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Pictures of the Ice
by Alice Munro

" S H R E E  W E E K S  B E F O R E  H E  D I E D -----D R O W N E D  I N

a boating accident in a lake whose name no
body had heard him mention— Austin Cob- 
bett stood deep in the clasp of a three-way 

mirror in Crawford’s M en ’s Wear, in Logan, Ontario, 
looking at himself in a burgundy sports shirt and a pair of 
cream, brown, and burgundy plaid pants. Both pants and 
shirt permanent press.

“Listen to me,” Jerry Crawford said to him, “with the 
darker shirt and the lighter pants you can’t go wrong. It’s 
youthful.”

Austin cackled. “Did you ever hear that expression—  
mutton dressed as lamb?”

“Referred to ladies,” Jerry said. “Anyway, it’s all 
changed now. T h e r e ’s no o ld -m en’s clothes, no old- 
ladies’ clothes, anymore. Style applies to everybody.”

Once Austin got used to what he had on, Jerry was go
ing to talk him into a neck scarf of complementary colors 
and a cream pullover. Austin needed all the cover-up he 
could get. Since his wife had died, about a year ago, and 
they had finally got a new minister at the United Church 
(Austin, who was over seventy, was officially retired but 
had been hanging on and filling in while they haggled 
over whom to hire as a replacement and what they would 
pay him), he had lost weight, his muscles had shrunk, 
and he was getting the pot-bellied, caved-in shape of an 
old man. His neck was corded and his nose lengthened 
and his cheeks drooped; he was a stringy old rooster— 
stringy but tough, and game enough to gear up for a sec
ond marriage.

“T h e  pants are going to have to be taken in,” Jerry 
said. “You can give us time for that, can’t you? W hen’s 
the big day?”

Austin was going to be married in Hawaii, where his 
wife-to-be lived. He named a date a couple of weeks 
ahead.

Phil Stadelman, from the Toronto Dominion Bank, 
came in then and did not recognize Austin from the back,

though Austin was his former minister. H e ’d never seen 
Cobbett in clothes like that.

Phil told his AIDS joke; Jerry couldn’t stop him.
Why did the Newfie put condoms on his ears?
Because he didn’t want to get hearing aids.
T h e n  Austin turned around, and instead of saying, 

Well, I  don't know about you fellows but /  fin d  it hard to think 
of a id s  as a laughing matter, or, /  wonder what kind o f jokes 
they tell in Newfoundland about the folks from Huron County? 
he said, “T h a t ’s rich.” He laughed.

That's rich. T hen  he asked Phil’s opinion of his clothes. 
“Do you think they’re going to laugh when they see me 
coming, in Hawaii?”

A R IN  H E A R D  A B O U T  T H I S  W H E N  S H E  W E N T  I N T O

Logan’s most crowded doughnut place to drink 
a cup of coffee, after finishing her afternoon 
stint as a crossing guard. She sat at the counter 

and heard the men talking at a table behind her. She 
swung around on the stool and said, “Listen, I could 
have told you, he’s changed. I see him every day and I 
could have told you.”

Karin is a tall, thin woman with rough skin and a hoarse 
voice and long blonde hair, dark for a couple of inches at 
the roots. She’s letting it grow out, and it’s gotten to 
where she could cut it short, but she doesn’t. She used to 
be a lanky blonde girl, shy and pretty, who rode around 
on the back of her husband’s motorcycle. She has gone a 
little strange— not too much so, or she wouldn’t be a 
crossing guard, not even on the strength of Austin Cob- 
b e t t ’s recommendation. She interrupts conversations. 
She never seems to wear anything but her jeans and an 
old navy-blue duffle coat. She has a hard and suspicious 
expression, and she has a public grudge against her 
ex-husband. She will write things on his car with her 
finger. Fake Christian. Kiss arse Phony. Brent Duprey is a 
snake. Nobody knows tha t  she is the one who wrote

Austin, his parish believed, was going to 
retire to Hawaii, with a new wife and wardrobe. But life, as 

he liked to say, has its surprises

64 ILLUSTRATIONS BY ROBERT GOLDSTROM J A N U A R Y  1990



T H K A I L  A \  T  I C: M O \  I II I."!

Lazarus Sucks, because she went back (she does her 
writing at night) and rubbed it off with her sleeve. 
Why? It seemed dangerous, something that might get 
her into trouble—the trouble being of a vaguely super
natural kind, not a talk with the chief of police—and 
she has nothing against Lazarus in the Bible, only against 
Lazarus House, which is the place Brent runs, and where 
he lives now.

