

[image: Cover Image]





All Things Consoled

Elizabeth Hay

A daughter’s memoir

[image: image]




Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also by Elizabeth Hay

Dedication

Her Knee

Living on Scraps

Their Departure

His Temper

When Icebergs Melt

Her Mind

And Then We Came to Canadian History

He Wept

My Legs

Jet in England

Siblings

His Book

His End

See You Tomorrow Every Day

The Food of Love

Acknowledgements

About the Author


First published by McClelland & Stewart, a division of Penguin Random House Canada Limited, in 2018

First published in Great Britain in 2019 by

MacLehose Press

An imprint of Quercus Publishing Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © 2018 by Elizabeth Hay

The moral right of Elizabeth Hay to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

EBOOK ISBN 978 0 85705 914 7

www.maclehosepress.com


Also by Elizabeth Hay

Crossing the Snow Line (1989)

The Only Snow in Havana (1992)

Captivity Tales: Canadians in New York (1993)

Small Change (1997)

A Student of Weather (2000)

Garbo Laughs (2003)

Late Nights on Air (2007)

Alone in the Classroom (2011)

His Whole Life (2015)


For my dear friend Sheila McCook,
who knows the score.


Her Knee

THEIR LIVES CAME TUMBLING DOWN DURING THAT Indian summer in 2008 when Obama won for the first time and the world seemed bright with second chances. The morning after the election, a Wednesday, I went to do errands in the sunshine, returning home in the early afternoon to a message on the answering machine. His spine-straightening voice, the basso profundo that used to make students snap to attention from Georgian Bay to Whirl Creek: “Liz. Call your dad as soon as you can.”

I reached him. Without preamble, he said, “An ambulance has come to take your mom—”

His voice cracked. He broke off. I couldn’t speak either, torn into by what he was saying. Their telephone sat on a low countertop beside the refrigerator. He must have been standing there, struggling to master his emotions, receiver to his ear, his face working against him. And then he found a way out. “Would you like to talk to Toula?”

Toula was the nurse in their neighbourhood clinic. I knew her by reputation. My mother had mentioned her more than once, enchanted by her combination of warmth, stylish good looks, utter competence. The painter in my mother dwelled especially on Toula’s striking brown eyes, so intelligent and alive. There was a long wait. I heard sets of footsteps in the hallway, directions being given. Finally Toula’s voice in my ear. She said she had arrived to find my mother unable to get out of bed, “Very, very weak, probably dehydrated. She hasn’t been eating. She’s looking extremely frail right now.” There were no beds in the hospital, Toula went on, so she would be admitted through emergency and might be there for a couple of days while she was assessed. “Maybe with some extra fluid she’ll feel much better.” She paused and her voice changed as she expressed the bigger problem. “I’m very concerned long-term about how they’ll cope at home.”

So was I. So was I.

I asked her how my father was and again she paused. “He’s at a loss,” she said.

That evening my husband, Mark, and I set out from Ottawa on the seven-hour drive across Ontario to London, the medium-sized city in the southwestern corner of the province where my parents had lived for nearly forty years. We drove until after midnight, located a roadside inn, slept as best we could, had an early breakfast and continued on. A bit before eight o’clock, we rang my father’s doorbell and stepped inside. Down the stairs he came in his thick sweater, patched pants, eternal dark-blue beanie on his bald head, all smiles and relief at the sight of us. The hospital had called two hours earlier, asking permission to operate on my mother’s infected left knee.

I expressed my bewilderment. “But on Saturday she sounded well!”

“She was,” Dad said. “I thought everything was going fine.” But on Tuesday evening, as Obama’s victory was announced over the radio – my parents had no television – she stood up from the chesterfield and fell three times trying to get to the bedroom. “I thought I was stronger. I had a hell of a time getting her up.”

Shoving his hands into his pockets, fixing his eyes on the carpet, “This can’t go on.”

We drove to the hospital and found my mother hooked up to an IV pole and lying on a bed in the emergency ward with an intern beside her, taking her blood. She was feistier and more coherent than I had expected; the extra fluid had done its good work. The young intern, examining her parchment-like old hand with its big purple veins, muttered, “Lots of veins here.” And my mother quipped, “Veins, but no vanity.”

