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ONE
The Legend of Mad Mag

THERE IS LITTLE LEFT of her that can be held in the hand. 
A few odd things, dusty and damaged, occupying some 
gray area between rubbish and memorabilia. A plastic cup, 
nails from a small horseshoe, a bit of broken plate. Roadside 
museum quality stuff. Could have been, might have been 
hers. Or not. There is no hard evidence, nothing clean-cut, 
no blood or bone. It’s all circumstantial.

Nothing remains to directly link her to time or place. 
She wanders freely within and without, through days and 
daydreams. Such is the cursed blessing of the serendipitous 
legend, unhinged from the Now to which she was once teth-
ered, growing larger by degrees as the shadows grow longer 
over her once bright life.

Memory sometimes binds, sometimes severs.
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There remains a single photograph, controversial and 
undated. The general consensus is that it is her. Because even 
when strained of nostalgia, there is much about it that agrees 
with fact. There she is, under the big sky that spreads endless 
and blue over the pristine waters of Go Home Lake. Mad 
Mag riding the range.

Hold on, Mag.
Tall in the saddle of her brittle rubber horse, its paint 

chipped and flaking, Mad Mag glares at something beyond 
the scalloped white border of the image. Her cowboy hat is 
rakishly tipped to one side. Her reckless spirit is evident in the 
way she commands the passive steed on its rusted springs, six 
shooter wedged almost casually in the grosgrain waistband of 
her intricately smocked dress. She is four. Her arm is in a cast. 
She broke it falling down the stairs. She will break six more 
bones in the next five years. The authorities will consider put-
ting her to pasture. The sheriff will look hard and long at 
the frontier mentality of her tribe. She will hit the ground 
running, every day, shoot from the hip, and never look back, 
never ask, never tell. Take what she has coming and hold her 
ground. Cross her heart and hope to die. Standing. With her 
boots on. With her clothes on. Soon.

Away on a fast pony laughing…
While she may have believed her childhood was the same 

as any other, universal and generic, Mad Mag, like the hum-
blest of all demigods, failed to recognize she personified the 
end of her era. 

And not a moment too soon.
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TWO
Life in the Big City

I DREAM OF THAT HOUSE more than anything else. Every 
few years I do a drive by. I need to see that the place is still 
standing, that my memory hasn’t failed me, that it really 
existed and so, one might presume, did my brothers and I.

No more tears. The weeping willow was cut down years 
ago, but the broad white-brick chimney stands firm. The 
solid front door made of wood blocks still bars the way. The 
windows are oblique to the street. No guessing what’s inside. 

The roof has been replaced three times.
When we left on a Thursday in January, there was snow 

on the ground and on the roof. The shingles were gray under 
the snow, which was also gray and bleak and grimy. Six 
months later, when the house belonged to someone else, and 
I belonged nowhere and to no one, the sky was a harsh, clear 
blue, and the roof was black. 
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I discovered this on the maiden voyage of what was to 
become a somewhat twisted tradition, to the place in which 
I was last a child.

Some years later the roof turned a dusty green. Most 
recent renovations made it gray again. Everything comes and 
goes. Though sometimes it just goes.

When we first came, in the spring, there was a tall tree 
in the front yard. Fixed in the center of the lawn, coloring-
book-picture style, it had grooved, rough bark and was wide 
enough to hide a child when required. But only one, the 
strongest one, who would twist the arms of the weaker and 
toss them out, sacrificing them to the seeker in Hide and Go 
Seek. Survival of the fists. Of the fittest.

My mother gave me a brown paper bag of bulbs to plant 
around the base of the tree in the hope and promise of beau-
tiful things to come. An exercise in futility in the impatient 
hands of a four-year-old. In an effort to excel, I groomed each 
bulb by snapping off the untidy green shoot from one end 
and pulling out the hairy roots from the other. More than 
two dozen innocent crocuses systematically aborted. I killed 
them all. My mother waited until I had finished, ensuring she 
had ample proof that I was both dim-witted and destructive, 
then she told me. I felt so bad. What went down into the 
earth would never come up. 

But I still cling to hope. Even now, when I’ve not lived 
there for nearly forty years. I still look for the crocuses when I 
pass. The tree I remember coming down, cut to a stump due 
to disease. This was how the willow came to be planted. And 
the dogwoods. Weeping and barking all day long.

