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About the Book

Ranging from the 1850s through two world wars to the
present, and from Canada to Brisbane, the Balkans and the
Somme, these dazzling stories reveal the secrets of
unconventional women who refuse to be contained.



About the Author

**Winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature**

Alice Munro was born in 1931 and is the author of twelve
collections of stories, most recently Dear Life, and a novel,
Lives of Girls and Women. She has received many awards
and prizes, including three of Canada’s Governor General’s
Literary Awards and two Giller Prizes, the Rea Award for
the Short Story, the Lannan Literary Award, the WHSmith
Book Award in the UK, the National Book Critics Circle
Award in the US, was shortlisted for the Booker Prize for
The Beggar Maid, and has been awarded the Man Booker
International Prize 2009 for her overall contribution to
fiction on the world stage. Her stories have appeared in
The New Yorker, Atlantic Monthly, Paris Review and other
publications, and her collections have been translated into
thirteen languages. She lives with her husband in Clinton,
Ontario, near Lake Huron in Canada.
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Praise

‘Alice Munro’s stories are miraculous, not only in the sense
that there is something almost preternatural about the
lucidity of her narrative style and the wisdom with which
she looks into the human heart, but also more literally. Like
full-rigged sailing ships in tight-necked bottles, or like the
fabulous fairy palace which lies behind the tiny door in the
wainscotting, they seem to contain infinite space within the
nutshells of their neatly fitted narratives ... Munro is
unintimidated by the convention which decrees that a short
story has a capacity only for a single eloquent incident.
Hers contain whole lives, several to each story, which
between them span generations and continents ... The lives
Munro imagines are not dull. They are unromantically
substantial. They encompass cooking and disappointing sex
and the minor embarrassments attendant on all but the
most perfect relationships. But they do contain high drama
- murder and heartbreak and reckless passion. And the
people living them are all, attendant extras as well as
protagonists, vividly particularised, endowed with whole
histories and secret but perceptible inner lives ... In story
after story there is an intricate, layered richness as one
narrative is braided into another, not by dint of
coincidences or revelations, but simply by Munro’s
insistence that every life is important, and has its effect on
others contingent with it. Munro’s people are not heroic.
Many of them are women, not young, not slender, not all of
them even quite clean ... Munro sees the grandeur of
littleness, the epic length and emotional profundity of
unremarkable lives. Her vision reflects her use of her
chosen form. Modestly, in brief narratives about
unambitious people, she creates fiction of tremendous
scope’



Lucy Hughes-Hallett, Sunday Times

‘Alice Munro writes almost perfect stories: beautifully
cadenced, both wildly funny and gravely sad, they are all
set in small-town Ontario, and each centres on a woman
who refuses to be pinned down. The stories take place over
several generations, from 1850 to the present, and they
touch on patriotism, sexual awakening, feminism and
violence, picking up huge themes with no effort at all.
Munro writes with deceptive simplicity, for she packs
almost as much into each graceful tale as most novels
contain. Like crumpled balls of paper, they unfold in our
minds after reading them’

Nicci Gerrard, Elle

‘The title is, like everything else about this book, perfectly
judged. One proceeds through Alice Munro’s superb
collection of stories like an eavesdropper, breathless at the
prospect of revelation. Curiosity gets us only so far. The
prose is lucid and relaxed, but the stories the book has to
tell are poker-faced and oblique, hugging their secrets tight
to the chest. Read once, they are mysterious and
unsettling; read a second time and they turn out
unsuspected pockets of detail. Munro isn’t simply a clever
miniaturist: each story here is as compact as a poem but as
capacious as a novel ... The stories of Open Secrets don’t
always yield a neat solution to the puzzles they enfold: they
offer windows on various pasts, but however closely we
peer through them they mist up with ambiguity. Marriage,
gambles, disappearances, motiveless vandalism - it is the
stuff of unremarkable lives, conveyed in a remarkable
fashion. Alice Munro, a prose alchemist, continues to
transform small-town tittle-tattle into fiction of haunting,
even harrowing, intensity’

Anthony Quinn, Independent
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CARRIED AWAY

LETTERS

In the dining room of the Commercial Hotel, Louisa opened
the letter that had arrived that day from overseas. She ate
steak and potatoes, her usual meal, and drank a glass of
wine. There were a few travellers in the room, and the
dentist who ate there every night because he was a
widower. He had shown an interest in her in the beginning
but had told her he had never before seen a woman touch
wine or spirits.

“It is for my health,” said Louisa gravely.

The white tablecloths were changed every week and in
the meantime were protected by oilcloth mats. In winter,
the dining room smelled of these mats wiped by a kitchen
rag, and of coal fumes from the furnace, and beef gravy
and dried potatoes and onions—a smell not unpleasant to
anybody coming in hungry from the cold. On each table
was a little cruet stand with the bottle of brown sauce, the
bottle of tomato sauce, and the pot of horseradish.

The letter was addressed to “The Librarian, Carstairs
Public Library, Carstairs, Ontario.” It was dated six weeks
before—January 4, 1917.