Karin lives where she and Brent lived together for the 
last few months—upstairs over the hardware store, at the 
back, in a big room with an alcove (the baby’s) and a 
kitchen at one end. She spends a lot of her time over at 
Austin’s, cleaning out his house, getting everything ready 
for his departure to Hawaii. The house he lives in, still, is 
the old parsonage, on Pondicherry Street. The church 
has built the new minister a new house, quite nice, with 
a patio and a double garage—ministers’ wives often work 
now, as nurses or teachers, and then you need two cars. 
The old parsonage is a grayish-white brick house, with 
blue-painted trim on the veranda and the gables. It needs 
a lot of work: insulating, sandblasting, new7 paint, new

window frames, new tiles in the bathroom. Walking back 
to her own place at night, Karin sometimes thinks about 
what she’d do to that place, if it were hers and she had 
the money.

\
t : S T I N  S H O W S  H E R  A P I C T U R E  O F  S H E IL A  B R O T H -

ers, the woman he is to marry. Actually it’s a pic
ture of three people: Austin, the woman who

__a.used to be his wife, and Sheila Brothers, in
front of a log building and some pine trees. A retreat, 
where he—they—first met Sheila. Austin has his minis
ter’s black shirt and turned collar on; he looks shifty, w ith 
his apologetic, ministerial smile. His wife is looking away 
from him, but the big bow of her flowered scarf flutters 
against his neck. Fluffy white hair, trim figure. Chic. 
Sheila Brothers—Mrs. Brothers, a widow—is looking 
straight ahead, and she is the only one who seems really 
cheerful. She has short fair hair, combed around her face 
in a businesslike way, brown slacks, a white sweat shirt, 
with the fairly large bumps of her breasts and stomach
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plain to see; she meets the camera head-on, and doesn’t 
seem worried about what it will make of her.

“She looks happy,” Karin says.
“Well. She didn’t know she was going to marry me, at 

the time.”
He shows Karin a postcard picture of the town where 

Sheila lives, the town where he will live, in Hawaii. Also 
a photograph of her house. T he  town’s main street has a 
row of palm trees down the middle; it has low white or 
pinkish buildings, lampposts with brimming flower bas
kets, and over all a sky of deep turquoise in which the 
town’s name— a Hawaiian name no one can pronounce or 
remember— is written in flowing letters like silk ribbon. 
T he  name floating in the sky looks as real as anything 
else in the picture. As for the house, you can hardly make 
it out at all— just a bit of balcony among the red and pink 
and gold flowering trees and bushes. But the beach is 
there in front of the house, the sand as pure as cream and 
the jewel-bright waves breaking. This is where Austin 
Cobbett will walk with friendly Sheila. No wonder he 
needs all new clothes.

\
U S T IN  W A N T S K A R IN  T O  C L E A R  E V E R Y T H IN G

out. Even his books, his old typewriter, the pic
tures of his wife and children. His son lives in 

—  — .Denver, his daughter in Montreal. He has writ
ten to them, he has talked to them on the phone, he has 
asked them to claim anything they want. His son wants 
the dining-room furniture, which a moving truck will 
pick up next week. His daughter says she doesn’t want 
anything. (Karin thinks she’s likely to reconsider; people 
always want something.) All the furniture, books, pictures, 
curtains, rugs, dishes, pots and pans, are to go to the Auc
tion Barn. Austin’s car will be auctioned as well, along 
with his power mower and the snowblower his son gave 
him last Christmas. Everything will be sold after Austin 
leaves for Hawaii, and the money will go to Lazarus 
House. Austin started Lazarus House, when he was a 
minister. Only he didn’t call it that; he called it Turn
around House. Now they have decided— Brent Duprev 
has decided— they’d rather have a name that is more reli
gious, more Christian.

At first Austin was going to give them all these things, 
to use in or around Lazarus House. Then  he thought that 
he would be showing more respect if he gave them mon
ey, to buy things they liked, instead of using his wife’s 
dishes and sitting on his wife’s chintz sofa.

“What if they take the money and buy lottery tickets 
with it?” Karin asks him. “Won’t they be tempted?”

“You don’t get anywhere in life without temptations,” 
Austin says, with his maddening little smile. “What if 
they won the lottery?”

