d always fo rget something on Mum’s shopping list. 

It might be steel wool or to i l et paper or bobby pins. That day it was ciga ret te s .

We watched her pull porri d ge oats and cans of eva p o ra ted milk out of gro c e ry

bags. “W h e re’s the fags? Jesus Chri st, lassies, did I no tell you to buy me a packet

of fa g s ? ”

While Mum searched despera te ly for a packet of M a t i n é e at the bot tom of a

bag, I looked past her head at the tobacco tin on top of the fri d ge. It was full of

b u t tons. Wooden buttons, pearl buttons, glass buttons that rubbed aga i n st each

other like flat shiny stones. The longer I sta red at the tin the fa rther away it

became. Blue speck at the wrong end of a te l e s c o p e .

“Yo u’ll have to go back,” Mum said. “T h a t ’s all th e re is to it.”

Ella groaned and kicked a kitchen chair. “Martha can go.”

“W hy should I? I always go.”

Wi thout taking her eyes off us, Mum raised her mug of tea to her mouth. 

“ No fa g s ,” she said. “I’m fair disgusted with the pair of yo u .”

Ella picked up the box of Ti d e and inhaled. “Mmm, lemon fl avo u re d .” And th e n

she sneezed, dropping the box. Ella stuck her fi n ge rs in her ears and wa l ke d

a round the kitchen, head jerking, making clucking noises in her th roat. She

l o o ked like a crazed ro o ste r.

“I know what you wa n t ,” Mum said, drawing in her bre a th and letting it out

s l owly, “you want me in the nut house. Well, I’ll be climbing the walls soon

enough and then yo u’ll see.”

We’ll see what?

By the time Dad came home from wo rk we we re ex h a u sted, battle worn. 
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We ate in silence. Afte rwa rds, he leaned back in his sleeveless unders h i rt and

khaki wo rk pants, patting his stomach. “Yo u’re a right connoisseur of spuds, yo u

a re ,” he said to Mum. “Now where’s dessert ? ”

“ Up my jump e r,” Mum said.

And th ey laughed. Eve ry night the same dumb joke .

* * *

BE FO R E DA D L E F T W E’D C L I M B the apple tree in the back ya rd, swinging down fro m

the branches. We did this so many times, bliste rs formed on our palms. “Gard e n

gl ove s ,” I said one afternoon, charging ahead of Ella into the shed. Back in th e

t ree, I reached for a branch but had no grip. When I came to, I was lying on th e

couch and Mum was shouting into the phone.

“T h ree one th ree fi ve Blackwood St re et. Can you no understand King’s

E n gl i s h ? ”

Ella was standing in the doorway holding an enormous leek. I glanced at my

arm propped on a pillow. Arm the shape of an S.

The taxi arri ved and Mum said: “I’m awful sorry, hen, I cannee go with yo u .”

“I know,” I said, not knowing what I knew or why she could only stand on th e

top step waving goodbye while the taxi dri ver carried me to the car. 

At the hospital I sailed down the hallway in a bed that eve n t u a l ly slid th ro u g h

swinging doors into a room with blinding lights.

“Count backwa rds from te n ,” a nurse said, placing a black to i l et plunger ove r

my mouth .

L a te r, when Dad wa l ked past my room I wo n d e red what he was doing in th e

c h i l d re n’s wa rd of St. Joseph’s Hospital. Each time he passed the door I th o u g h t

h ow handsome he looked with his hair combed back, but it didn’t occur to me to

call out. Fi n a l ly, he came into my room and sat on a chair beside the bed. I’d

n ever seen him in a sports jacket and tie.

It had been a short fall but I’d bro ken two bones and cra c ked two more. The

fi rst doctor st ra i g h tened the arm and set it in an L-shaped cast, but after looking

at an x-ray, the second doctor decided the fi rst doctor had done a poor job.

“Shoddy wo rk,” he said, rapping his knuckles on my plaste r. The next day he

b ro ke and re s et the bones.

S a n d ra Pa rsons, the girl in the bed beside me, ta l ked non-stop about all th e

Jell-O and ice cream she was going to get after her tonsils came out. I had neve r

m et such a jabber- b ox .

“Will your mother be coming up, dear?” Mrs. Pa rsons asked the day of
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S a n d ra’s operation. She was sitting on the edge of her daughte r’s bed, long legs

c rossed at the ankles, and I could feel her watching me as I tried to colour a pic-

t u re of a boy pushing a girl on a swing. Using my right hand re qu i red all my con-

c e n t ra t i o n .

