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INTRODUCTION

A

book of short stories is often eclectic, and this little
book is no exception. These stories take place from an
era just after the First World War, to 1930’s Canada, to
the present, and beyond. They range from the tragic to the
hopeful, and are based on everything from what might have
been to sheer fantasy. It is my hope that the reader will be
able to take something from each of these stories, whether it
be a new view of a situation, a little bit of hope, or just plain
enjoyment.
Anne Hamre,
Edmonton, Alberta, 2012

MRS. MACPHERSON

I

suppose I was always aware of Mrs. MacPherson standing
on the hill. She would stand on the gravel road that ran
from her farm past ours where it crested before it joined
the main, paved road to town. She would walk up the hill
just before daybreak, winter and summer, always wearing
the same long, black dress and black hat, carrying her cane,
but nothing else. Sometimes, if the weather were cold, she
would wear a long black coat, but no boots or mittens. She
would stand on the hill all day long, looking down the road
in the direction of town, never moving. The only nod she
would give to the weather was to shade her eyes with her
hand when the sun was high or bright, otherwise she ignored
the elements. She ignored the traffic, too, refusing to move
out of the way of the few cars that came down the road and
forcing them to drive around her. Most people didn’t mind
much, for they knew her and were willing to forgive her eccentricities. At night her grown son, Cliff, would walk up the
hill, gently take her arm and guide her home. He never said
much about his mother, and everyone talked about what a
trial Mrs. MacPherson was for Cliff.
My brother, sister and I always passed Mrs. MacPherson
on our way back and forth to school. My older sister, on behalf of all of us, said good morning to her every day, as politeness demanded, but she never spoke. She looked at each one
of us, however, a hunting, haunting look as if we contained
something that was important to her. My younger brother,
Charlie, the only boy in the group and, therefore, somewhat
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privileged, said that she was crazy, but I didn’t believe him. I
felt she carried a great sadness, one that would not go away.
I asked my mother about Mrs. MacPherson one day.
“Why do you want to know?” she asked, always afraid that
my overwhelming curiosity would somehow be reflected
negatively back upon her.
“I feel sorry for her,” I replied.
“Don’t go poking into other people’s business. Just be
glad she is not our responsibility,” was all my mother said.
Because my mother seemed to be unwilling, or unable,
to tell me about Mrs. MacPherson, I asked my older sister
about her. Laura had the uncanny ability to learn important
details and stories from adults; I often thought it was because she was the oldest and they forgot that she was a child
so they would talk more openly around her than they would
around the rest of us. Laura was ready, willing and able to
supply what I wanted to know.
“She’s waiting for Jack to come home,” said Laura.
“Jack? Who’s Jack?”
“Don’t you know anything, Frances? Jack was her oldest son. He was killed in the Great War and she still thinks
he’s going to come home, like Cliff and Wilbur.”
Cliff and Wilbur MacPherson had also gone overseas in
the Great War and both had come home, but some people
had said it would have been better if Wilbur hadn’t. Cliff
had returned relatively unscathed, both physically and mentally, but Wilbur had returned so shell-shocked that he was
little better than a child. Oh, he could work on the farm all
right, but he needed constant supervision and was incapable of making any decisions or handling any crisis. Cliff had