“Brent Duprev is a snake.”
Brent has taken control of Lazarus House. It was a 

place to stay for people who wanted to stop drinking or

some other troublesome way of life; now it’s a born-again 
sort o f  place, with night-long sessions of praying and 
singing and groaning and confessing. T h a t ’s how Brent 
got hold of it— by becoming more religious than Austin. 
Austin got Brent to stop drinking; he pulled and pulled 
on Brent until he pulled him right out of the life he was 
leading and into a new life of running this house with 
money from the church, and the government, and so on, 
and he made a big mistake, Austin did, in thinking he 
could hold Brent there. Once started on the holy road, 
Brent went shooting on past. H e got past Austin’s careful, 
quiet kind of religion in no time and cut Austin out w ith 
the people in his own church who wanted a stricter, more 
ferocious kind of Christianity. Austin was shifted out of 
Lazarus House and the church at about the same time, 
and Brent bossed the new minister around without diffi
culty. In spite of this, or perhaps because of it, Austin 
wants to give Lazarus House the money.

“Who’s to say whether Brent’s way isn’t closer to God 
than mine is, after all?” he says.

Karin says just about anything to anybody now. She 
says to Austin, “D on’t make me puke .”

Austin says she must be sure to keep a record of her 
time, so that she will be paid for all this work, and also, if 
she sees anything here she w'ould particularly like, to tell 
him, so that they can discuss it.

“Within reason," he says. “If you said you’d like the 
car or the snowblower, I guess I’d be obliged to say no, 
because that would be cheating the folks over at Lazarus 
House. But how about the vacuum cleaner?”

Is that how' he sees her— as somebody who’s always 
thinking about cleaning houses? T h e  vacuum cleaner is 
practically an antique, anyway.

“ I bet I know what Brent said when you told him I was 
going to be in charge of all this,” she says. “ I bet he said. 
Are you going to get a lawyer to check up on her? H e did, 
didn’t he?”

Instead of answering that, Austin says, “Why would I 
trust a law'ver any more than I trust you?”

“Is that what you said to him?"
“I’m saying it to you. You either trust or you don’t 

trust, in my opinion. When you decide you’re going to 
trust, you have to start where you are.”

Austin rarely mentions God. Nevertheless, you feel 
the mention of God hovering on the edge of sentences 
like these, and it makes you so uneasy— Karin gets a 
crumbly feeling along her spine— that you wish he’d say 
it and get it over with.

OUR YEARS AGO KARIN A N D  B R E N T  W E R E  S T I L L

■ married, and they hadn’t had the baby yet or 
moved to their place above the hardware store. 
They were living in a cheap apartment building 

belonging to Morris Eordyce that had at one time been a 
slaughterhouse. In wet weather Karin could smell pig,
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and always she smelled another smell that she thought 
was blood. Brent sniffed around the walls, and got down 
and sniffed the floor, but he couldn’t smell what she was 
smelling. How could he smell anything other than the 
clouds of boozy breath that rose from his own gut? Brent 
was a drunk then, but not a sodden drunk. He played 
hockey on the O.T. (over-thirty, old-timers) hockey 
team— he was quite a bit older than Karin—and he 
claimed that he had never played sober. He worked for 
Fordvce Construction fora while, and then he worked for 
the town, cutting up trees. He drank on the job when he 
could, and after work he drank at the Fish and (fame 
Club or at the Green Haven Motel Bar, called the Greasy 
Heaven. One night he started up a bulldozer that was sit
ting outside the Greasy Heaven and drove it across town 
to the Fish and Game Club. Of course he was caught, 
and charged with impaired driving of a bulldozer—a big 
joke all over town. But nobody who laughed at the joke 
came around to pay the fine. And Brent just kept getting 
wilder. Another night he took down the stairs that led to 
their apartment. He didn’t bash the steps out in a fit of 
temper; he removed them thoughtfully and methodical
ly, steps and uprights, one by one, backing downstairs as 
he did so, and leaving Karin cursing at the top. First she 
laughed at him—she had had a few beers herself by that 
time. Then, when she realized he was in earnest and she 
was being marooned, she started cursing. Cowardly 
neighbors peeped out of the doors behind him.

Brent came home the next afternoon and was amazed, 
or pretended to be. What happened to the steps? he 
yelled. He stomped around the hall, his lined, exhausted 
face working, his blue eyes snapping, his smile innocent 
and conniving. God damn that Morris. Goddamn steps 
caved in. I’m going to sue him. God damn fuck. Karin was 
upstairs, with nothing to eat but half a box of Rice Krisp- 
ies, no milk, and a can of yellow beans. She had thought 
of phoning somebody to come with a ladder, but she was 
too mad and stubborn. If Brent wanted to starve her, she 
would show him. She would starve.