“ M aybe to m o rrow,” I said.

A fter her operation Sandra’s face was bruised and swollen, and that night she

l ay facing the wall, sobbing. When she went home, a shadow of her former self, 

I was alone in room 303, exc e pt for a baby who slept all the time. And then th e

b a by was ta ken away and a nurse pushed his crib down the hall, one gimpy

wheel hobbling all the way to the eleva to r. I decided the baby had died. Now I

l i ved in dread of the eight o’clock juice cart. When the lights went out I lay

awa ke, heart pounding, convinced that I too would die in the night and my bed

would be re m oved as uncere m o n i o u s ly.

* * *

BE FO R E DA D L E F T H E’D B R I NG H O M E n ews of the outside wo rld. Wo m e n’s maga z i n e s ,

religious lite ra t u re, libra ry books with titles like H ow to Stop Wo rrying and Sta rt

L i v i n g. He’d bring home news p a p e rs and political pamp h l ets handed out in th e

st re et. One day he came home with a paperback he’d picked up from a dru g-

sto re rack: Apple Cider Vi n e gar and Honey: Good Health The Na t u ral Way.

Now Mum would gre et him at fi ve o’clock with a tall glass of amber liqu i d .

T h ey ’d sit on the back steps, smoking Matinées, and sipping slowly just as Cyri l

Watson, the author and a preacher from Minnesota, advised.

“ O c h ,” Dad would say, “it’s bloody vile.”

“Bloody revo l t i n g ,” Mum would answe r.

B e fo re Dad left my right eye twitched but with the vinegar and honey Mum

i n s i sted this tic could be cured once and for all. To keep the peace I held my

b re a th and gulped down a morning and evening tonic. Ella, howeve r, was not

i n te re sted in the peace. The fi rst time Mum insisted she drink vinegar and honey

for her allergies we we re waiting for a ride to the matinee of National Ve lvet .

“I wo n’t ,” Ella said. “It’s cruelty to childre n .”

“Och away you go,” Mum said. “It’ll no kill yo u .”

Ella re f u s e d .

“Yo u’d make a saint swe a r, so you wo u l d .”

Ella said she couldn’t drink it. The smell alone made her sick.

“Yo u’ll no be leaving this house until yo u’ve ta ken that dri n k. Eve ry dro p .”
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As though from a distance I watched Ella and Mum, the mauve tumbler

b et ween them. Their hands and mouths we re moving in an exa g ge ra ted way

and their voices came from a long way off. It was like watching cartoon chara c-

te rs wo rk th e m s e lves into a fre n z y, the volume turned low. The phone rang in th e

f ront hall. Mum left the kitchen and Ella leapt up, pouring most of the vinega r

and honey down the sink. When Mum came back she looked at the tumbler.

“Do you think I came up the Clyde on a bike? Answer me. Do yo u ? ”

Ella squ i n ted, glasses on the end of her nose.

“I drank mine,” I said, qu i et ly.

Ella turned to me—incredulous, bet rayed—but she lifted the tumbler to her lips.

She took a sip, and then doubled ove r, making retching sounds.

“You can quit your antics right now,” Mum said.

A car honked in front of the house and Mum picked Ella up off the chair and

shook her by the shoulders. “Yo u’re a bad st i c k,” she said. “A bad, bad st i c k.” 

I wa l ked dizzily out to the car and slid into the front seat beside Lorra i n e

O ’ C o n n o r. For two hours I sucked on lemon gumdrops in a kind of deliri o u s

s weat, watching a girl named Vi o l et win a national horse race, dressed as a boy.

* * *

BE FO R E DA D L E F T M U M WO U L D S I NG as she washed the dishes. I belong to Glasgow,

dear old Glasgow to o - o o n. I’d stand beside her, holding a towel, waiting for th e

wa ter to drain from the plates in the ra c k.

“W h e re’s Glasgow?” I asked once, and Mum said it was on the River Cly d e ,

the wo n d e rful, wo n d e rful Cly d e .