Perhaps you will be surprised to hear from a person you don’t know and
that doesn’t remember your name. I hope you are still the same
Librarian though enough time has gone by that you could have moved
on.

What has landed me here in Hospital is not too serious. I see worse all
around me and get my mind off of all that by picturing things and
wondering for instance if you are still there in the Library. If you are the
one I mean, you are about of medium size or perhaps not quite, with
light brownish hair. You came a few months before it was time for me to



go in the Army following on Miss Tamblyn who had been there since I
first became a user aged nine or ten. In her time the books were pretty
much every which way, and it was as much as your life was worth to ask
her for the least help or anything since she was quite a dragon. Then
when you came what a change, it was all put into sections of Fiction and
Non-Fiction and History and Travel and you got the magazines arranged
in order and put out as soon as they arrived, not left to molder away till
everything in them was stale. I felt gratitude but did not know how to
say so. Also I wondered what brought you there, you were an educated
person.

My name is Jack Agnew and my card is in the drawer. The last book I
took out was very good—H. G. Wells, Mankind in the Making. My
education was to Second Form in High School, then I went into Douds as
many did. I didn’t join up right away when I was eighteen so you will not
see me as a Brave Man. I am a person tending to have my own ideas
always. My only relative in Carstairs, or anyplace, is my father Patrick
Agnew. He works for Douds not at the factory but at the house doing the
gardening. He is a lone wolf even more than me and goes out to the
country fishing every chance he gets. I write him a letter sometimes but
I doubt if he reads it.

After supper Louisa went up to the Ladies’ Parlor on the
second floor, and sat down at the desk to write her reply.

I am very glad to hear you appreciated what I did in the Library though
it was just the normal organisation, nothing special.

I am sure you would like to hear news of home, but [ am a poor person
for the job, being an outsider here. I do talk to people in the Library and
in the hotel. The travellers in the hotel mostly talk about how business is
(it is brisk if you can get the goods) and a little about sickness, and a lot
about the War. There are rumors on rumors and opinions galore, which
I'm sure would make you laugh if they didn’t make you angry. I will not
bother to write them down because I am sure there is a Censor reading
this who would cut my letter to ribbons.

You ask how I came here. There is no interesting story. My parents are
both dead. My father worked for Eaton’s in Toronto in the Furniture
Department, and after his death my mother worked there too in Linens.
And I also worked there for a while in Books. Perhaps you could say
Eaton’s was our Douds. I graduated from Jarvis Collegiate. I had some
sickness which put me in hospital for a long time, but I am quite well
now. I had a great deal of time to read and my favorite authors are
Thomas Hardy, who is accused of being gloomy but I think is very true to
life—and Willa Cather. I just happened to be in this town when I heard
the Librarian had died and I thought, perhaps that is the job for me.

A good thing your letter reached me today as I am about to be
discharged from here and don’t know if it would have been sent on to



where [ am going. I am glad you did not think my letter was too foolish.

If you run into my father or anybody you do not need to say anything
about the fact we are writing to each other. It is nobody’s business and I
know there are plenty of people would laugh at me writing to the
Librarian as they did at me going to the Library even, why give them the
satisfaction?

I am glad to be getting out of here. So much luckier than some I see
that will never walk or have their sight and will have to hide themselves
away from the world.

You asked where did I live in Carstairs. Well, it was not anyplace to be
proud of If you know where Vinegar Hill is and you turned off on
Flowers-Road it is the last house on the right, yellow paint once upon a
time. My father grows potatoes, or did. I used to take them around town
with my wagon, and every load I sold got a nickel to keep.

You mention favorite authors. At one time I was fond of Zane Grey, but
I drifted away from reading fiction stories to reading History or Travel. I
sometimes read books away over my head, I know, but I do get
something out of them. H. G. Wells I mentioned is one and Robert
Ingersoll who writes about religion. They have given me a lot to think
about. If you are very religious I hope I have not offended you.

One day when I got to the Library it was a Saturday afternoon and you
had just unlocked the door and were putting the lights on as it was dark
and raining out. You had been caught out with no hat or umbrella and
your hair had got wet. You took the pins out of it and let it come down. Is
it too personal a thing to ask if you have it long still or have you cut it?
You went over and stood by the radiator and shook your hair on it and
the water sidled like grease in the frying pan. I was sitting reading in
the London Illustrated News about the War. We exchanged a smile. (I
didn’t mean to say your hair was greasy when I wrote that!)

I have not cut my hair though I often think about it. I do not know if it is
vanity or laziness that prevents me.

I am not very religious.

I walked up Vinegar Hill and found your house. The potatoes are
looking healthy. A police dog disputed with me, is he yours?

The weather is getting quite warm. We have had the flood on the river,
which I gather is an annual Spring event. The water got into the hotel
basement and somehow contaminated our drinking supply so that we
were given free beer or ginger ale. But only if we lived or were staying
there. You can imagine there were plenty of jokes.