That time was the beginning of the end, the change. 
Brent went around to see Morris Fordvce, to beat him up 
and tell him about how he was going to be sued, and 
Morris talked to Brent in a reasonable, sobering way, un
til Brent decided not to sue or beat up Morris but to com
mit suicide instead. Morris called Austin Cobbett, be
cause Austin had a reputation for knowing how to deal 
with people who were in a desperate way. Austin didn’t 
talk Brent out of drinking, or into the church, but he did 
talk him out of suicide. Then, a couple of years later, 
when the baby died, Austin was the only minister they 
knew to call. By the time he came to see them, to talk 
about the funeral, Brent had drunk everything in the 
house and had gone out looking for more. Austin went 
after him and spent the next five days—with a brief time 
out for burying the baby—just staying with him on a 
bender. He spent the next week nursing him out of it.

and the next month talking to him or sitting with him un
til Brent decided he would not drink anymore, that he 
had been put in touch with God. Austin said that Brent 
meant that he had been put in touch with the fullness of 
his own life and the power of his innermost self. Brent 
said it was God.

Karin went to Austin’s church with Brent for a while; 
she didn’t mind that. She could see, though, that the 
church wasn’t going to be enough to hold Brent. She saw 
him bouncing up to sing the hymns, swinging his arms 
and clenching his fists, his whole body primed. He was 
the same as he was after three or four beers, when he 
couldn’t stop himself from going for more. He was burst
ing. Soon he burst out of Austin’s hold, and took a good 
part of the church with him. A lot of people had wanted 
that loosening, more noise and praying and singing, and 
not so much quiet persuading, talking. They’d been 
wanting it for a long while.

None of it surprised her. She wasn’t surprised that 
Brent learned to fill out papers and make the right im
pression and get government money, that he took over 
Turnaround House and kicked Austin out. He'd always 
been full of possibilities. She wasn’t really surprised that 
he got as mad at her now for drinking one beer and smok
ing one cigarette as he used to do when she wanted to 
stop partying and go to bed at two o’clock. He said he 
was giving her a week to decide. No more drinking, no 
more smoking, Ghrist as her savior. One week. Karin 
said, Don’t bother with the week. After Brent was gone, 
she quit smoking, she almost quit drinking, and she also 
quit going to Austin's church. She gave up everything but 
a slow', smoldering grudge against Brent, which grew and 
grew. One day Austin stopped heron the street, and she 
thought he was going to say some gentle, personal, con
demning thing to her. because of her grudge or her quit
ting church, but all he did was ask her to come and help 
him look after his w ife, who was getting home from the 
hospital that week.

\
C S T I N  IS T A L K IN G  O N  T H E  P H O N E  T O  HIS D A t G li
ter in Montreal. Her name is Megan. She is 
around thirty, unmarried, a television producer.

— __  “Life has a lot of surprises up its sleeve,"
Austin says. "You know this has nothing to do with your 
mother. This is a new life, entirely. But I regret. No, no. 
1 just mean you can lov e God in more than one way, and 
taking pleasure in the world is surely one of them. That’s 
a revelation that’s come to me rather late. Too late to be 
of any use to your mother. No. Guilt is a sin and a seduc
tion. I’ve said that to many a poor soul who liked to wal
low in it. Regret’s another matter. How could you get 
through a long life and escape it?"

I was right, Karin is thinking, Megan does want some
thing. But after a little more talk—Austin says that he 
might take up golf, don’t laugh, and that Sheila belongs
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to a play-reading club; he expects he’ll be a star at that, 
after all his pulpit haranguing— the conversation ends. 
Austin walks out to the kitchen— the phone is in the 
front hall; this is an old-fashioned house— and looks up 
at Karin, who is cleaning out the high cupboards.

“Parents and children, Karin,” he says, sighing, sigh
ing, looking humorous. “Oh, what a tangled web we 
weave, when first we— have children. T hen  they always 
want us to be the same, they want us to be parents. They  
are shaken up dreadfully if we do anything they didn’t 
think we’d do. Dreadfully.”

“I guess she’ll get used to it ,” Karin says, without 
much sympathy.

“Oh, she will, she w ill. Poor Megan.”
Then  he says he’s going uptown to have his hair cut. 