I am older now, with a house of my own with a silent 
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shading grapevine and sturdy, thick hedging. I have a car and 
an income, a submerged sense of rage and a strength of will 
that could kill if necessary. 

I can come and go as I please. Revisit the house whenever 
I wish. And dream of it whether I wish to or not.

¬¬¬

Split. Level. Oxymoron. Happy. Family.
My bedroom was upstairs next to my parents’ bedroom 

and the full bathroom. The fixtures were the color of the 
kind of potion my brothers would mix from the condiments 
in restaurants: a sort of ketchup-non-dairy-creamer-with-
a-hint-of-soy-sauce. Neutral, yet caustic. The tiling was a 
complementary shade of calamine. I wrote my name in iodine 
with a cotton swab on the inside of the drawer of the vanity. 
My mother had a fit. I denied it, but I got in trouble anyway.

When we moved in, the floor of the basement rec room 
was freshly waxed and gleaming. We took off our shoes and 
went skating in our stocking feet. We bounced off the paneled 
walls and into each other like unstable atoms. Four children 
ages four to ten, encouraged to be elsewhere, far from the 
maddening crowd of boxes. Of course it was “all fun and 
games until somebody lost an eye.” Or their balance. Then 
broke their nose.

Forward I fell, hard and fast, ruining the game, destroy-
ing the peace, and dirtying up the floor. I ruined the upstairs 
bathmat as well.

“She should have put out her hands to break the fall” was 
the exasperated conclusion drawn by my brothers. Any idiot 
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would do that. I must have fallen on my nose on purpose. I 
was always “faking it” it to get attention.

“Oh, Sarah Heartburn!” my mother rolled her eyes and 
groaned when she heard me begin to wail. When the blood 
came she grabbed my wrist and marched me up to the bath-
room muttering, “For corn’s sake! Why on earth didn’t you 
just put out your hands so you wouldn’t fall on your face?” 

Sadly, in keeping with the theme and theory of my moth-
er’s life, the worst was yet to come.

At the peak of bruise formation, as both my eyes black-
ened and my rosy cheeks turned yellow and green, I was 
called upon to lead the processional at church for White Gift 
Sunday.

I wore a white organza dress. A white grosgrain sash. 
My hair was combed into submission and pulled tight as the 
wires on a suspension bridge into two glossy braids tied in 
white satin. I smiled beatifically, oblivious to the pulsating 
bubble of blood and mucus hanging in my left nostril. My 
mother was chagrined.

I carried a box, carefully wrapped in white tissue, beauti-
fully tied with a white ribbon, stuffed with tradition, to lay 
upon the altar. Alms for the poor.

Poor me. I so misunderstood. A small child is given a 
gift and thinks the obvious: treasures for me. Living among 
the knees and crotches of the world, going to bed first, the 
kiddy cone. Enduring these and so many more indignities 
should have ensured entitlement. The box was large. There 
were sparkles embedded in the paper. It may well have felt as 
empty as it was, but I was brimming with hope.

I had learned my lesson with the bulbs. I would not trim 
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the performance to dimensions reasonable to a child. I would 
accept the inexplicable rules of adults, just this once, and part 
with the gift as requested, silent and beaming, believing the 
touched expressions of my ecclesiastical audience had some-
thing to do with my stellar behavior and nothing to do with 
my miserable appearance. And my reward would be that very 
gift, retrieved later, after the performance was over.

What I failed to appreciate was that it was something of a 
comedy. A farce, in fact.

I returned to my squirmy seat in the hard pew following 
my part in the service. There I endured my mother’s talon 
poke to my thigh, which meant “Sit still and keep your trap 
shut.” But I had to know what was hidden within the gift so 
gorgeously wrapped the angels must have had a hand in it.

She poked me again and hissed, “It’s a cow.”
Naturally I’d favor a pony, but trade was always possible. 

“How can it fit in the box?” I wanted to know.
“The box is just to show we got a cow for the poor people.”
Poor people? I was beggared of ponies. This had to be 

considered a serious privation.
And anyway, what would the poor want of a cow? I knew 

cows to be large and smelly. A cow needed a barn, a bucket, 
a bell, and a daisy-chain crown. Sons and daughters of Ham, 
living in mud huts, subsisting in blissful, noble grace, know-
ing nothing of Jell-O or white gloves or teaspoons – what on 
earth would they do with a cow?