I should ask if there is anything that I could send you.

I am not in need of anything particular. I get the tobacco and other bits
of things the ladies in Carstairs do up for us. I would like to read some
books by the authors you have mentioned but I doubt whether I would
get the chance here.

The other day there was a man died of a heart attack. It was the News
of all time. Did you hear about the man who died of a heart attack? That



was all you heard about day and night here. Then everybody would
laugh which seems hard-hearted but it just seemed so strange. It was
not even a hot time so you couldn’t say maybe he was scared. (As a
matter of fact he was writing a letter at the time so I had better look
out.) Before and after him others have died being shot up or blown up
but he is the famous one, to die of a heart attack. Everybody is saying
what a long way to come and a Ilot of expense for the Army to go to, for
that.

The summer has been so dry the watering tank has been doing the
streets every day; trying to lay the dust. The children would dance along
behind it. There was also a new thing in town—a cart with a little bell
that went along selling ice cream, and the children were pretty attentive
to this as well. It was pushed by the man who had an accident at the
factory—you know who I mean, though I can’t recall his name. He lost
his arm to the elbow. My room at the hotel, being on the third floor; it
was like an oven, and I often walked about till after midnight. So did
many other people, sometimes in pajamas. It was like a dream. There
was still a little water in the river, enough to go out in a rowboat, and
the Methodist minister did that on a Sunday in August. He was praying
for rain in a public service. But there was a small leak in the boat and
the water came in and wet his feet and eventually the boat sank and left
him standing in the water, which did not nearly reach his waist. Was it
an accident or a malicious trick? The talk was all that his prayers were
answered but from the wrong direction.

I often pass the Douds’ place on my walks. Your father keeps the lawns
and hedges looking beautiful. I like the house, so original and airy-
looking. But it may not have been cool even there, because I heard the
voice of the mother and baby daughter late at night as if they were out
on the lawn.

Though I told you there is nothing I need, there is one thing I would like.
That is a photograph of you. I hope you will not think I am overstepping
the bounds to ask for it. Maybe you are engaged to somebody or have a
sweetheart over here you are writing to as well as me. You are a cut
above the ordinary and it would not surprise me if some Officer had
spoken for you. But now that I have asked I cannot take it back and will
just leave it up to you to, think what you like of me.

Louisa was twenty-five years old and had been in love once,
with a doctor she had known in the sanitorium. Her love
was returned, eventually, costing the doctor his job. There
was some harsh doubt in her mind about whether he had
been told to leave the sanitorium or had left of his own
accord, being weary of the entanglement. He was married,
he had children. Letters had played a part that time, too.



After he left, they were still writing to one another. And
once or twice after she was released. Then she asked him
not to write anymore and he didn’t. But the failure of his
letters to arrive drove her out of Toronto and made her take
the travelling job. Then there would be only the one
disappointment in the week, when she got back on Friday
or Saturday night. Her last letter had been firm and stoical,
and some consciousness of herself as a heroine of love’s
tragedy went with her around the country as she hauled
her display cases up and down the stairs of small hotels
and talked about Paris styles and said that her sample hats
were bewitching, and drank her solitary glass of wine. If
she’d had anybody to tell, though, she would have laughed
at just that notion. She would have said love was all hocus-
pocus, a deception, and she believed that. But at the
prospect she still felt a hush, a flutter along the nerves, a
bowing down of sense, a flagrant prostration.

She had a picture taken. She knew how she wanted it to
be. She would have liked to wear a simple white blouse, a
peasant girl’s smock with the string open at the neck. She
did not own a blouse of that description and in fact had
only seen them in pictures. And she would have liked to let
her hair down. Or if it had to be up, she would have liked it
piled very loosely and bound with strings of pearls.

Instead she wore her blue silk shirt-waist and bound her
hair as usual. She thought the picture made her look rather
pale, hollow-eyed. Her expression was sterner and more
foreboding than she had intended. She sent it anyway.

I am not engaged, and do not have a sweetheart. I was in love once and
it had to be broken off. I was upset at the time but I knew I must bear it,
and now I believe that it was all for the best.

She had wracked her brains, of course, to remember him.
She could not remember shaking out her hair, as he said
she had done, or smiling at any young man when the



raindrops fell on the radiator. He might as well have
dreamed all that, and perhaps he had.

She had begun to follow the war in a more detailed way
than she had done previously. She did not try to ignore it
anymore. She went along the street with a sense that her
head was filled with the same exciting and troubling
information as everybody else’s. Saint-Quentin, Arras,
Montdidier, Amiens, and then there was a battle going on
at the Somme River, where surely there had been one
before? She laid open on her desk the maps of the war that
appeared as double-page spreads in the magazines. She
saw in colored lines the German drive to the Marne, the
first thrust of the Americans at Chateau-Thierry. She looked
at the artist’s brown pictures of a horse rearing up during
an air attack, of some soldiers in East Africa drinking out of
coconuts, and of a line of German prisoners with bandaged
heads or limbs and bleak, sullen expressions. Now she felt
what everybody else did—a constant fear and misgiving
and at the same time this addictive excitement. You could
look up from your life of the moment and feel the world
crackling beyond the walls.