He doesn’t want to postpone it any longer because he al
ways looks and feels so foolish with a fresh haircut. His 
mouth turns down as he smiles— first up, then down. 
T hat dow nward slide is w'hat’s noticeable on him every
w here— face slipping dowm into neck wattles, chest 
emptied out and mounded into that abrupt, queer little 
belly. T h e  flow has left dry channels, deep lines. Yet 
Austin speaks— perversely— as if out of a body that was 
light and ready and a pleasure to carry around.

In a short time the phone rings again, and Karin has to 
climb down and answer it.

“Karin? Is that you, Karin? It’s Megan!”
“Your father’s just gone up to get a haircut.”
“Good. Good. I’m glad. That gives me a chance to talk 

to you. I’ve been hoping I’d get a chance to talk to you.”
“O h ,” Karin says.
“Karin. Now, listen. I know I’m behaving just the way 

adult children seem alw'ays to behave in this situation. I 
don’t like it. I don’t like that in myself. But I can’t help it. 
I’m suspicious. I wonder what’s going on. Is he all right? 
What do you think of it? What do you think of this wom
an he’s going to marry?”

“All I ever saw of her is her picture,” Karin says.
“I am terribly busy right now, and I can’t just drop ev

erything and come home and have a real heart-to-heart 
with him. Anyway, h e ’s very difficult to talk to. He 
makes all the right noises, he seems so open, but in reali
ty he’s very closed. H e’s never been at all a personal kind 
of person, do you know what I mean? H e’s never done 
anything before for a persona/  kind of reason. He alw'ays 
did things fo r  somebody. He always liked to find people 
w'ho needed things done for them, a lot. Well, you know 
that. Even bringing you into the house, you know', to 
look after Mother— it wasn’t exactly for Mother’s sake or 
his sake he did that.”

Karin can picture Megan— the long, dark, smooth hair, 
parted in the middle and combed over her shoulders, the 
heavily made-up eyes and tanned skin and pale-pink lip- 
sticked mouth, the handsomely clothed, plump body. 
Wouldn’t her voice bring such looks to mind even if 
you’d never seen her? Such smoothness, such rich sincer

ity. A fine gloss on every word, and little appreciative 
spaces in between. She talks as if listening to herself. A 
little too much that way, really. Could she be drunk?

“L e t’s face it, Karin, Mother was a snob.” Yes, she is 
d runk . “Well, she had to have som ething. D ragged 
around from one dump to another, always doing good. 
Doing good wasn’t her thing at all. So now, now, he gives 
it all up, h e ’s off to the  easy life. In Hawaii! I sn ’t it 
bizarre?”

Bizarre. Karin has heard that word on television and 
heard people, mostly teenagers, say it, and she knows it 
is not the church bazaar that Megan’s talking about. N ev
ertheless, that’s what the word makes her think of— the 
church bazaars that Megan’s mother used to organize, al
ways trying to give them some style and make things dif
ferent. Striped umbrellas and a sidewalk cafe one year, 
Devonshire teas and a rose arbor the next. T h en  she 
thinks of Megan’s mother on the chintz-covered sofa in 
the living room, weak and yellow' after her chemothera
py, one of those padded, perky kerchiefs around her 
nearly bald head. Still, she could look up at Karin with 
faint, formal surprise when Karin came into the room. 
Was there something you wanted, KarinPThe  thing that Kar
in was supposed to ask her, she would ask Karin.

Bizarre. Bazaar. Snob. When Megan got in that dig, 
Karin should have said, at least, “I know that.” All she 
can think to say is, “Megan. This is costing you money.”

“Money, Karin! We’re talking about my father. We’re 
talking about whether my father is sane or whether he 
has flipped his wig, Karin!”

\
DAY L A T E R  A C A L L  F R O M  D E N V E R .  D O N ,  A u s 

tin’s son, is calling to tell his father that they 
should forget about the dining-room furniture; 
-the  cost of shipping it is too high. Austin agrees 

with him. T h e  money could be better spent, he says. 
What’s furniture? T h en  Austin is called upon to explain 
about the Auction Barn and what Karin is doing.

“O f course, of course, no trouble," he says. “T h ey ’ll 
list everything they get and what it sold for. T hey  can 
easily send a copy. T h e y ’ve got a computer, I under
stand. No longer the Dark Ages up here.”

Austin listens to Don and then he says, “T h a t ’s true. I 
had hoped you’d see it that way about the money. It’s 
a project close to my heart. And you and your sister are 
providing well for yourselves. I ’m very fortunate in my 
children.”