To us she said, “There’s only one word for this: helldamn-spit.” A salty bit of invective she credited to her roommate at the Toronto General when they were nurses-in-training. A Maritimer, she added with fondness, as if only a Maritimer would be so colourful and apt.

I was always impressed by my mother, never more so than now. She had no fear and no self-pity, or none that I could see. Part of it was her hospital training, but most of it was her calm and measured outlook on life and death. She was an artist, creative in every bone of her body, yet the most practical of women. There was nothing she could not do with her hands, and she was knowledgeable and smart.

A doctor came by eventually. He couldn’t say how the infection had come about, he didn’t know. “Bacteria got into her bloodstream,” he said simply.

I was intent on telling him about the extensive dental work she had undergone on three consecutive Thursdays, ending exactly one week ago. He shrugged. “Dentists say we blame everything on them. There are many sources of bacteria – skin, mouth. What’s important is that the infection in her knee not travel to the artificial hip, which has all sorts of nooks and crannies and is much harder to clean up.”

After an hour or so, Mark took my father home and I stayed on with my mother while she waited to be wheeled to an operating room. Having foreseen that there would be many hours of waiting, I had brought along her copy of Moby-Dick, the book she had taken to with a vengeance in her early eighties, reading it from start to finish three times. “Not every page,” I had said to her skeptically, and she had looked me in the eye and said, “Not only every page, but every word on every page.” While we waited, I read her the first two chapters and together we were drawn into that gnarled and watery world of long ago when language breathed the life of sailing ships and the sea, and when nature in the form of a white whale capsized everything and everyone.

*

The next morning, two physiotherapists came into her room and got her up and shuffling on a walker, still attached to her IV pole, around the bed and over to a chair. One of them said she was a tough cookie, and my mother had a quick comeback: “I’ve been baked a long time.” Later, when the same fellow returned to move her back to her bed, he got entangled with the IV pole. “These accoutrements get in the way,” he apologized, and my mother replied, “That’s French. And I don’t have a riposte.”

She had always had a quick wit and a way with words when the mood took her. So when I say, as I tend to do, that I don’t come from a line of storytellers, that silence held sway in my parents’ house because they were quiet people, I’m not really to be believed.

That morning she was certainly all there, and yet she was elsewhere. In bed she raised her arm as if holding a paintbrush, blocking something off, and remarked that the diagonal (formed by the curtain rods) was interfering with her painting.

The work so much on her mind was what she called her sawmill quartet. They were paintings based on a photograph she had taken years ago inside an abandoned sawmill my parents had come upon on one of their drives through small-town Ontario, my father behind the wheel, my mother ever alert beside him. In the photograph a shaft of light poured through a dusty window into the dark interior of the mill and shone on a massive circular blade with jagged teeth and a vertical steel guiding arm. Sawdust lay thick and gleaming on diagonal boards next to the saw, much as if straw had been spun into gold overnight.

She told me she had some touching-up to do, some correcting, and she had to cook the surface. Then she stopped herself and sighed. “We can’t do everything we want to do in our lives. That’s greediness.”

A pair of friends arrived, bringing flowers. They had known my parents a long time, had curled with them in the winter and canoed with them in the summer. They asked my mother how she was feeling and she said, “Strange.” But when they asked if she had given up painting, she declared, roused to certitude and volubility, “Not a bit of it.” She launched into a description of a second series of paintings, companions to the sawmill quartet. “We used to have a beautiful black cherry tree in the garden. It came down one winter,” she said, “leaving a large black stump, and the next autumn I went out into the garden and saw three scarlet maple leaves on the stump, perfectly arranged. I thought, I cannot, cannot, cannot resist painting this.” Both series flowed from the same fascination with colour, composition and her concern for the Canadian forest and the future of the natural world: the maple leaves like jewels on the black stump, the darkness of the sawmill, the torturing teeth of the blades, the open question about how many beautiful autumns we had left. “This is what I have on my back now,” she said to them.

