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Shortly after the death of Janet Thompson Leckie, her niece, Genevieve Barnes
Mason (then Danser now Scandone) wrote the story that follows.

Note. This story was written on a typewriter, before the advent of word
processors or personal computers. Thus, there are several, inevitable, typos,
which were corrected by hand during editing.

Janet Leckie was “AUNT” to the six children of her sister, Agnes Leckie
Mason. Ironically, those six children never called their aunt: “Aunt Janet”.
She was always and exclusively “Jennie”.

The story that follows is slightly fictionalized in that the names of some of the
characters were changed. Otherwise, it is close to a biographical account.

The names that were changed are as follows:

Joanna Marshall The author, Genevieve Barnes Mason
Marc Husband of the author, John Danser

Harry Bell Henry Blackman Sell

Willard Marshall Willard Leckie Mason, the author’s brother
Abbey Marshall Janet Thompson Mason, the author’s sister
Peter A friend of Jennie, real name unknown
Cousin Michael Kenneth O. Peck, Cousin Ken

Aunt Harriet Elizabeth Jane Ray Leckie, Aunt Betty

Uncle Herman William Irvine Leckie, Uncle Bill



AUNT
by

Genevieve B. Danser

When my aunt told me she wanted me to go with her when
she drove out to Colorado to her new home, I didn't exactly
jump at the chance. For two things, I smoked and drank--
not a lot, but Aunt Jennie didn't do either and disapproved
of both. For a third, I was working for the Welfare Depart-
ment in Brooklyn and our last conversation oﬁihat topic had
run generally like this:

"Every day I walk down Sixth Avenue and see signs for
help wanted, not skilled help, I realize, but what do these
people want? They don't have any skills."

"I know, but that's what they want--to learn some skills
if they don't have any and to werk with their sk¢11 if they do
have one,"” I answered.

"And in the supermarkets, I see these big, fat women with
their skinny kids and their shopping carts filled with potato
chips and beer! That's one reason I'm leaving the city; I

don't want my tax dollars going to people like that--they've never
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worked a day, they blame me--I wasn't ever here three hundred
years ago, none of our family was, and I'm sick of it. I'1l1l
be glad when I'm out of here."

"Well, I don't know what you see, Jennie, but I know
that the people I know on welfare aren't like that. They're
mothers with ch<ldren; some of them want to work, but they
can't find day-care centers for their kids. Other ones are
old people, other ones are sick."

"I still say..." and off she would go again, with such
intensity that you'd think she was on the road to the poorhouse.

Jennie hadn't always felt that way about blacks. When she
was working on her Ph.D. in psychology during the Fifties,
she taught a course at a city university, which was, even then,
integrated. She had once commented, "When I grade their
papers whether they're black, white, or Puerto Rican never
enters my mind." This was not self-congratulation, just a
simple observation.

And there was the day when I was in high school and
Jennie arrived at the house while I was playing my new record
from No Strings. I loved the music and even though I hadn't
seen the show (and never did), I knew the story: American
writer goes to Paris, meets fashion model, both feel jaded
and uninspired, they fall in love, travel around together for
a while, but must part at the end because he can't work in
Paris and they both know she won't be accepted in New Hamp-

shire. He's white, she's black.
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"What's that you're listening to?" Jennie asked me.

"No Strings."

"Oh, that trash!" She turned to my mother: "I'm very
surprised you let her have that record. Do you know what
that story is about? This man goes to Paris, takes up with
a black model whom he knows he can't take home with him be-
cause he's from New England, some small town where they've
never even seen a black person, and he leads her on, telling
her he loves her, when he obviously doesn't, being generally
despicable, using that poor woman, and then he goes home,
saying he can't write in Paris--the phony so-and-so. And he
leaves that poor girl there, worse off than she was before.
If that's not an immoral story, I don't know what is!"

Somehow, my mother led her off the subject of my record.
I took the record off, but I thought her sympathy was more
than a little displaced. After all, the woman seemed to be
intelligent and know what she was getting into, and from what
I could gatherj;he didn't want to qui% modeling or leave Paris
anyway. I wanted to challenge ﬂ:-f“gué I didn't see any nice,
smooth lead-in at the time, and £§ the time I had the nerve
years later, her views had made their radical shift. What
hai;appened to cause this I don't know, but it must have been
something fairly serious, because Jennie didn't alter her
views whimsically.