He listens some more. “T h e  old-age pension and my 
own pension, whatever more could I want? And this lady, 
this lady, I can tell you, Sheila— she is not short of mon
ey, if I can put it that way.” He laughs, rather mischie
vously, at something his son says.

After he hangs up, he says to Karin, “Well, my son is 
worried about my finances and my daughter is worried 
about my mental state. My mental-emotional state. T h e
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male and female ways of looking at things. T h e  male and 
female ways of expressing anxiety. Underneath, it’s the 
same thing. T h e  old order changeth, yielding place to 
the new.”

Don wouldn’t remember everything that was in the 
house anyway. How could he? He was here the day of the 
funeral, but his wife wasn’t with him, she was too preg
nant to come. He wouldn’t have her to rely on. Men don’t 
remember that sort of thing well. He just asked for the 
list so that he would seem to be keeping track of every
thing, and nobody better try to hoodwink him. Or hood
wink his father.

Karin is going to get some things from the house, and 
nobody need know where she has gotten them. Nobody 
comes up to her place anyway. A willow-pattern plate. 
T he blue-and-gray flowered curtains. A little fat jug of 
ruby-colored glass with a silver lid. Awhite damask cloth, 
a tablecloth, that she ironed until it shone like a frosted 
snowfield, and the enormous napkins that go with it. 
The tablecloth alone weighs as much as a child, and the 
napkins flop out of wineglasses like lilies— if you have 
wineglasses. She has already taken home six silver 
spoons, in her coat pocket. She knows enough not to dis
turb the silver tea service or the good dishes. But some 
pink glass dishes for dessert,  with long stems, have 
caught her eye. She can see her place transformed, with 
these things in it. More than that, she can feel the quiet 
and contentment they would extend to her. Sitting in a 
room so furnished, she wouldn’t need to go out. She 
would never need to think of Brent and imagine ways to 
torment him. A person sitting in such a room could turn 
and floor anybody trying to intrude. Was there something 
you wanted?

N MONDAY O F AUSTIN 'S LAST W EEK---- HE IS SL'P-

posed to fly to Hawaii on Saturday— the first 
big storm of the winter began. T he  wind came 
in from the west, over the lake, and the snow 

blew furiously all day and night. Monday and Tuesday 
the schools were closed, so Karin didn’t have to work as a 
guard. But she couldn’t stand staying indoors. She put on 
her duffle coat, wrapped her head and half her face in a 
wool scarf, and plowed through the snow-filled streets to 
the parsonage.

T h e  house is cold; the wind is coming in around the 
doors and windows. In the kitchen cupboard along the 
west wall the dishes feel like ice. Austin is dressed but ly
ing down on the living-room sofa, wrapped in various 
quilts and blankets. He is not reading or watching televi
sion or dozing, so far as she can tell— just staring. She 
makes him a cup of instant coffee.

“Do you think this’ll stop by Saturday?” she says. She 
has the feeling that if he doesn't go Saturday, he may not 
go at all— the w'hole thing could be called off', all plans 
could falter.

“I t’ll stop in due tim e,” he says. “I’m not worried.”
Karin’s baby died in a snowstorm. In the afternoon, 

when Brent was drinking with his friend Rob and watch
ing television, Karin said that the baby was sick and she 
needed money for a taxi to take him to the hospital. 
Brent told her to fuck off. He thought she was just trying 
to bother him. And partly she was— the baby had thrown 
up only once, and whimpered, and he didn’t seem very 
hot. T h en ,  about suppertim e, with Rob gone, Brent 
went to pick up the baby and play with him, forgetting 
that he was sick. This baby’s like a hot coal, he yelled at 
Karin, and wanted to know w'hv she hadn’t called the 
doctor, why she hadn’t taken the baby to the hospital. 
You tell me why, Karin said, and they started to fight. You 
said he didn’t need to go, Karin said. Okay, so he doesn’t 
need to go. Brent called the taxi company, but the taxis 
weren’t going out because of the storm, which up to then 
neither he nor Karin had noticed. He called the hospital 
and asked them what to do, and they said to get the fever 
down by wrapping the baby in wet towels. So they did 
that, and by midnight the storm had quieted down, the 
snowplows were out on the streets, and they got the baby 
to the hospital. But he died. He probably would have 
died no matter what they’d done— he had meningitis. 
Even if he’d been a fussed-over, precious little baby in a 
home where the father didn’t get drunk and the mother 
and father didn’t have fights, he might have died; he 
probably would have died anyway.