Even at my tender age I knew what to do with a pony.
I was devastated. It was a tragedy.
Some interval later I was taken to some unpasteurized 

green to see the Bovine Presentation to the Impoverished, 
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during which smiling black people (I think my first, outside 
of National Geographic) accepted the unacceptable creature 
on behalf of the Needy Multitudes. From whence commeth 
they? I knew not. I cared less.

There are so many, Lord, so many. Moses said so himself. 
How was a cow to be loaves and fishes to so many?

And me without a pony.

¬¬¬

I have an impression of the years that followed, at times 
unshakably clear, at times watery and ethereal. Days that 
nostalgia describes in romantic and perfect prose. Summers of 
golden sweetness. Kinder years.

It was a childhood of its time, the textbook dimensions 
of the baby boom. Four kids, myself and my brothers, Mom 
and Dad, a dog, a cat, a guinea pig, fish tank, turtles, a house 
in the suburbs, a cottage on a lake, a station wagon, and 
(later) a second car. Dad drove to work. Mom stayed home, 
avoiding invitations to Tupperware parties and lobbying for 
a dishwasher.

In later years my mother worked as a Pink Lady, volun-
teering in the local hospital emergency. She had been there 
so many times with one offspring or another, they knew her 
by name. It’s difficult to say who was doing whom the favor 
in this arrangement. Perhaps my mother sought to provide 
the hospital with her assistance as some sort of repayment to 
them for the various stitches, casts, and medicaments they 
had doled out to her habitually fractured children. Perhaps 
the hospital saw fit to occupy my mother with some task 
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other than ferrying gashed heads, petit mal seizures, broken 
bones, penknife slip-slices, hockey stick abrasions, and other 
nervous disorders to and from the ward at odd hours. Clearly 
she had the needed experience to work casualty. Or possibly 
such work was meant to offer Mother Dearest respite from 
“the evil four” and allow us to solve our own problems, and 
hers, by killing one another. Or it might have been wrongly 
presumed that if our mother was absent, our constant revolt 
might be put down by a stern and hairy-legged housekeeper 
like the one who cared for our neighbors the Scharwtz boys, 
Reinard and Stash. You could see the mud print of Mrs. 
Dorbrinzki’s jackboot on those poor boys’ necks at all times.

Whatever the case, Mother seemed suitably distracted. 
She took the task to heart and told stories at the dinner 
table of how, with the utmost dignity and dazzling deco-
rum, she wheeled the mangled bodies of car-wreck victims 
to the morgue (probably humming Elgar’s “Pomp and 
Circumstance” in a minor key all the way).

Much later, I discovered volunteers were forbidden to 
perform this feat. And years after that, I understood that 
this particular clinic, something of a boutique hospital, 
was without a morgue and rarely endured the company of 
a stiff. It confined its business to boil-lancing and simple 
fractures, and the odd tonsillectomy or ulcer surgery, just 
for fun. Patients were routinely shipped off to larger, more 
diverse facilities long before they were in danger of being 
pronounced dead. 

Apart from that, my mother kept house. Cooked some-
what, though always under protest. Did laundry, as a family 
of six produces prodigious amounts. My father’s suits and 
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shirts went to the cleaners, however, as he considered my 
mother seriously lacking in pressing and starching talents, 
and she thought such efforts were beneath her. 

She had her hair done twice a week, three times if some 
function was on the agenda, by Frank at the beauty salon, 
except for summers when we “cottaged” at Go Home Lake.

¬¬¬

June. Centennial year. 1967. Canada’s Shining Moment. 
Three of our nation’s obligatory fifteen minutes of fame. 
Probably more than we deserved at the time.

Ca-na-da
One little two little three Canadians
Infected by Bobby Gimby’s virulent ditty we proselytized 

profusely.
We love thee
We knew all the words and sang them with irritating fre-

quency, less out of a sense of nationalistic pride and more out 
of the fact that it was the least scratched record in our limited 
sound library for the Close ’n Play.

Until my father answered our voices raised in glorious 
song, “I’ll wring your neck if you sing it again!” before we’d 
even got to the multicultural-embracing bilingual French 
portion. 