I am glad to hear you do not have a sweetheart though I know that is
selfish of me. I do not think you and I will ever meet again. I don’t say
that because I've had a dream about what will happen or am a gloomy
person always looking for the worst. It just seems to me it is the most
probable thing to happen, though I don’t dwell on it and go along every
day doing the best I can to stay alive. I am not trying to worry you or get
your sympathy either but just explain how the idea I won’t ever see
Carstairs again makes me think I can say anything I want. I guess it’s
like being sick with a fever. So I will say I love you. I think of you up on a
stool at the Library reaching to put a book away and I come up and put
my hands on your waist and lift you down, and you turning around inside
my arms as if we agreed about everything.

Every Tuesday afternoon the ladies and girls of the Red
Cross met in the Council Chambers, which was just down
the hall from the Library. When the Library was empty for a
few moments, Louisa went down the hall and entered the



room full of women. She had decided to knit a scarf. At the
sanitorium she had learned how to knit a basic stitch, but
she had never learned or had forgotten how to cast on or
off.

The older women were all busy packing boxes or cutting
up and folding bandages from sheets of heavy cotton that
were spread on the tables. But a lot of girls near the door
were eating buns and drinking tea. One was holding a skein
of wool on her arms for another to wind.

Louisa told them what she needed to know.

“So what do you want to knit, then?” said one of the girls
with some bun still in her mouth.

Louisa said, a muffler. For a soldier.

“Oh, you’ll want the regulation wool,” another said, more
politely, and jumped off the table. She came back with some
balls of brown wool, and fished a spare pair of needles out
of her bag, telling Louisa they could be hers.

“I’ll just get you started,” she said. “It’s a regulation
width, too.”

Other girls gathered around and teased this girl, whose
name was Corrie. They told her she was doing it all wrong.

“Oh, I am, am I?” said Corrie. “How would you like a
knitting needle in your eye? Is it for a friend?” she said
solicitously to Louisa. “A friend overseas?”

“Yes,” said Louisa. Of course they would think of her as
an old maid, they would laugh at her or feel sorry for her,
according to whatever show they put on, of being kind or
brazen.

“So knit up good and tight,” said the one who’d finished
her bun. “Knit up good and tight to keep him warm!”

One of the girls in this group was Grace Horne. She was a
shy but resolute-looking girl, nineteen years old, with a
broad face, thin lips often pressed together, brown hair cut
in a straight bang, and an attractively mature body. She



had become engaged to Jack Agnew before he went
overseas, but they had agreed not to say anything about it.

SPANISH FLU

Louisa had made friends with some of the travellers who
stayed regularly at the hotel. One of these was Jim Frarey,
who sold typewriters and office equipment and books and
all sorts of stationery supplies. He was a fair-haired, rather
round-shouldered but strongly built man in his middle
forties. You would think by the look of him that he sold
something heavier and more important in the masculine
world, like farm implements.

Jim Frarey kept travelling all through the Spanish flu
epidemic, though you never knew then if stores would be
open for business or not. Occasionally the hotels, too,
would be closed, like the schools and movie houses and
even—Jim Frarey thought this a scandal—the churches.

“They ought to be ashamed of themselves, the cowards,”
he said to Louisa. “What good does it do anybody to lurk
around home and wait for it to strike? Now you never
closed the Library, did you?”

Louisa said only when she herself was sick. A mild case,
hardly lasting a week, but of course she had to go to the
hospital. They wouldn’t let her stay in the hotel.

“Cowards,” he said. “If you’'re going to be taken, you’ll be
taken. Don’t you agree?”

They discussed the crush in the hospitals, the deaths of
doctors and nurses, the unceasing drear spectacle of the
funerals. Jim Frarey lived down the street from an
undertaking establishment in Toronto. He said they still got
out the black horses, the black carriage, the works, to bury
such personages as warranted a fuss.

“Day and night they went on,” he said. “Day and night.”
He raised his glass and said, “Here’s to health, then. You



look well yourself.”

He thought that in fact Louisa was looking better than
she used to. Maybe she had started putting on rouge. She
had a pale-olive skin, and it seemed to him that her cheeks
used to be without color. She dressed with more dash, too,
and took more trouble to be friendly. She used to be very
on-again, off-again, just as she chose. She was drinking
whisky, now, too, though she would not try it without
drowning it in water. It used to be only a glass of wine. He
wondered if it was a boyfriend that had made the
difference. But a boyfriend might perk up her looks without
increasing her interest in all and sundry, which was what
he was pretty sure had happened. It was more likely time
running out and the husband prospects thinned out so
dreadfully by the war. That could set a woman stirring. She
was smarter and better company and better-looking, too,
than most of the married ones. What happened with a
woman like that? Sometimes just bad luck. Or bad
judgment at a time when it mattered. A little too sharp and
self-assured, in the old days, making the men uneasy?