I’ve condensed and abbreviated her explanations and aspirations here, because at this stage in her life – she was about to turn eighty-nine – she was more often than not laboured and repetitive when she talked about her work, so repetitive and obsessed, in fact, that she wore my father’s patience raw. He had muttered to me that if the gallery curator my mother relied on did not accept these final paintings, there would be hell to pay.

When I got back from the hospital in the late afternoon, I went out into her studio, built onto the side of the house, and looked around for the four sawmill paintings. One was balanced on her big easel; the other three were stacked on the floor nearby. To my dismay all of them were rudimentary and lifeless, not nearly as good as the photograph itself. I was used to seeing works in progress that made me doubt her talent, only to find in the finished canvas a unity and confidence that made me think her remarkable. With these sawmill paintings, however, there was only uninspired copying on view. She’s too old, I thought. She can’t do it anymore. The curator won’t want these. And I felt heartsick for my mother and embarrassed, and ashamed of my embarrassment.

*

That evening we were in touch with my brothers and sister, planning out when they would come: my botanist brother in Montreal, my oceanographer brother in Halifax, my musician sister in Mexico City. Stuart, Alex, Jeannie. A flower and fern man, a sand and tides man, a clarinetist.

The next morning my father broke down when he talked about why my mother’s paintings meant so much to her. “It’s because you’ve all done so well.” His face crumpled; he wept. “She never had the chance,” he managed to say finally, “she never had the chance to go to university. So her paintings are her way of showing off. That’s why they mean so much to her, I think.”

He was understanding her on his own competitive terms, which meant he wasn’t understanding her at all, it seemed to me. I changed my mind later, when a social worker came by to sort out what would be needed when my mother came home, and she paused to appreciate all the paintings on the walls. I explained that my mother was the artist, and my father said, “Painting is her reason for existence.” He spoke in his definitive way, a schoolmaster brooking no argument.

A year before, I had received an email asking me if I was Gordon Hay’s daughter. The correspondent had been a junior teacher at the high school in Guelph, the small city near London, where my father had taught in the late 1960s. She wrote, “Gordon Hay, also a history teacher, was tall, very intelligent, distinguished, well dressed in tweed jackets, with a briefcase, greying, had a powerful deep voice, and a wonderful twinkle in his eyes when he smiled.”

The other side of Dad, I thought at the time, the public side. At his tallest as a young man, he was five feet ten, but he carried himself well and came across as tall. With the junior teacher he would have been supportive, interested, eager to tease, delighted if she responded in kind, a professionally confident man of fifty who was still setting his sights on bigger things. His younger colleague was remembering what I tended to forget – reminding me that my view of him was too narrow. Hers wasn’t the only letter I had received from someone who appreciated him; former students had written to me too. My own description of him would have been so much more critical, as would his. So I treasured what she said, and felt chastened.

Now in his late eighties he was an old man. While my mother was in the hospital, he took to sleeping in a sleeping bag, laying it across the bare mattress of their fine old mahogany bed. I offered to make up the bed for him and he refused, saying, “That’s fine. I don’t want sheets.” Since my father never said anything he did not mean, I let it go, but the makeshift look of the bed added to the atmosphere of crisis and mild insanity that pervaded the house. Even after my mother returned from the hospital and we installed her in the spare bedroom across the hall, my father did not want his bed made up. It took me a while to understand why. He and my mother had always slept close, wrapped around each other, so inside a sleeping bag he must have felt less adrift. And wasn’t it also true that his life had become unmoored, and he might as well admit it?

*

Stu and Al arrived from Montreal and Halifax while my mother was still in the hospital. They spent the morning with her, and I went to see her in the afternoon. To my eyes she looked beautiful and dying. It took such an effort for her to hold up her head that I was reminded of Jet, the black Lab we grew up with, losing the same battle at the end of his life. The gauntness of my mother’s face, her white hair (after I brushed and combed it), and her high cheekbones made her look leonine. The resident doctor said she had come into the hospital with considerable pneumonia. The strep bacteria had entered her bloodstream by way of her lungs and travelled to her knee, where it seeded out, as he put it, gathering there and going to town. For his part, the surgeon warned us that the infection might storm back, despite the antibiotics being pumped into her system. If so, he would be able to operate one more time. After that, he would have to install an artificial knee. And beyond that, he would have to amputate the leg.