G l a s g ow was also the hometown of the radio talk show host she listened to

each afternoon at one o’ c l o c k. Jack We b ste r’s voice penet ra ted eve ry corner of

the house. If he agreed with a guest or wa n ted to sum up a point, he’d say “Pre e -

c i s e ly,” in a loud and exacting way. If he disagreed, he’d say, “Och away you go

and dinnee be daft .” Just like Mum. The same fi e rce language .

B e fo re Dad left she cut out a picture of Jack from a magazine and put it in a

little frame above the fri d ge so she could look at it while he was talking. His fa c e

was as gru ff as his voice, but Mum liked Jack because, she said, he didn’t back

d own from anyone, no matter how high and mighty th ey we re. He scrapped with

union leaders, members of parliament, even pre m i e rs, calling them rogues and

s c o u n d rels, the bloody lot of them. At least once during each pro gram he’d qu ote

Ro b e rt Burns, “A Man’s a Man for a’ th a t .”

YOUNG Up the Clyde on a Bike
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B e fo re Dad left Mum canned and froze and pickled all the ve getables grow i n g

in the ga rden. One afternoon I was at the sink, scrubbing beets, hacking off th e

l e aves, when Jack inte rv i ewed Chri stine Dove, a woman who’d wri t ten a book,

Twe n t y-T h ree Ye a rs Locked Inside. Appare n t ly, Chri stine suffe red from a psyc h o-

logical condition that no one, not even psyc h i a t ri sts, fully understood. She spoke

of all the occasions she’d missed because of her condition: picnics and fa m i ly

ga th e rings, her sons’ lacrosse games, her daughte r’s wedding in Nanaimo. And

the little things she couldn’t do: walk to the corner to mail a let te r, ta ke a bus into

town to buy a new dress. Mum stopped slicing beets into a mason jar and pulled

up a chair. She sat and listened to Chri stine describe the symptoms she ex p e ri-

enced whenever she tried to leave her house—racing heart, panic, sweating, 

nausea, indescribable dread. My blouse and shorts we re sticking to my skin. 

The air was thick the way it is befo re th u n d e r.

“ People think yo u’re cra z y,” Chri stine was saying to Jack. “All the lies and

s e c re c y. The shame.” Until re c e n t ly even her husband hadn’t known what wa s

w rong with her.

“At least pri s o n e rs have comp a ny,” Mum said.

“What?” I said.

“W h i s h t .”

C h ri stine was telling Jack that she’d tried explaining her symptoms to her 

fa m i ly doctor but he told her she was a wo rry wa rt and pre s c ribed Valium. “Re l a x ,

h e’d said, “if yo u’re going to be raped, you might as well lie back and enjoy it.”

“ D a ft bugge r,” Mum said.

I looked at the beets on the fl o o r. Dirty bouqu ets wrapped in news p a p e r. 

“ H ow many more do I have to wa s h ? ”

Mum leaned closer to the tra n s i sto r. Chri stine said she drank to deal with th e

a n x i ety and depression, paying her sons to buy her liqu o r. She even paid them to

n ot tell their fa th e r. Jack, who normally barked qu e stions at his guests, was qu i et

as Chri stine re l a ted her sto ry of insomnia and dread and wine bottles sta s h e d

b e n e a th dirty laundry. Only once did he speak: “Yo u’re all right, love, I’m liste n i n g .”

Standing at the kitchen sink, I turned to look at Mum. Te a rs we re ru n n i n g

d own her face. When she saw me looking she brought her hand up to her

m o u th. “I didnee know,” she said.

“ K n ow what?”

“I’m no mad.”

“ M a d ? ”

“ B a m my.”
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“ S o .”

“Did you no hear? There’s a name for it. It’s got a name.” And she pro n o u n c e d

the wo rd pro p e rly, without an accent. The way she might have if she we re imita t-

ing London to ffs. “Ag o ra p h o b i a .”

A scream ripped the heavy afternoon air and Mum snapped upright. Ella

hopped into the kitchen on one fo ot, crying, “I stepped in a wa s p ’s nest, I

stepped on a zillion wa s p s .” Mum moved across the room, slowly, as though ove r

spongy ground. She opened the fri d ge and took out an onion.

“T h e re now,” she said, “a poultice. To draw out the poison.” She took Ella’s

fo ot in her lap and rubbed the sliced onion on the swelling skin. A local news-

c a ster was now announcing the opening of the Wo o d wa rd ’s mall that coming

S a t u rd ay. Eve ryone was inv i ted. There’d be balloons, soft dri n ks, and free samp l e s

for all. Not only that, The Junk Ya rd Beats would be playing rock hits from two till

fo u r.