“Life can’t be brought to a standstill all the same,” he
said. “You did the right thing, keeping the Library open.”

This was in the early winter of 1919, when there had
been a fresh outbreak of flu after the danger was supposed
to be past. They seemed to be all alone in the hotel. It was
only about nine o’clock but the hotelkeeper had gone to
bed. His wife was in the hospital with the flu. Jim Frarey
had brought the bottle of whisky from the bar, which was
closed for fear of contagion—and they sat at a table beside
the window, in the dining room. A winter fog had collected
outside and was pressing against the window. You could
barely see the streetlights or the few cars that trundled
cautiously over the bridge.

“Oh, it was not a matter of principle,” Louisa said. “That I
kept the Library open. It was a more personal reason than
you think.”



Then she laughed and promised him a peculiar story.
“Oh, the whisky must have loosened my tongue,” she said.

“I am not a gossip,” said Jim Frarey.

She gave him a hard laughing look and said that when a
person announced they weren’t a gossip, they almost
invariably were. The same when they promised never to tell
a soul.

“You can tell this where and when you like just as long as
you leave out the real names and don’t tell it around here,”
she said. “That I hope I can trust you not to do. Though at
the moment I don’t feel as if I cared. I'll probably feel
otherwise when the drink wears off. It’s a lesson, this story.
It’s a lesson in what fools women can make of themselves.
So, you say, what’s new about that, you can learn it every
day!”

She began to tell him about a soldier who had started
writing letters to her from overseas. The soldier
remembered her from when he used to go into the Library.
But she didn’t remember him. However, she replied in a
friendly way to his first letter and a correspondence sprang
up between them. He told her where he had lived in the
town and she walked past the house so that she could tell
him how things looked there. He told her what books he’d
read and she gave some of the same kind of information. In
short, they both revealed something of themselves and
feelings warmed up on either side. On his side first, as far
as any declarations went. She was not one to rush in like a
fool. At first, she thought she was simply being kind. Even
later, she didn’t want to reject and embarrass him. He
asked for a picture. She had one taken, it was not to her
liking, but she sent it. He asked if she had a sweetheart and
she replied truthfully that she did not. He did not send any
picture of himself nor did she ask for one, though of course
she was curious as to what he looked like. It would be no
easy matter for him to have a picture taken in the middle of
a war. Furthermore, she did not want to seem like the sort



of woman who would withdraw kindness if looks did not
come up to scratch.

He wrote that he did not expect to come home. He said
he was not so afraid of dying as he was of ending up like
some of the men he had seen when he was in the hospital,
wounded. He did not elaborate, but she supposed he meant
the cases they were just getting to know about now—the
stumps of men, the blinded, the ones made monstrous with
burns. He was not whining about his fate, she did not mean
to imply that. It was just that he expected to die and picked
death over some other options and he thought about her
and wrote to her as men do to a sweetheart in such a
situation.

When the war ended, it was a while since she had heard
from him. She went on expecting a letter every day and
nothing came. Nothing came. She was afraid that he might
have been one of those unluckiest of soldiers in the whole
war—one of those killed in the last week, or on the last day,
or even in the last hour. She searched the local paper every
week, and the names of new casualties were still being
printed there till after New Year’s but his was not among
them. Now the paper began to list as well the names of
those returning home, often printing a photo with the
name, and a little account of rejoicing. When the soldiers
were returning thick and fast there was less room for these
additions. And then she saw his name, another name on the
list. He had not been killed, he had not been wounded—he
was coming home to Carstairs, perhaps was already there.

It was then that she decided to keep the Library open,
though the flu was raging. Every day she was sure he
would come, every day she was prepared for him. Sundays
were a torment. When she entered the Town Hall she
always felt he might be there before her, leaning up against
the wall awaiting her arrival. Sometimes she felt it so
strongly she saw a shadow that she mistook for a man. She
understood now how people believed they had seen ghosts.



Whenever the door opened she expected to look up into his
face. Sometimes she made a pact with herself not to look
up till she had counted to ten. Few people came in, because
of the flu. She set herself jobs of rearranging things, else
she would have gone mad. She never locked up until five or
ten minutes after closing time. And then she fancied that he
might be across the street on the Post Office steps,
watching her, being too shy to make a move. She worried of
course that he might be ill, she always sought in
conversation for news of the latest cases. No one spoke his
name.

It was at this time that she entirely gave up on reading.
The covers of books looked like coffins to her, either shabby
or ornate, and what was inside them might as well have
been dust.

She had to be forgiven, didn’t she, she had to be forgiven
for thinking, after such letters, that the one thing that
could never happen was that he wouldn’t approach her,
wouldn’t get in touch with her at all? Never cross her
threshold, after such avowals? Funerals passed by her
window and she gave no thought to them, as long as they
were not his. Even when she was sick in the hospital her
only thought was that she must get back, she must get out
of bed, the door must not stay locked against him. She
staggered to her feet and back to work. On a hot afternoon
she was arranging fresh newspapers on the racks and his
name jumped out at her like something in her feverish
dreams.