Brent wanted it to be his fault, though. Sometimes he 
wanted it to be their fault. It was like sucking candy to 
him, that confession. Karin told him to shut up, she told 
him to shut up. She said, "He would have died anyway."

When the storm is over, Tuesday afternoon, Karin puts 
on her coat and goes out and shovels the parsonage walk. 
T he  temperature seems to be dropping even lower and 
the sky is clear. Austin says they’re going to go down to 
the lake, to look at the ice. If a big storm like this comes 
fairly early in the year, the wind drives the waves up on 
the shore and they freeze there. Ice is everywhere, in un
likely formations. People go down and take pictures. 
T h e  paper often prints the best of them. Austin wants to 
take some pictures too. He says they’ll be something to 
show people in Hawaii. So Karin shovels the car out, and 
off they go, Austin driving with great care. Nobody else is 
down there. T h e  wind is too cold. Austin hangs on to 
Karin as they struggle along the boardwalk— or where 
they th ink  the boardw alk  m ust be, u n d e r  the snow. 
Sheets of ice drop from the burdened branches of the wil
low trees to the ground, and the sun shines through them 
from the west; they’re like walls of pearl. Ice is woven 
through the wire of the high fence, which makes it look 
like a honeycomb. Waves have frozen as they hit the 
shore, making mounds and caves, a crazy landscape, out 
to the rim of the open water. And all the playground 
equipment, the children’s swings and climbing bars, has 
been transformed by ice, hung with organ pipes or buried
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in what look like half-carved statues, shapes of ice that 
seem meant to be people, animals, angels, monsters, left 
unfinished.

Karin is nervous when Austin stands alone to take pic
tures. He seems shaky to her, and what if he fell? He 
could break a leg, a hip. Old people break a hip and that’s 
the end of them. Even taking off his gloves to work the 
camera seems risky. A frozen thumb might be enough to 
keep him here, make him miss his plane.

Back in the car he does have to rub and blow on his 
hands. He lets her drive. If something dire happened to 
him, would Sheila Brothers come here, take over his 
care, settle into the parsonage, countermand his orders.'

“This is strange weather,” he says. “Up in northern 
Ontario it’s balmy, even the little lakes are open, tem
peratures above freezing. And here we are in the grip of 
the ice, and the wind straight off the Great Plains.”

“I t’ll be all the same to you when you get there,” Karin 
says firmly. “Northern Ontario or the Great Plains or 
here, vou’ll be glad to be out of it. Doesn’t she ever call 
you?”

“Who?” Austin says.
"Her. Mrs. Brothers.”
“Oh, Sheila. She calls me late at night. T h e  tim e’s so 

much earlier in Hawaii.”

h i ; p h o n e  r i n g s  w i t h  k a r i n  a l o n e  in  t h e  
house the morning before Austin is to leave. A 
man’s voice, uncertain and sullen-sounding. 

“He isn’t here right now,” Karin says. Aus
tin has gone to the bank. “I could get him to call you 
when he comes in .”

“Well, it’s long distance,” the man says. “It’s Shaft 
Lake .”

“Shaft Lake ,” Karin repeats, feeling around on the 
phone shelf for a pencil.

“We were just wondering. Like we were just checking. 
T hat we got the right time that he gets in. Somebody’s 
got to drive down and meet him. So, he gets in to T h u n 
der Bay at three o’clock, is that right?”

Karin has stopped looking for a pencil. She finally says,
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“I guess that’s right. As far as I know. If you called back 
around noon, he’d be here."

“I don’t know for sure I can get to a phone around 
noon. I’m at the hotel here, but then I got to go some
place else. I’d just as soon leave him the message. Some
body’s going to meet him at the airport in Thunder Bay 
three o’clock tomorrow. Okay?”

“Okay,” Karin says.
“You could tell him we got him a place to live, too.” 
“Oh. Okay.”
“It’s a trailer. He said he wouldn’t mind a trailer. See, 

we haven’t had a minister here in a long time.”
“Oh,” Karin says. “Okay. Yes. I'll tell him."
As soon as she has hung up, she finds Megan’s number 

on the list above the phone and dials it. It rings three or 
four times and then she hears Megan’s voice, sounding 
brisker than the last time Karin heard it.

“I am very sorry that I cannot take your call at the mo
ment, but if you would leave your name and phone num
ber I will get back to you as soon as possible.”