“When are we going to Expo? Francine is going to Expo.” 
I marched into the modern kitchen in our seven-year-old 
split-level on Dewmist Crescent and demanded this critical 
information from my mother. 

Francine lived a few doors down the street. She had 
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an older brother who must have had some sort of calcium 
deficiency or muscle disorder because grown-ups were for-
ever commenting on how limp his wrists were and on the 
swishy way he walked. I can’t remember what he looked like. 
I can’t even remember his name, but from time to time I’d 
see Francine in one of her brother’s hand-me-down outfits. 
Not the permanently smelly kangaroo sweaters or mittens 
with chewed thumbs that I was dealt there at the bottom of 
the children’s wardrobe totem pole. Francine got stripy shirts 
and blue jeans and running shoes hardly worn. And once a 
little purple velvety ensemble with a ruffled poet’s shirt. I was 
insanely jealous. Francine was my age, but she was allowed to 
wear pants. Daddy said it was all right for some girls to wear 
pants, but I was a girl and should look like one. Not some 
ragamuffin.

“We’re not going to Expo,” my mother informed me.
I was genuinely surprised. Everybody was going. 

Absolutely everybody. All twenty million and their frères. 
For Jacques’s sake, it was EXPO 67! “Why not? I want to go. 
Can’t we go? Please? Please?”

My mother was standing at the counter putting the final 
touches on a cake. It was not a Birthday Cake. Birthday Cake 
was chocolate cake with boiled frosting. It was Everyday 
Cake. Everyday Cake was like this: white cake mix, nine-
inch square pan. Mix cake as directed. Bake in pan. (This 
may seem obvious, but my mother loathed cooking of any 
sort, so a detail like this could be important.) Drink rum 
and Coke. Leave cake in oven a little too long while reading 
Irma Bombeck’s most recent book. Take cake out of oven 
and allow to cool. Turn onto plate. Curse crispy corners. 
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With avocado-green electric carving knife, cut cake in half 
horizontally, separating top from bottom. Liberally spread 
the strawberry jam that failed to set, causing several days of 
marital strife, over bottom half of cake. Replace top. Place 
one large paper doily on top of cake. Dust with icing sugar. 
Remove doily. Have a drink to congratulate yourself on a job 
well done.

“We’re not going to Expo,” my mother repeated. It was 
hard to say which she more resented: that it was we who were 
not going, or that it was we who were not going. But the 
results were the same. The ingenuous child that I was, how-
ever, I still believed in the power of persistent whining.

“Please. Pleeeeeeease. Pretty please with sugar on top?” 
I went on evoking various forms of sweets and entreatments 
for probably close to ten minutes.

Honesty compels me to admit I had less than no clue 
what Expo was. I knew it was in Montreal, where we were 
originally from. I knew it was somehow related to Centennial 
year, and, by association, to that blistering Young Canadians 
anthem that I so adored. But over and above that, I knew 
nothing except that Francine was going and had this smarmy 
self-righteous smirk all over her face. She had Tutti and Her 
Boyfriend dolls too, as well as the box they came in that 
looked like an ice-cream parlor. And it wasn’t even wrecked. 
I had out-of-style Barbies with Cleopatra eye makeup and 
bouffant hairdos with traces of bubble gum from my older 
second cousin. The dolls were also seriously handicapped, as 
I had the peculiar habit of gnawing on their feet, favoring the 
bendable leg style because the metal tibia-fibula rod gave the 
most molar satisfaction.
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But I wasn’t jealous. I was a patriotic zealot. I wanted to 
go to Expo. I would figure it out when I got there. “Pretty, 
pretty please? With a cherry? Can we go to Expo?”

“No.” Mother was getting that edge to her voice. If 
you badgered her enough at this point, she could almost be 
counted on to throw up one hand in a gesture of disgust and 
shout “Oh, I don’t care. Just do as you please!” This was what 
I was aiming for, presuming she would willfully aid and abet 
what I pleased, meaning she would take me to Expo.

I crossed my arms defiantly, stamping one foot so hard it 
startled the guinea pig. “Why! I want to go!”