“The Junk Ya rd Beats,” Ella said, leaping up, fo rgetting her pain. “Can we go?

Can we ? ”

Mum didn’t say yes but for the fi rst time she didn’t give an outright no.

* * *

BE FO R E DA D L E F T, I W ROT E TO H I M CO N STA N T LY.

Dear Dad:

H ow ’s const ruction going? Ella and I got scalped at the barber’s. Noth i n g

exciting has happened exc e pt Mr. Gart rell put the perfect spelling te sts (th ree) on

the wall under a sign that says We Tried Hard. He put all the other te sts under a

sign that says We Will Try Hard e r. Ha ha! Mum yelled at Ella for stealing money

f rom her purse. She bought licorice gum. It looks like yo u’re chewing black ta r.

D o n’t fo rget to bring me home a pre s e n t .

L ove from your adorable daughte r, Marth a .

p.s. The present sta rts with H.

B e fo re Dad left he came home with a horse, or, ra th e r, a hors e’s head on th e

end of a pole. I named it Gondola. Now, at eve ry opport u n i t y, Ella and I playe d

fa r mya rd in the spare lot beside the house. As the farmer and the oldest, I’d give

the ord e rs but Ella wo u l d n’t pick dandelion heads to feed the ducks. The sheep

would be dying of th i rst but she wo u l d n’t fill the metal bucket at the outdoor ta p .

S h e’d just sta mp her fe et and wail for her turn to ride my horse. One morning

she wailed until Mum stuck her head out a window and shouted, “Is th e re no

re st for the wicke d ? ”

YOUNG Up the Clyde on a Bike



14 Room of One’s Own       VO L. 2 6 : 4

“I hate being the wife ,” Ella screamed, but Mum had already gone inside and

shut the window.

“ O kay,” I said, “but fi rst you have to milk the cows .”

And Ella went bers e rk, running th rough the th i stles, sto mping the fallen plums

w i th the heels of her gumboot s .

That night I couldn’t sleep. Mosqu i toes buzzed around my head, dive bombing

for my ears and eyes. Earl i e r, I’d gone into the kitchen to ask Mum to sew my

pant leg; it had ripped on a nail. I went th rough the house, calling. When she 

d i d n’t answe r, Dad and Ella and I searched all the rooms, checking behind 

c u rtains and under beds.

“Well, she keeps saying she’s going to head for the Sooke Hills,” Dad said, 

t rying to be funny. Ella began to cry. “I’m no seri o u s ,” he said. “Your mum’s just

p l aying a game. You wait and see, we’ll find her.”

I didn’t know where the Sooke Hills we re though I did know members of a 

religious cult had re c e n t ly gone th e re to wait for the end of the wo rld. Mum had

read in the newspaper that hundreds of people we re camped on the highest hill,

b e l i eving it would be easier for God to lift them into heaven. I imagined her sta n d-

ing on a hilltop surrounded by people in white gowns, a huge hand re a c h i n g

d own from the clouds.

I rushed around the kitchen, even looking inside the fri d ge and flour caniste r.

My mouth was dry; it felt like my heart was stuck in my th roat. When I opened

the broom closet I hadn’t ex p e c ted to find Mum but th e re she was huddled in a

small space with room for only a few mops, the bag of rags, the Hoove r. Knees

pulled up to her chest, she looked fri g h tened, the way the rabbits looked, th e i r

n o st rils qu i ve ri n g .

“ For the love of the wee man,” Dad said qu i et ly.

“Away you go,” Mum said.

We didn’t move, just stood looking at her.

“Can you no see I’m trying to get a moment’s peace,” she said.

Dad closed the door and we stood in silence. I tried to imagine other adults—

Dad, Mr. Gart rell, Lorra i n e’s mum—sitting on a Hoover in the dark. And then I

wo n d e red if I’d just imagined it. Maybe th e re was no one on the other side of th e

c u p b o a rd door.

L a te r, Ella and I stood in front of the bath ro o m ’s little vanity mirror bru s h i n g

our te eth. To oth p a ste foamed over her face and hands, right up to her elbows .

Blobs of to oth p a ste dripped on the fl o o r.