Mrs. MacPherson

5C

not only the responsibility of the farm, but also the care of
Wilbur and his mother.
“Why doesn’t someone tell her that Jack is dead?” I
asked.
Laura gave me a withering look. “They have, you dolt.
She just won’t believe it, that’s all.”
One day, shortly after the conversation with Laura, my
mother sent me out to the barn to gather the eggs. I was late
that day and my father came in from the fields with Cliff
MacPherson, not knowing that I was in the barn.
“So, what are you going to do, then?” asked my father
hanging up some tools on their places on the wall.
Cliff shrugged his bony shoulders. “I don’t know. She
needs care, more care than I can give her, but even with my
military benefits it would be too expensive to put her in hospital.” Cliff coiled a rope and placed it carefully on the top
of a sawhorse.
I knew that I should leave. If Dad found me here, eavesdropping, my life wouldn’t be worth living, but I had to know
about Mrs. MacPherson with all the intense longing of my
ten-year-old self. I scrunched down behind a stall door.
“But you can’t let her stand on the hill all day. It will be
November soon and it is getting pretty cold, never mind the
rain. She will get really sick,” said Dad pulling off his rubber
boots and putting on the shoes he wore for the trip between
the house and the barn.
Cliff walked to the barn door and looked outside. “I
keep thinking that, but its 1921 now and she has been standing on that hill for three years, ever since the war ended, and
she hasn’t had so much as a sniffle. I’ve tried to keep her
inside, but all she does is cry. It’s hard on Wilbur, too; he
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starts to cry and tells me I’m wicked for locking her up and I
can’t cope with both of them going on, especially since Dad
died last year. I just wonder when it’s all going to end.” Cliff
looked down at the floor and wrapped his big hands around
his head as if to block out his problems.
Dad leaned against the frame of the barn door. “I don’t
have any answer for you, Cliff, but if you reach some decision and you need my help, let me know.”
“Thanks, Martin, I will.” Cliff shook Dad’s hand and
left the barn.
After Dad started back to the house I waited for a minute
or two behind the stall door and then quickly finished collecting the eggs. Dad was in the in the washhouse when I
entered the kitchen and so I was spared any embarrassing
explanations.
During supper Dad brought up the visit from Cliff
MacPherson. “What did you tell him?” Mother asked.
“That I would help him, if I could. I feel sorry for him,
having a brother like Wilbur and his mother, too. What’s the
guy going to do?”
“There’s not much to do, I guess,” said Mother. “Life
seems to deal harder with some families than with others.”
The conversation changed topics at that point and over
the next few days the impact of what I had heard in the barn
lessened. Then came November 11th, Remembrance Day. As
always, we had the day off from school so that we could ponder the sacrifice of those who had given their lives in the
recent conflict. The day was cold, and wet, as it usually is on
the West Coast at that time of year, and as she did every day,
Mrs. MacPherson passed our farm on her way to stand at the
top of the hill. I was going to the barn to help with the milk-
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ing when she passed and I felt a sharp prick of pity for her
crow-like, bedraggled figure.
During the morning, the rain increased until it came
down in driving sheets. The wind picked up and it became
really cold. Dad did the necessary chores in the barn and
then returned to the house; no one wanted to be out that
day. At about 11:30 a.m. a frenzied knocking began at our
back door. Mother opened it to a dripping and nearly unintelligible Wilbur.
“Ugh, ugh,” panted Wilbur, “phone, phone them.”
Mother gently drew Wilbur into the kitchen. “Phone
whom, Wilbur? What’s wrong?”
By this time Dad and all of we children had come into
the kitchen. “Settle down, Wilbur,” said Dad. “We have to
know what’s wrong so that we can help you.”
“Mother! A car hit her. She’s…,” and then Wilbur burst
into uncontrollable tears.
The MacPhersons often came to our house to use the
phone, as it was the last one on the road, so Wilbur’s request
was not unusual. It could be a lot harder to learn whom to
phone, however.
Mother followed the most promising lead. “Do you
want us to phone the police, Wilbur?”
Wilbur nodded, speechless in his sobbing. Dad immediately went to the telephone and told the operator to send the
police to the MacPherson’s. He told her that it was an emergency and to get them there as quickly as possible.
“I’m taking Wilbur home, Bessie,” said Dad, putting on
his winter coat and digging out his rubber boots from the pile
behind the back door. “I’ll try to find out what happened and