As if that cinched it.
My mother turned on me, avocado carving knife in 

hand, blades buzzing the same rhythm as her frazzled nerves. 
I realized then that I should have waited until after the con-
gratulatory cocktail part of the Everyday Cake recipe.

“Quit whining or I’ll give you something to whine about! 
We are not going to any blinkity-blank Expo. We’re going to 
that damned cottage all summer. Now go outside and play.”

Oh, yeah. The cottage. 
Knowing what was good for me, I ran out the door – the 

one with the wounded frame where she broke the wooden 
spoon in two, chasing one of my brothers.

From the perspective of our front door the world nar-
rowed. Physically. Our house formed the beginning of the 
curve where the road bent to its crescent shape. To the south 
the front yards were equal to the backyards. To the north-
east the lots were more nearly pie shaped – pie that included 
asphalt drives suitable for two large cars and ending in broad, 
double garages. Francine’s house was three doors to the 
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narrow direction. She had the biggest backyard on the street 
and invited everyone there to play, one at a time, only long 
enough to rub one’s nose in her superior acreage. 

But Francine didn’t have a cottage. There was plenty of 
time before dinner to inform her of this. I marched to her 
front door and hammered on it hard.

Opening the door about one sixteenth of an inch, 
Francine partially extruded from it like fleshy putty. She 
regarded me suspiciously, rocked on one heel, and gnawed 
on her hair ribbon. “My Mom says I can’t play with you,” she 
said, drooling a little over the hair ribbon.

“Well, whoopee-do. I’m going to my cottage the whole 
summer,” I announced triumphantly.

Who’s smarmy – I mean sorry – now?
Francine narrowed her eyes. She edged a little more out 

of the generally closed door. She looked properly skeptical. 
“What cottage?” 

“My cottage,” I clarified. “We got a boat and a dock and a 
raft and I can go waterskiing whenever I want. And I got my own 
rowboat. And my dad’s going get me a pony of my very own.” 
A little nuclear blast of envy went off in Francine’s central 
core. I could see the tremors, little shock waves of distress as 
I pulled way out in the bragging lead. I see your Expo, and I 
raise you one pony.

Too rich for your blood, sister?
Francine gasped for air and twitched like a fish tossed in 

the bottom of the boat. I moved in for the kill.
“And I’m going to be a cowboy, a real cowboy,” I 

announced, swelling with pride – pride that was doubly 
felt when Francine burst into jealous tears and ran crying 
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and carrying on into the house. Within seconds, Francine’s 
mother appeared in the doorway. I repeated for her benefit, 
“I’m going to be cowboy.”

“Good for you,” Francine’s mother responded. She rolled 
her eyes and looked weary in the extreme. “Run along. Go 
away, now.” And just before she gave the door a good hard 
shove with her foot, I heard her say, “Stupid brat,” not all that 
quietly.

Of course I always felt that way about Francine. It just 
surprised me to hear her mother say it.

I wandered back down the street to my own house.
It was the optimal neighborhood of its time. Generally 

the houses were split-level in design. Enormous plate glass 
“picture” windows were immensely popular, as were patios 
made from two-foot concrete squares, pink and white or 
green and white in a checkerboard pattern. It was a given that 
you would have two cars. In fact, at any particular time we 
had three or four cars because, apart from the standard-issue 
station wagon and the smaller second car (a used Datsun 
until we got the new gold-tone Pinto), my father seemed to 
have a rotating fleet of MGs. It was probably only two, pos-
sibly three. But they seemed to come and go with regularity. 
We also had, in the back of the garage, a small three-wheeled 
vehicle called an Isetta. A one-door, front-opening contrap-
tion with a motorcycle engine and no explanation.

Trudging along on that late spring afternoon, I was a little 
bored. My brothers were all at school. Francine was unavail-
able. There was no one else my age to play with. Around 
the bend and across the street were Craig and his little sis-
ter. Craig ate paste and the ends of pencils and stood over 
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you when you used his markers shouting “Stop pressing so 
hard!” if you so much as put pen to paper. More interestingly, 
he could put the entire business end of his toy hammer in 
his mouth. I tried it out on his sister, thinking it might be a 
familial thing. She wouldn’t play, and I had to make her do 
it. She acted like a crybaby. (She was about two.) Then their 
father came out and yelled at me and complained that I was 
too rough and said I had to go.