At home my father freely admitted that he could not look after her anymore. “We should dispose of the paintings,” he said, “sell the house and get accommodation in Ottawa.”

Ottawa, because some years earlier Mark and I had suggested they move here, where we could help them out if they needed it, and surely they would, given my mother’s bad hip and shoulder and my father’s dependence on her for his meals. They had seemed open to the idea and grateful, and said they would think about it. A month or so later, in a telephone call, my father said, “Your mother and I have talked it over and we are going to stay here. Period. End of discussion.”

The telephone did not bring out the best in my father. Never mind. I was relieved. The move was really Mark’s idea, not mine; he was the generous one. I said our offer remained open if ever they changed their minds.

Now he said vehemently, “There’s nothing to keep us in London.”

No move could happen, however, until my mother was well enough to travel. Over the next few weeks my brothers and I and my sister (who also flew in to be with them) watched her knee, looking for signs of the infection’s return, for reddening, swelling, fever. In the meantime Mark visited retirement homes in Ottawa, and at night we talked on the telephone, trying to plan ahead without knowing the future.

Kind neighbours brought meals to us. One of them spoke about how connected my mother and father were to the community. She referred to my father’s lawn bowling, said he was always out in the garden, said she was used to seeing him drive by in his sporty red car, wearing his beret. But when I relayed her words to him and asked if he wasn’t going to miss these ties in London, he snorted in derision: “To think we have lots of friends is utter nonsense. As far as I’m concerned, we’re friendless. Has the phone been ringing? Has anybody been knocking on the door?”

*

My father turned eighty-nine while my mother was still in the hospital. By this time Al was staying with him and I was back home in Ottawa. I telephoned Dad to wish him a happy birthday, and his reaction would have done Eeyore proud. “Happy,” he spat out, as if the word were a sour joke.

A week later, when my mother came home, it happened to be my turn in London, so I heard her declare, “I’m going to get better. I didn’t think I was. I’d lost all incentive.” She was fervently glad to be in her own house again.

In the spare bedroom, looking east, the Christmas cactus was all abloom in the corner of the bright window. Every night at bedtime my father prepared a hot-water bottle for her ( just as every morning his father, Conran, had taken Gracie, Dad’s mother, a cup of tea in bed). He filled it partway with steaming, not boiling, water from the kettle, then folded it over to expel the air, put in the stopper and slipped the whole into a hand-sewn sleeve. He took it down the hall to where she lay in bed, and with exclamations of gratitude she positioned it on her lower belly and upper thighs, where the veins, she said, went down the legs.

Beside her in bed was a saucepan that she hit with a spoon whenever she needed the commode at night. And so at random intervals, clanging rang out through the dark house and I went to her, not always in time. There was one middle-of-the-night when I thought she had lost her mind. “What is this?” she said with a wild look in her eye, lifting and picking at the blanket. “It’s too heavy. What’s this?” Picking at the flannel sheet underneath her. “This?” Clutching and picking at the upper sheet, until she lay back exhausted, frantic. “I can’t get comfortable. It’s too heavy. I can’t get warm. If they weren’t so heavy” – her mouth dryly formed the words – “then I could sleep.”

I refilled her hot-water bottle and tried to settle her down. Back in my own bed in the adjoining room, I lay dismayed and frightened, then went in to her again and put my arms around her. “Are you alright now? Are you warm now?” And she was more herself, sorry for the trouble she was causing.

“Now I’m worried about you,” she said. “We’re sucking the life out of you.”

And so it felt. I was in dangerous personal territory, a fraught border country in which my parents were sliding into neediness and I was rising to power, yet losing my own life.

On the telephone, after my parents were in bed, I spoke in a guarded voice to Mark, hyper-aroused by the difficulties I saw ahead, first of sleeping, then of caring for my mother and father over the next month or so, and then over the years in Ottawa. “What are we getting ourselves into?” I said, haunted by the fate of a dear friend whose mother had lived to be 106, unless it was 107.