In any event, two weeks of that sort of nonconversation
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was not my idea of a vacation. Moreover, my most vivid recol-
lections of Jennie were when she was at our house with my
mother, talking. They would both talk at once, each on her
own topic, but each also paying attention to and following
what the other was saying. Now and then the conversation
would center on one of their topics, then swerve back to the
other's, then take off again in tangent. And they were not
discussing what's-his-name down the block or household chores
or even us kids. They were deploring Senator McCarthy, berating
the new president, a former war-hero general, the vice president,
a rabid antt-Communist whom they saw as an unethical oppor-
tunist; psychoanalyzing everyone they knew--members of the
family, friends and acquaintances, public figures of every
political and social stripe; generally setting the world
a-right, and right there in my living room. I, meanwhile, was
a fascinated bul silent spectator, at different ages overawed,
then too timid to make my views known, finally qgeated by the
speed at which they changed subjects, shifted focus. I had
more ideas of my own now, but I knew I couldn't keep up with
Jennie's mind for two hours, much less two weeks. I couldn't
play my mother's role in the dialogue.

Nevertheless, Jennie was so excited about finally being
able to retire and live in Colorado that I decided to go
along.

"T saw Colorado for the first time when I was sixteen
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and Mother took us all camping," she told me. "I fell in
love with it then and decided that that was where I'd retire."
My mother had done the same for us, under highly gimilar cir-
cumstances: the mother alone with six kids in their case,
five in mine, no father in either, divorced in both.
@JEnnie had bought a van for the trip that was also to be

her car once she got there. "I'll move some of the smaller
things myself, then I'11 have the van to sleep in while I
roam around Colorado."

Two days out of New York we stopped at my cousin's in
St. Louis. His children didn't greet Jennie with the wild
enthusiasm that we used to, but then again they didn't know
her as well. I recall one Christmas when I was very young--
five or six, I guess. All the presents were opened except
those for Jennie--white kid gloves from at least two of us
("These are marvelous; you can wash them out in soap and warm
water, then dry them right on your hands."), perhaps writing
paper or a book, always things of good quality even though we
never had much money so the gifts couldn't actually be expen-
sive. She burst in at last, smilingtg;ergetic smile as she
pulled off three-quarter length gray gloves, e removed her

Q\ﬁ'\d
pert fur hat Asable scarf (too bad nobody wears them anymore;

amcl
she gave me two when she moved),htook off her smart black cloth
coat with a slightly raised round collar. The smell of her

perfume, as always, met me just before her cheek touched mine
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and mine--wondering the same thing, after she had moved to
Colorado. He was Mr. Bell's doctor too, and I thought, although
I didn't say, that as their doctor he was in a better position
to know such things than I was. But it was still inconceivable.

I don't think it matters whether they were or weren't.

It seems impossible that they were, considering their up-
bringing and her outspoken views on morality. But it seems
impossible that they weren't, considering their vitality and
their closeness. For example, Jennie called Mr. Bell every
day while we were on the road to Colorado. They were not public
people, however, and would certainly never have mentioned

such a private aspect of their lives. Sex was définitely

not a topic of conversation, particularly one's own sex life.
In a way, this was emblematic of what made them such fun to be
with. They rarely talked about themsel¥es, although they did
talk about each other. They were not preoccupied with them-
selves; they rather took themselves for granted, saw themselves
in perspective, as doers, yes, but not as the center of some
ingrown universe. To dwell on the intimacy of their relation-
ship is to lose sight of them.

Jennie had once told me that she never allowed men to come
up to her apartment, because the doormen would gossip. She
knew plenty of men, being in the business world, so I think
she had a point. I don't know whether or not the interdict4on

extended to Mr. Bell. But this rule and her vehemence
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about college sfeeping with their boyfriends seemed inconsis-
tent with not wearing underpants (in the 1950s) and speculat-
ing enviously on how some woman looked without her clothes on.
On the other hand, it was not unheard of for Jennie to hold
strong, contradictory opinions simultaneously.

Jennie may not have had opinions on everything--although
I can't think of anything she omitted--but her feelings were
always strong. One result was her not getting married when
she was young. During the war she was engaged to a fellow
whose uncle was a college professor in Germany. When Hitler
said burn the books, the uncle burned them. The boy defended
his uncle, saying that if his uncle had disobeyed, he would
have been killed. To Jennie this was no answer. People had
to stand up for their beliefs, even if it meant death. She
could not forgive her fiancé for his feelings any more than
she could forgive the Germans for bombing Scotland, which she
visited shortly after the war. "It was unbelievable. Craters
all up and down the coast for miles and miles. Still no one
lives there."