“Craig started it!” I protested, because he did, boasting 
and bragging and giving a demo of his hammer skill, but his 
dad wouldn’t listen.

I surveyed the other houses for potential signs of life. The 
only other child available to me was Darlene. She was some-
what younger than I. She, too, had an older brother, actually 
about my age, but there was some carved-in-stone rule about 
boys never playing with girls. I pushed that envelope once, 
and he tangled up my skipping rope so badly, I never tried 
again. Darlene was a possibility if, for once, she wasn’t nap-
ping, about to nap, or just getting up from a nap.

I knocked on the door. With her hair all whipped up 
like a candy-floss hurricane, Darlene’s mother answered. Her 
name was Ginny. I knew what gin was and presumed she was 
fond of it, hence her obvious nickname. No person could 
ever be properly named after a drink. 

“Yes?” she asked in a rushed voice, wiping her hands on 
her apron. It was a white polyester deal tied with a huge bow 
in the back. The loops stood out so far that Ginny appeared 
to have low-flying wings.

“Can I play with Darlene?” I asked, sniffing the air hope-
fully. Aprons meant kitchen stuff. There could be cookies. 
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Unfortunately, the only fragrance wafting through the air was 
Spic and Span.

“Darlene is having a little seep-seep.” Ginny told me. No 
news there.

It annoyed me how much this child slept. I think I had 
seen her awake maybe two times. “She’s always sleeping!” I 
complained.

Ginny shrugged. “Well, she needs her rest. She has a little 
cold.”

I mulled this over. “Is her nose all runny?” I inquired with 
what poor Ginny mistook for sympathetic interest.

She sighed and nodded, a clownish sad face twisting her 
lips. “Yes, poor Darlene has a little button of a runny nose,” 
she squeaked. I think it was supposed to appeal to a child. I 
just found it a bit creepy.

For a moment, I considered Darlene’s unstoppered 
sinuses. She probably slept so much because she burnt up so 
much energy manufacturing snot. On those rare occasions 
when she was awake, there was always a trail of it from one 
or both of her nostrils streaming down to her mouth, out-
lined in filth. The only clean spot on her face was the little 
patch on her upper lip she perpetually licked clean, lapping 
up snot like it was the nectar of the Gods. She peed her pants 
a lot too. Toilet training was a very steep learning curve for 
her.

“Dirtybutter…” I mumbled.
Mrs. Wrangler across the street sometimes made a face 

and said to my mother, “Here comes Dirtybutter.” But when 
I looked around all I could ever see was Darlene. But it was 
dawning on me, if you took a good look at the puddle of 
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unappealing bodily fluids that Darlene was, “Dirtybutter” 
was not a half-bad description.

“What?” said Ginny, her furrowed brow disappearing 
under her overdone hair.

It never would have occurred to me to not tell Ginny that 
the other mothers on the street referred to her little treasure 
as “Dirtybutter,” but thankfully it didn’t specifically occur to 
me to tell her either.

I had more important things to tell her anyway. “My 
Dad’s going to get me a pony and I’m going to be a cowboy,” 
I announced grandly.

“Girl,” Ginny corrected helpfully.
“Wha – pardon?”
“Cowgirl. You’re a girl, so you’re going to be a cowgirl.” 

Ginny smiled and her eyes crinkled up and vanished. “Bye-
bye now,” she sang and shut the door on me.

Cowboy. I was going to be a cowboy. I knew what a 
cowboy was. I fully intended to be one. Ginny just didn’t 
understand. I’d show her. When I was a cowboy, I would 
show her.

I returned home. My mom had moved on from des-
sert and was working backwards through the main course. 
Each day had its own food. Like some proverbial Chinese 
take-away menu, our meals came in orderly succession, 
no substitutions. Monday: leftovers; Tuesday: pork chops; 
Wednesday: chicken; Thursday: steak or ham; Friday: fish 
was a religious issue for the early years, but it gave way to a 
casserole or another form of chicken in later years; Saturday: 
spaghetti, or, in Stanley Cup season, pizza from Millano’s; 
and finally, every Sunday without fail (sing with me if you 



19

MEGS BEACH

know the tune): roast beef, brussels sprouts, mashed potatoes, 
and gravy.