“W hy do you have to make a big production out of eve ry thing?” I said.
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E l l a’s eyes we re bright behind smudged glasses. “It’s none of your bloody

b u s i n e s s ,” she spat th rough a beard of white froth .

In bed I ke pt seeing Mum huddled in the broom closet, Dad’s pot room socks

loose around her ankles. The more I thought about it, the fa rther away the image

slid, but still I lay awa ke. The house was qu i et when I stole down the sta i rs and

th rough the kitchen, carrying Gondola. As I passed Dad’s sunfl owe rs grow i n g

a ga i n st the house I noticed seve ral had been ripped out. The gaps in the dirt

l o o ked like spaces in a mouth where te eth had been pulled. The McKe e c h i e

b oys, I thought. They couldn’t wa i t .

The sky was pale blue, and eve ry th i n g — the pears hanging from the bra n c h e s ,

the tall grass, my own moving legs—seemed shockingly alive, much more alive

than th ey we re in the gl a re of day. For a while I cante red around the edge of th e

l ot, whinnying soft ly, the breeze ru ffling my hair. And then the st ra n ge light

seemed to fill my bones; I could feel it lifting me up.

B e fo re Dad left I imagined fa n ta stic things. That Gondola and I would ta ke to

the air; we’d fly above the ro o ftops, girl and horse, and look down on the sleep-

ing city. The few people walking their dogs would look up, amazed, pointing,

shaking their heads. Mum, too, would wa ke and peer out her bedroom window —

f rom my pers p e c t i ve, small as a prison cell—and see me soaring above the willow

t ree, the comp o st heap, the rabbits who mated day and night, and she’d ga s p ,

and say, “Och aye, th e re goes Martha, my own brave lassie.”

* * *

AN D T H E N DA D L E F T. He left on an ord i n a ry Saturd ay, on one of those long golden

d ays at the end of Septe m b e r. He left after making pancakes and cri s py bacon,

a fter drinking th ree cups of cow b oy coffe e .

Living with Mum, he said, was no kind of life. He was sorry for it, he was tru ly

s o rry. He’d hoped it would never come to this, but he didn’t know which way to

turn. At fi rst he’d thought Mum was just high-st rung, that she had a bad case of

n e rves, but it was obv i o u s ly more than that. And she refused to get help, re f u s e d

even to go to the doctor despite the fact she knew what ailed her. If it had a

name for Chri st ’s sake, sure ly it had a cure. Dad said he felt like he was suffo c a t-

ing or losing his mind, often both. Maybe Mum was bet ter off without him. He

said all this while Ella and I sat at the table putting small pieces of pancake into

our mouth s .

A fter Dad left Ella and I would put tea and to a st beside Mum’s bed befo re

going to school. For months she stayed inside her room with the tra n s i stor ra d i o ,
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the blinds shut. She was like someone hunke red down behind the iron curta i n

and Jack We b ster was the voice of the free wo rld. On we e kends we’d spend

whole days at other people’s houses, and beyond, where Blackwood St re et

ta p e red off into wild swa mpy places, we fished with baking sieves, catching

things in jars, fl u t te ry things, things that looked back at us with tiny O-shaped

m o u ths and bulging eye s .

A fter Dad left the ga rden turned to weeds and the rabbits ate their young. 

We learned to negot i a te Mum’s darkness. And then one day when I was th i rte e n

and Ella was eleven, we came home to find her slicing apples and rolling out 

p a st ry. There we re ten pie plates lined up on the counte r. Wi th the help of no

one, Mum gra d u a l ly began to ease herself back into some kind of light.

A fter Dad left she must have cursed her pride and the te rrible cage her body

had become, but that morning as he stood on the porch, unshaven, hands at his

sides, waiting for something—a sign that Mum needed him to stay? She just slid

her fi st inside one of Ella’s shoes and began to paint the scuffed toe with white n e r.

“ No one’s holding yo u ,” Mum said. “Yo u’d bet ter be off if yo u’re going.”

She brought the shoe to her lips and blew. For a moment she might have

been someone whose wo rld ex tended beyond a gouged table and scrape of a

c l othesline. She might have been someone with somew h e re to go, a wo m a n

who, having just applied nail polish, was blowing it dry.

Will the next issue of Room of One’s Own find yo u ?

D o n’t fo rget to send us your new address if yo u’ve move d .

P.O. Box 46160, Station D, Va n c o u ve r, BC  V6J 5G5