She read a short notice of his marriage to a Miss Grace
Horne. Not a girl she knew. Not a Library user.

The bride wore fawn silk crépe with brown-and-cream
piping, and a beige straw hat with brown velvet streamers.

There was no picture. Brown-and-cream piping. Such was
the end, and had to be, to her romance.

But on her desk at the Library, a matter of a few weeks
ago, on a Saturday night after everybody had gone and she



had locked the door and was turning out the lights, she
discovered a scrap of paper. A few words written on it. I
was engaged before I went overseas. No name, not his or
hers. And there was her photograph, partly shoved under
the blotter.

He had been in the Library that very evening. It had been
a busy time, she had often left the desk to find a book for
somebody or to straighten up the papers or to put some
books on the shelves. He had been in the same room with
her, watched her, and taken his chance. But never made
himself known.

I was engaged before I went overseas.

“Do you think it was all a joke on me?” Louisa said. “Do
you think a man could be so diabolical?”

“In my experience, tricks like that are far more often
indulged in by the women. No, no. Don’t you think such a
thing. Far more likely he was sincere. He got a little carried
away. It’s all just the way it looks on the surface. He was
engaged before he went overseas, he never expected to get
back in one piece but he did. And when he did, there is the
flancée waiting—what else could he do?”

“What indeed?” said Louisa.

“He bit off more than he could chew.”

“Ah, that’s so, that’s so!” Louisa said. “And what was it in
my case but vanity, which deserves to get slapped down!”
Her eyes were glassy and her expression roguish. “You
don’t think he’d had a good look at me any one time and
thought the original was even worse than that poor picture,
so he backed off?”

“I do not!” said Jim Frarey. “And don’t you so belittle
yourself.”

“I don’t want you to think I am stupid,” she said. “I am
not so stupid and inexperienced as that story makes me
sound.”

“Indeed I don’t think you are stupid at all.”

“But perhaps you think I am inexperienced?”



This was it, he thought—the usual. Women after they
have told one story on themselves cannot stop from telling
another. Drink upsets them in a radical way, prudence is
out the window.

She had confided in him once before that she had been a
patient in a sanitorium. Now she told about being in love
with a doctor there. The sanitorium was on beautiful
grounds up on Hamilton Mountain, and they used to meet
there along the hedged walks. Shelves of limestone formed
the steps and in sheltered spots there were such plants as
you do not commonly see in Ontario—azaleas,
rhododendrons, magnolias. The doctor knew something
about botany and he told her this was the Carolinian
vegetation. Very different from here, lusher, and there were
little bits of woodland, too, wonderful trees, paths worn
under the trees. Tulip trees.

“Tulips!” said Jim Frarey. “Tulips on the trees!”

“No, no, it is the shape of their leaves!”

She laughed at him challengingly, then bit her lip. He saw
fit to continue the dialogue, saying, “Tulips on the trees!”
while she said no, it is the leaves that are shaped like
tulips, no, I never said that, stop! So they passed into a
state of gingerly evaluation—which he knew well and could
only hope she did—full of small pleasant surprises, half-
sardonic signals, a welling-up of impudent hopes, and a
fateful sort of kindness.

“All to ourselves,” Jim Frarey said. “Never happened
before, did it? Maybe it never will again.”

She let him take her hands, half lift her from her chair.
He turned out the dining-room lights as they went out. Up
the stairs they went, that they had so often climbed
separately. Past the picture of the dog on his master’s
grave, and Highland Mary singing in the field, and the old
King with his bulgy eyes, his look of indulgence and
repletion.



“It’s a foggy, foggy night, and my heart is in a fright,” Jim
Frarey was half singing, half humming as they climbed. He
kept an assured hand on Louisa’s back. “All’s well, all’s
well,” he said as he steered her round the turn of the stairs.
And when they took the narrow flight of steps to the third
floor he said, “Never climbed so close to Heaven in this
place before!”

But later in the night Jim Frarey gave a concluding groan
and roused himself to deliver a sleepy scolding. “Louisa,
Louisa, why didn’t you tell me that was the way it was?”

“I told you everything,” said Louisa in a faint and drifting
voice.

“I got a wrong impression, then,” he said. “I never
intended for this to make a difference to you.”

She said that it hadn’t. Now without him pinning her
down and steadying her, she felt herself whirling around in
an irresistible way, as if the mattress had turned into a
child’s top and was carrying her off. She tried to explain
that the traces of blood on the sheets could be credited to
her period, but her words came out with a luxurious
nonchalance and could not be fitted together.