what needs to be done. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
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When Dad and Wilbur had disappeared into the blinding rain, Mother assigned chores to each one of us, her favourite way of keeping us occupied during stressful times.
“Do you think she’s dead?” I whispered to Laura as she
cleaned out the fireplace and I dusted the mantle above.
“Yes, I think so. Why else would Wilbur be so upset?”
Charlie snorted his derision at our speculations as he
filled the wood box beside the fireplace. “Wilbur gets upset
about everything; if a piece of tack falls off a barn nail Wilbur
treats it as a tragedy.”
“You’re being very unkind, Charlie,” snapped Laura.
“You know Wilbur’s not right in the head and, in any case, a
car hit Mrs. MacPherson and she’s pretty old.”
Charlie shrugged his shoulders and went out to the
woodshed for more wood. We worked on our chores all afternoon and then Mother sent Laura, Charlie and myself out to
the barn to do the milking and the feeding. We expected Dad
to have returned by the time we had finished, but he was still
not home by suppertime. Mary, our youngest sister, began to
cry and to ask when Dad would come back.
“I don’t know, Mary,” answered Mother, “but I know
he’s safe and will be home as soon as he can. Now, all of you
get washed and eat your supper. I want you in bed at a decent
hour; it’s school tomorrow.”
I laid awake for what seemed all night before I heard
Dad enter the kitchen. I heard him talking to Mother, but I
couldn’t hear the words so I slipped out of the bed I shared
with Laura, crept down the stairs and hid behind the kitchen door. Once again, I was aware that I was eavesdropping,
but somehow I had to find out what had happened to Mrs.
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MacPherson, and I knew that Mum and Dad would not tell
us everything.
“So, how did it happen, then?” asked Mother putting a
steaming cup of tea and a plate of meat and potatoes on the
table for Dad.
“According to Cliff, Eliza saw Pete Hamstead driving by
in his car on his way to pick up Cliff for the Remembrance
Day parade in town. He had on his uniform and Eliza ran
into the path of the car. She must have slipped on the gravel,
you know how it’s been raining, and she fell in front of the
car. Pete just couldn’t stop in time and he ran right over
her.”
“But why would she do that? I don’t know how many
cars have passed her in the road over the years and she has
ignored them all. Why would she run out like that now?”
Dad finished chewing and shook his head. “I don’t
know, I really don’t. All I can think of is that perhaps she
became confused in the rain and when she saw Pete in his
uniform, something clicked. She must have thought it was
Jack and she ran out to greet him. The police also seem to feel
something like that happened.”
Mum got up and went to the cupboard to cut a piece of
pie for Dad. “Are they charging Pete?” she asked as she sat
down again at the table.
“No, it was obvious that it was a terrible accident. Poor
Pete was so upset that Cliff had to calm him down. Pete
wouldn’t stop apologizing.” Dad tucked into the pie with relish.
“How’s Wilbur?”
“Better,” said Dad getting up to get more pie. “I think
the doctor gave him something to settle his nerves.”
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“And Cliff?”
“I don’t know. He’s shocked of course, but he seems relieved, too, in a way. After all, he was frantic over how he was
going to care for his mother, what with Wilbur’s troubles
and everything. At least now, he has one less problem.”
My parents started to stack the dishes and I slipped
back upstairs before I was noticed. I didn’t sleep much that
night; I was too shocked about what I had heard. How could
Cliff be relieved? I knew I would be devastated if a car had
hit my mother. How could he consider his mother to be a
problem? The questions and confusion kept me awake until
nearly dawn.
All Mum and Dad told us the next morning was that
Mrs. MacPherson had been hit by a car and had passed away.
They gave no other details. I didn’t tell the others what I had
learned; not only would I have had to admit to eavesdropping, but I would have to repeat what I had heard, and that
was too upsetting.
It took several months for us to feel easy about passing
Mrs. MacPherson’s spot on the road on our way to school.
She had stood there for as long as any of us could clearly remember, and now she was gone. Cliff and Wilbur still came
to our farm for dinner or to help Dad, but things were not
the same. Over the next year or so Wilbur drifted away into
a fog of childish helplessness until Cliff finally placed him in
a care facility. Soon afterwards he came for dinner and Dad
asked him how he was making out.
“Well, fine, I guess. It takes some getting used to, everything being over and all.”
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