This grudge against Germans never died. While I was in
college, I brought a boyfriend home once over Christmas vaca-
tion when Jennie was there. He was a casual boyfriend and I
had never slept with him. He was blond, blue-eyed, fair-
skinned. His name was Carlos. After he left, Jennie asked,

trying to sound casual, "Is he German?"
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"No," I told her, a bit gleefully, "in fact, he's Colom-
bian. His father was Austrian but went to South America before
the war. His mother is Colombian. He speaks three or four
languages. The kids at school call him the spic." I added
that for shock value, although it was true; and in our
innocence in those days, everybody, including Carlos, thought
it was cute.

A couple of weeks later I was in the hospital with
peritonitis. The doctor told me, "It used to follow gonorrhea,
but these days young girls get it for no apparent reason.

You definitely haven't had gonorrhea."” 1 was so upset about
his having found out that I wasn't a virgin that the gonorrhea
part slipped my mind until Jennie came to visit me at the
hospital. Typically, she said nothing directly, but from

her uneasy, evasive look and conversation I was sure that she
was operating wsthout the latest bit of medical information
about peritonitis, although it seemed apparent that she knew
about the "used to" part. And I had the feeling that she still
saw Carlos as German and as having "done" this to me.

Her hatred of Germans had some rational basis, but I
don't know what she had against Catholics. I do know that
there was a seminary behind Jennie and my grandmother's house
and that the seminarians used to climb the wall to join Granny
for tea. Granny was probably anti-Catholic too, in a theore-

tical sense ("They beat their wives on Saturday nights, then
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confess on Sunday"), but she was constitutionally unable to
be ant«-anybody in practice. Both, I imagine, were the result
of Scotch-Presbyterian upbringing.

My sister married a Catholic. Jennie came to their
wedding. She was very cheery at the house before we left
for the church, excited too. But as we were leaving the church
afterwards I heard her muttering, "If I'd known it was going
to be a Catholic wedding I never would have come," and after
we got back to my house for the reception, Jennie spent a
good deal of her time telling me to stand up straight.

There was other evidence of Jennie's anti-Catholic
feeling. When that same vice president she used to denounce
as a Red-baiter ran for president against a Catholic less than
ten years later, Jennie voted for the ex-Red-baiter. She
didn't trust the Catholic, and she hated his father, who was
more her contemporary.

While I was in Colorado with Jennie, we toured around a
bit, not sleeping in the van as she intended to do on her
own, but taking day trips, like the one to Sun Valley. We
stopped one day overlooking some great snow-filled valley in
the Rockies to eat lunch--breadless sandwiches, café-au-lait
from a Thermos.

"You don't remember Willard, do you?" she asked.

"No," I answered.

"He was running away from your father," who ran away



Danser page 21

from us five years later and whom Jennie always detested,
probably because he was basically weak and she was so strong,
he didn't always know his own mind and she could not conceive
of self-doubt. "When the hospital called they said he had
money in his hand, but it was only green paint." Jennie looked
out of the window of the van, away from me.

I knew the whole story by heart. Willard and my sister
were playing in the basement. My parents were out, at a PTA
meeting, I think. Willard and Abbey broke a window. He was
afraid Daddy would beat him ééeaﬁ% it must have been "spank";
I can't imagine my father beating anyone), so he was running
away to Granny and Jennie's. It was dusk. A drunk in a
pickup truck didn't see the slight eight-year-old walking
along on the right-hand side of the road. The man hit him
and killed him. Our parents didn't sue because the man had
children too. The insurance money was divided up among us
later for college. Did the man go to prison? How did he
feel about killing a child? Did he become an incurable
alcoholic or never touch a drop again? I didn't know, but I
always wanted to.

"When the woman asked if I had a relative Willard Marshall,
I knew something had happened to him. I said yes, what was
wrong. She said he'd been hit by a truck..." The light re-
fracted through her tears. "Then I said, he's dead, isn't

he? And she said yes. She asked me how old he was and I
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said he would be nine next week, and then I said no, he'll
never be nine." Now the tears came down her cheeks. She took
a hanky out of her purse and wiped her eyes and nose.

What had brought this to her mind, I don't know, but her
crying about something that had happened over twenty years
earlier distressed me. I felt I should comfort her--a novel
feeling where Jennie was concerned--but had utterly no idea
how. I also felt that she expected me to cry over him too,
but I couldn't. I didn't even remember him. To me my brother
was a photograph--a slim boy in boxing gloves, the picture
taken a week before his death as compensation for not being
able to box, for some reason unknown to me. I just couldn't
cry over a picture and such fragments of information.

Fortunately, Jennie shortly pulled herself together. We
got out of the van and walked around, taking in the beauty all
around us and taking pictures. I posed a little self-consciously,
but Jennie posed like someone who loved to be photographed.
She sat on a big rock, knees together, feet pulled to one side,
her hands clasped in her lap, chin up, fur hat perched on her
head. She looked radiant. The past was put in its place, not
to be forgotten, but not to be dewlt upon either. She was
where she wanted to be and she was satisfied, more than sat-
ié:fiedz pleased, with herself and with her life.