In my many years of marriage, I have never cooked a roast 
beef. My children couldn‘t pick one out of a butcher’s shop 
window if their lives depended on it. And we’ve lived this 
long. As a child, I would not have believed this to be possible.

Every meal had dessert, frequently two, because dessert 
was a vital food group. This was in the days before it was 
pointed out to us in a national fitness campaign that the 
average fifty-year-old Swede was more fit than the average 
thirty-year-old Canadian. Not that we gave up desserts as a 
result. We did all buy jogging suits and Adidas running shoes, 
which made us look more like the Swede. Then we had our 
Everyday Cake, and ate it too.

I sat at the kitchen table and fed Petunia, the guinea pig, 
bread crusts left over from lunch. She snuffled a little, clearly 
enjoying this little gourmet interlude. Reaching through the 
door in her wire cage, I tried cautiously to pick her up. I was 
very careful to avoid her hindquarters, careful not to startle 
her. I would not be the one responsible for maiming her. 
Because, as everyone knows, if you pick up a guinea pig by 
the tail its eyes fall out.

“Can I have an after-school snack?” I asked my mother.
“No,” I was told, omitting comment on the fact that I 

neither went to school nor was school completed for the day.
“I’m hungry,” I complained, coveting Petunia’s bread 

crusts for an instant before realizing they wouldn’t taste any 
better than when I had rejected them at lunch.

“Well, we’re having dinner early. And you’re going to 
bed early,” my mother continued, “because we’ll be getting 
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up at the crack of dawn tomorrow to go to the cottage.” 
Unbelievably, she did not sound thrilled about it.

“Hooray!” I cheered. “We’re going to the cottage. Can I 
go swimming when we get there?”

“It will be too cold. Don’t be silly.”
I jumped to my feet the way I might launch myself from 

the dock. “I can just put my feet in off the raft.” I kicked 
blithely at the imaginary water.

“They’ll turn blue and drop off.” My mother looked 
peeved as I commenced my lake crossing though the kitchen, 
using a stylized sort of butterfly front crawl that most resem-
bled the explosion of a windmill.

“Then can I get a pony?” I spun from vertical to horizon-
tal and into a dizzy canter.

“Simmer down.”
Not having heard “yes” immediately, reflex triggered me 

into full beg mode. My lip quivered. Tears sprung to my eyes. 
I slapped my hands to my face and massaged it into a suitably 
desperate expression. “But Daddy said. He did say it. He said 
he’d buy me a pony.”

“He would,” my mother said ruefully. “And guess who 
will have to clean up after it?”

“I’ll take care of it. All by myself. I’ll do everything.” I 
meant this, of course, from the bottom of my heart, not ever 
having stopped to consider that horses, even small ones, were 
living, breathing, eating, defecating creatures. Cleaning up 
after meant ensuring one’s toys and shoes were put away. I 
would be the pony’s only amusement. So the possibility of 
pony toys strewn about the place was a nonstarter. And I was 
personally out of the “hang up your coat” loop due to height 
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restrictions. The pony might have a blue blanket sort of dress-
ing gown to wear prior to show jumping. But surely there 
would be someone taller than me to help out with that.

Besides, I knew all I really needed to know.
Any cowboy worth his beans had an equally worthy part-

ner in his beloved horse. This benevolent bond was silent and 
sacred. Your horse could be counted on to carry you in times 
of trouble, through swift-moving rivers, over snow-capped 
mountains, forever and a day under the big sky and into the 
sunset. In return for this undying devotion, your horse asked 
for nothing and expected less, secure in the knowledge you’d 
treat him to a wormy apple from time to time. After first 
picking out the worms to fish with, of course. Most impor-
tantly, your horse knew you were kin. He knew you’d be 
there, with your saddle and a bridal and spurs and a gun. A 
gun that you’d put to that horse’s head and pull the trigger 
without hesitation if he was foolish enough to screw you over 
by fracturing a leg.

Such was the Way of the West.
My mother pointed to the door and abruptly shouted. 

“Go set the table. Your brothers will be home from school 
soon. Supper time is early today. I want you guys fed, washed, 
and ready for bed before your father comes home.”

Big sigh, “All right….” She may as well have slapped a 
ball and chain on my leg and sent me out to split rocks with 
a short-handled pick.
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