Mark laughed with easy warmth and said we had to embrace life. “Take it on,” he said. “You can’t run from it.” Putting my mind at rest in the moment.

But taking care of people has never been my idea of embracing life. On the contrary, it’s the best way to ruin it.

So why did I do it, I ask myself looking back, and the answers come, one after the other. I wanted to look after my mother; I wanted to prove that I could be generous for once in my life; I saw no alternative. But something else was going on too, namely sibling rivalry and pride. The child’s need, my need, to be the one who mattered most. I also wanted the credit. I’ve always wanted the credit. My name on the book. Let’s all clap for Lizzie.

*

One afternoon I went for a walk through the silent, empty neighbourhood. No-one was about except for two small, listless children in snowsuits lying on their stomachs in their front yard, building something, perhaps. One called plaintively to the other, who refused to do as bidden, and soon they would both be back inside, that was a certainty. The neighbourhood had been near-countryside forty years before when my parents built their house overlooking fields and trees, only for the land to fill up, year by year, with cookie-cutter mansions; godawful travesties, my mother called them. For me it was the outer armpit of the world, a suburb distant from downtown, an isolated tract of three-car garages with my parents’ single-car garage and house of normal proportions the exception to the rule.

I came in from my walk and my parents brightened at the sight of my rosy cheeks. No greater gift to them existed than a set of rosy, healthy cheeks on any of their children.

That evening my father continued his ongoing lament about being friendless. “Bill would have been over a dozen times. Bill would have been over every day. Okay.”

Okay meaning: That’s all I have to say. End of conversation.

Bill, his buddy from across the street, had died about ten years before, a gregarious, clever man who loved dogs, loved fishing, enjoyed my mother and befriended my father. My father had no such aptitude for reaching out the hand of friendship. “The last friend I had was Ed Stevens,” he said. “We have no close friends.” And then again, “Nobody’s come to see us.”

The fact is, he did not let people know about my mother’s illness. Oh, a few. But he loathed the telephone. When two women friends of my mother’s came to see her, he beat a hasty retreat to his bedroom and did not come out until they had left.

*

An attentive neighbour came over one day, laden down with an enormous lasagna, many butter tarts, wine, bountiful grapes. Tom carried the food into the kitchen, then went down the hall to see my mother. Later, I told her about all the food he had brought to us, and she smiled. “So kind of them. That’s the Irish in them,” she said.

“Do you know why I’m not sleeping?” she said to me later. “Because I’ve been painting. It occurs to me, those embroidered linen handkerchiefs – they would be a marvellous background for the pieces of lichen on rock. The point is the age, the length of time it takes nature to make the lichen on the one hand, and for women to make the linen and the embroidery on the other.”

Propped up now against several pillows in bed, the wooden-legged tray across her lap, she wet her middle fingertip on her tongue and picked up every crumb, one by three, off the folded napkin that had held an oatmeal cookie, her mug of coffee next to it doctored with cream from a carton of whipping cream and reheated an infinite number of times. “Give it the one-two-three,” she would say, instructing me to return the mug to the microwave and press those numbers. No hot drink was satisfactory unless it took the roof off the top of her mouth.

I remarked that she was happy with her cookie, and my father, sitting in a chair on the far side of the bed, said, “I’ve never seen your mother unhappy.”

It took me a moment to absorb this pronouncement. It was hard to believe that he knew her so little.

“Well,” she said, “if I tell you the truth, and I always do, there’s a lot of play-acting.”

“I know,” my father said. “But I’ve never seen you in tears.”

I had seen bouts of tears overpower her mighty resistance many times. When music moved her, or when the family gathered at home or at the lake and she felt overcome by her good fortune, or when she defended Dad and testified to their love for me. I had seen her weeping in the kitchen after Gracie died, a mother-in-law she loved and felt loved by far more than by her own mother. I had seen her sobbing when Jet died, and I had seen her unhappy countless times, wounded on her own or on someone else’s behalf.

From my side of the bed, I said, “I made you cry once.”

“You did,” she agreed, and her musing, rather tender expression did not change.

Still musing and by way of explanation, she said simply, “Someone sets the tone in a house.”

Someone sets the tone. The words sank in and have never left me.
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