ACCIDENTS

When Arthur came home from the factory a little before
noon he shouted, “Stay out of my way till I wash! There’s
been an accident over at the works!” Nobody answered.
Mrs. Feare, the housekeeper, was talking on the kitchen
telephone so loudly that she could not hear him, and his
daughter was of course at school. He washed, and stuffed
everything he had been wearing into the hamper, and
scrubbed up the bathroom, like a murderer. He started out
clean, with even his hair slicked and patted, to drive to the
man’s house. He had had to ask where it was. He thought it
was up Vinegar Hill but they said no, that was the father—



the young fellow and his wife live on the other side of town,
past where the Apple Evaporator used to be, before the
war.

He found the two brick cottages side by side, and picked
the left-hand one, as he’d been told. It wouldn’t have been
hard to pick which house, anyway. News had come before
him. The door to the house was open, and children too
young to be in school yet hung about in the yard. A small
girl sat on a kiddie car, not going anywhere, just blocking
his path. He stepped around her. As he did so an older girl
spoke to him in a formal way—a warning.

“Her dad’s dead. Hers!”

A woman came out of the front room carrying an armload
of curtains, which she gave to another woman standing in
the hall. The woman who received the curtains was gray-
haired, with a pleading face. She had no upper teeth. She
probably took her plate out, for comfort, at home. The
woman who passed the curtains to her was stout but
young, with fresh skin.

“You tell her not to get up on that stepladder,” the gray-
haired woman said to Arthur. “She’s going to break her
neck taking down curtains. She thinks we need to get
everything washed. Are you the undertaker? Oh, no, excuse
me! You're Mr. Doud. Grace, come out here! Grace! It’s Mr.
Doud!”

“Don’t trouble her,” Arthur said.

“She thinks she’s going to get the curtains all down and
washed and up again by tomorrow, because he’s going to
have to go in the front room. She’s my daughter. I can’t tell
her anything.”

“She’ll quiet down presently,” said a sombre but
comfortable-looking man in a clerical collar, coming
through from the back of the house. Their minister. But not
from one of the churches Arthur knew. Baptist?
Pentecostal? Plymouth Brethren? He was drinking tea.



Some other woman came and briskly removed the
curtains.

“We got the machine filled and going,” she said. “A day
like this, they’ll dry like nobody’s business. Just keep the
kids out of here.”

The minister had to stand aside and lift his teacup high,
to avoid her and her bundle. He said, “Aren’t any of you
ladies going to offer Mr. Doud a cup of tea?”

Arthur said, “No, no, don’t trouble.

“The funeral expenses,” he said to the gray-haired
woman. “If you could let her know—"

“Lillian wet her pants!” said a triumphant child at the
door. “Mrs. Agnew! Lillian peed her pants!”

“Yes. Yes,” said the minister. “They will be very grateful.”

“The plot and the stone, everything,” Arthur said. “You’ll
make sure they understand that. Whatever they want on
the stone.”

The gray-haired woman had gone out into the yard. She
came back with a squalling child in her arms. “Poor lamb,”
she said. “They told her she wasn’t supposed to come in the
house so where could she go? What could she do but have
an accident!”

The young woman came out of the front room dragging a
rug.

“I want this put on the line and beat,” she said.

“Grace, here is Mr. Doud come to offer his condolences,”
the minister said.

“And to ask if there is anything I can do,” said Arthur.

The gray-haired woman started upstairs with the wet
child in her arms and a couple of others following.

Grace spotted them.

“Oh, no, you don’t! You get back outside!”

“My mom’s in here.”

“Yes and your mom’s good and busy, she don’t need to be
bothered with you. She’s here helping me out. Don’t you
know Lillian’s dad’s dead?”



“Is there anything I can do for you?” Arthur said,
meaning to clear out.

Grace stared at him with her mouth open. Sounds of the
washing machine filled the house.

“Yes, there is,” she said. “You wait here.”

“She’s overwhelmed,” the minister said. “It’s not that she
means to be rude.”

Grace came back with a load of books.

“These here,” she said. “He had them out of the Library. I
don’t want to have to pay fines on them. He went every
Saturday night so I guess they are due back tomorrow. I
don’t want to get in trouble about them.”

“I’ll look after them,” Arthur said. “I'd be glad to.”

“I just don’t want to get in any trouble about them.”

“Mr. Doud was saying about taking care of the funeral,”
the minister said to her, gently admonishing. “Everything
including the stone. Whatever you want on the stone.”

“Oh, I don’t want anything fancy,” Grace said.

On Friday morning last there occurred in the sawmill operation of Douds
Factory a particularly ghastly and tragic accident. Mr. Jack Agnew, in
reaching under the main shaft, had the misfortune to have his sleeve
caught by a setscrew in an adjoining flunge, so that his arm and
shoulder were drawn under the shaft. His head in consequence was
brought in contact with the circular saw, that saw being about one foot
in diameter. In an instant the unfortunate young man’s head was
separated from his body, being severed at an angle below the left ear
and through the neck. His death is believed to have been instantaneous.
He never spoke or uttered a cry so it was not any sound of his but by the
spurt and shower of his blood that his fellow-workers were horribly
alerted to the disaster.