Karin has already started to say she is sorry but this is 
important when she is interrupted by a beep and realizes 
it’s one of those machines. She starts again, speaking 
quickly but distinctly after a deep breath.

“I just wanted to tell you. I just wanted you to know. 
Your father is fine. He is in good health, and mentally he 
is fine. So you don’t have to worry. He is off to Hawaii to
morrow. I was just thinking about—I was just thinking 
about our conversation on the phone. So I thought I’d 
tell you not to worry. This is Karin speaking.”

And she has just gotten all that said when she hears 
Austin at the door. Before he can ask or wonder what 
she’s doing there in the hall, she fires a series of questions 
at him. Did he get to the bank? Did the cold make his 
chest hurt? When was the Auction Barn truck coming? 
When did the people from the board want the parsonage 
keys? Was he going to phone Don and Megan before he 
left or after he got there or what?

Yes. No. Monday for the truck. Tuesday for the keys, 
but no rush—if she wasn’t finished then. Wednesday 
would be okay. No more phone calls. He and his children 
have said all they need to say to each other. Once he’s 
there, he will write them a letter. Write each of them a 
letter.

“After you’re married?”
Yes. Well. Maybe sooner than that.
He has laid his coat across the banister railing. Then 

she sees him put out a hand, to steady himself, holding 
on to the railing. He pretends to be fiddling around with 
his coat.

“You okay?” she says. “You want a cup of coffee?"
For a moment he doesn’t say anything. His eyes swim 

past her. How did anybody believe that this tottery old 
man, whose body looked to be shriveling day by day, was 
on his way to marry a comforting widow and spend the 
rest of his life walking on a sunny beach? It wasn’t in him

to do such a thing, ever. He meant to wear himself out, 
quick, quick, on people as thankless as possible, thank
less as Brent. Meanwhile fooling all of them into thinking 
he’d changed his spots. Otherwise somebody might stop 
him from going. Slipping out from under, fooling them, 
enjoying it.

But he really is after something in the coat. He brings 
out a pint of whiskey.

"Put a little of that in a glass for me,” he says. “Never 
mind the coffee. Just a precaution. Against weakness. 
From the cold.”

He is sitting on the steps when she brings him the 
whiskey. He drinks it. He wags his head back and forth, 
as if trying to get it clear. He stands up. “Much better," 
he says. “Oh, very much better. Now, about those pic
tures of the ice. Karin. I was wondering, could you pick 
them up next week? If I left you the money? They’re not 
ready yet.”

Even though he’s just in from the cold, he’s white. If 
you put a candle behind his face, it would shine through 
as if he were wax or thin china.

“You’ll have to leave me your address,” she says. 
“Where to send them.”

“Just hang on to them till I write you. That’d be best."

So she has ended up with a whole roll of pictures of the 
ice, along with all those other things she had her mind set 
on. The pictures show the sky bluer than it ever was, but 
the weaving in the fence, the shape of the organ pipes, is 
not so plain to see. A human figure needs to be there 
also, to show what size things were. She should have tak
en the camera and captured Austin—who has vanished 
even more completely than the ice, unless his body 
washes up somewhere in the spring. A thaw, a drowning, 
and they’re altogether gone. But Karin looks so often at 
these pictures that Austin took—the blue sky, the pale, 
lumpy ice monstrosities—she looks at them so often that 
she gets the feeling that he is in them after all. He’s a 
blank in them, but the blank is bright.

She thinks now that he knew. Right at the last, he 
knew that she’d caught on to him, she understood what 
he was up to. No matter how alone you are, and how 
tricky and determined, don’t you need one person to 
know? She could be the one for him. Each of them knew 
what the other was up to, and didn’t let on, and that was a 
link beyond the usual. Every time she thinks of it she 
feels approved of—a most unexpected thing.

She puts one of the pictures in an envelope and sends 
it to Megan. (She tore the list of addresses and phone 
numbers off the wall, just in case.) She sends another to 
Don, and another, stamped and addressed, across town 
to Brent. She doesn’t write anything on the pictures or 
enclose any note. She won’t be bothering any of these 
people again, not even Brent. (The fact is, it’s not long 
till she’ll be leaving here.) She just wants to make them 
wonder. □

JANUARY 1990 73



Copyright of Atlantic Magazine Archive is the property of Atlantic Monthly Group LLC and
its content may not be copied or emailed to multiple sites or posted to a listserv without the
copyright holder's express written permission. However, users may print, download, or email
articles for individual use.