This account was reprinted in the paper a week later for
those who might have missed it or who wished to have an
extra copy to send to friends or relations out of town
(particularly to people who used to live in Carstairs and did
not anymore). The misspelling of “flange” was corrected.
There was a note apologizing for the mistake. There was
also a description of a very large funeral, attended even by



people from neighboring towns and as far away as Walley.
They came by car and train, and some by horse and buggy.
They had not known Jack Agnew when he was alive, but, as
the paper said, they wished to pay tribute to the
sensational and tragic manner of his death. All the stores in
Carstairs were closed for two hours that afternoon. The
hotel did not close its doors but that was because all the
visitors needed somewhere to eat and drink.

The survivors were a wife, Grace, and a four-year-old
daughter, Lillian. The victim had fought bravely in the
Great War and had only been wounded once, not seriously.
Many had commented on this irony.

The paper’s failure to mention a surviving father was not
deliberate. The editor of the paper was not a native of
Carstairs, and people forgot to tell him about the father
until it was too late.

The father himself did not complain about the omission.
On the day of the funeral, which was very fine, he headed
out of town as he would have done ordinarily on a day he
had decided not to spend at Douds. He was wearing a felt
hat and a long coat that would do for a rug if he wanted to
take a nap. His overshoes were neatly held on his feet with
the rubber rings from sealing jars. He was going out to fish
for suckers. The season hadn’t opened yet, but he always
managed to be a bit ahead of it. He fished through the
spring and early summer and cooked and ate what he
caught. He had a frying pan and a pot hidden out on the
riverbank. The pot was for boiling corn that he snatched
out of the fields later in the year, when he was also eating
the fruit of wild apple trees and grapevines. He was quite
sane but abhorred conversation. He could not altogether
avoid it in the weeks following his son’s death, but he had a
way of cutting it short.

“Should’ve watched out what he was doing.”

Walking in the country that day, he met another person
who was not at the funeral. A woman. She did not try to



start any conversation and in fact seemed as fierce in her
solitude as himself, whipping the air past her with long
fervent strides.

The piano factory, which had started out making pump
organs, stretched along the west side of town, like a
medieval town wall. There were two long buildings like the
inner and outer ramparts, with a closed-in bridge between
them where the main offices were. And reaching up into
the town and the streets of workers’ houses you had the
kilns and the sawmill and the lumberyard and storage
sheds. The factory whistle dictated the time for many to get
up, blowing at six o’clock in the morning. It blew again for
work to start at seven and at twelve for dinnertime and at
one in the afternoon for work to recommence, and then at
five-thirty for the men to lay down their tools and go home.

Rules were posted beside the time clock, under glass.
The first two rules were:

ONE MINUTE LATE IS FIFTEEN MINUTES PAY. BE PROMPT. DON'T TAKE SAFETY FOR
GRANTED. WATCH OUT FOR YOURSELF AND THE NEXT MAN.

There had been accidents in the factory and in fact a man
had been killed when a load of lumber fell on him. That had
happened before Arthur’s time. And once, during the war, a
man had lost an arm, or part of an arm. On the day that
happened, Arthur was away in Toronto. So he had never
seen an accident—nothing serious, anyway. But it was often
at the back of his mind now that something might happen.

Perhaps he did not feel so sure that trouble wouldn’t
come near him, as he had felt before his wife died. She had
died in 1919, in the last flurry of the Spanish flu, when
everyone had got over being frightened. Even she had not
been frightened. That was nearly five years ago and it still
seemed to Arthur like the end of a carefree time in his life.
But to other people he had always seemed very responsible
and serious—nobody had noticed much difference in him.



In his dreams of an accident there was a spreading
silence, everything was shut down. Every machine in the
place stopped making its customary noise and every man’s
voice was removed, and when Arthur looked out of the
office window he understood that doom had fallen. He
never could remember any particular thing he saw that told
him this. It was just the space, the dust in the factory yard,
that said to him now.

The books stayed on the floor of his car for a week or so.
His daughter Bea said, “What are those books doing here?”
and then he remembered.

Bea read out the titles and the authors. Sir John Franklin
and the Romance of the Northwest Passage, by G. B. Smith.
What’s Wrong with the World?, G. K. Chesterton. The
Taking of Quebec, Archibald Hendry. Bolshevism: Practice
and Theory, by Lord Bertrand Russell.

“Bol-shev-ism,” Bea said, and Arthur told her how to
pronounce it correctly. She asked what it was, and he said,
“It’s something they’ve got in Russia that I don’t
understand so well myself. But from what I hear of it, it’s a
disgrace.”

Bea was thirteen at this time. She had heard about the
Russian Ballet and also about dervishes. She believed for
the next couple of years that Bolshevism was some sort of
diabolical and maybe indecent dance. At least this was the
story she told when she was grown up.

She did not mention that the books were connected with
the man who had had the accident. That would have made
the story less amusing. Perhaps she had really forgotten.

The Librarian was perturbed. The books still had their
cards in them, which meant they had never been checked
out, just removed from the shelves and taken away.

“The one by Lord Russell has been missing a long time.”