I flew back to New York when my two weeks off were over.
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I wrote to Jennie several times, but she never wrote back, so
I gave up, assuming she must have more interesting people to
write to or more pressing things to do than write to me. It
was ironic in a way that she never did write, because she
had always complained to me about what a rotten correspondent
my mother was. One summer when we went camping Jennie drove
along with us from Connecticut to Washington, D.C. On some
highway there we suddenly--though thank God not too suddenly--
discovered that the gas tank was hanging about two inches off
the ground. When Jennie left us, we were in a garage having
the thing welded. She didn't know if we were dead or alive
(according to her) for a couple of wea? because my mother didn't
get around to writing to her until we were in Alabama.

Anyway, the night I got the phone call I hadn't heard
from her in nearly three years. I had just been talking
about her, however, because I had just been.zisgir mutual
doctor. I was not even inside the door when/;y boyfriend
called to me from the kitchen that my aunt had called.

"Which one?" I asked, hoping it was Jennie.

"Harriet."

"Oh, Christ." My uncle's wife still holds a grudge
against my mother for money Jennie lent her twenty-five
years ago because the money was supposedly half my uncle's.

"What did she want?"

"I don't know. She said it was important.”
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"I'll eat first," I said, but the phone rang just then
and I answered.

"Joanna? This is Aunt Harriet.”

"I just got in."

"Yes, Marc said you'd be late." Harriet sounded nervous,
as if she'd done something wrong that she was going to have to
tell me about.

"What is it, Aunt Harriet?"

"It's about Janet, your aunt Jennie."

"What about her?"

"She's dead."

Wha e

"Yes."

"How?" She skied off a cliff. She fell through the ice,
skating. She was run over by a truck; no mere car could have
killed her.

"Pneumonia."”

"You're kidding!"

"No, I'm not. Doctor Chandler is getting an autopsy,
but it's pretty surely pneumonia."

"When?"

"Last night. She’d been in the hospital for a few days.
Uncle Herman went out day before yesterday. He saw her but she
was in a coma. Her estate's in a mess, of course. She never

changed her will after your grandmother died. Herman will be
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executor. The funeral will be out there in a few days. I
don't suppose you'll be able to go, will you?"

"I don't see how," I said.

"Is there anything you want of hers, before everything's
tied up by probate?"

"I gave her a marble chees¢board and a little knife for
her birthday. I'd like that, if it's not too much trouble."

“If I can find it, I'11 bring it back.”

I guess I said good-bye. I sat there for I don't know
how long.

"Are you all right?" Marc asked.

"Jennie's dead."

"Yes, I know. Your aunt told me but I didn't want to
tell voun."

"Oh." He wasn't technically part of the family, so it
was probably the right thing to do--or not do--but I would
rather have heard it from him than from my aunt.

"You want your dinner?" he asked.

"I guess so." I didn't feel like eating, but I didn't
feel sick either. I wanted to cry but I didn't feel like
crying. I felt empty. I felt numb.

As I sat there, I remembered an incident I'd been told
about by one of Jennie's Scottish cousins. Although I hadn't
witnessed it myself, it was so "Jennie" that I could see it

all clearly. They were in Cortina, Italy, one of those places
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that Jennie would mention as casually as, say, Stamford,
Connecticu;,and that T would learn only years later was a
famous place, in this case a ski resort, not some little

hill town that she had personally discovered, and she was

ice skating. She took figure skating lessons for much of her
adult life, and she was very good. As she skated, a teenage
boy followed her, imitating every move. Sﬁé became irritated,
then annoyed, and finally angry. She stopped and demanded of
him, in her beloved Italian, just why he was following her
around the rink, to which the abashed boy answered that she
was so good, he wanted to learn my copying her, whereupon
Jennie undertook teaching him.

She would do things like that quite sincerely, but also
almost as a dare--he'd better have meant he wanted to learn,
because she was sure as shootin' going to teach him.

Then I knew why her death upset me so. Jennie was
supposed to be eternal. My children and their children and
their children were all supposed to know Jennie, to have her
around when they were growing up--to bring them giant Steiff
toys, to shock them, to impress them, to badger them to
straighten up and fly right, to overwhelm them with her perfume
and her power, to give them someone to live up to and achieve
for, someone who would always praise work well done but
never a shoddy job, but who would also help and teach--if they

could catch on fast enough. It seemed pointless to go on,



Danser page 27

knowing that Jennie would never know anything else that I
would do, pointless to have children, knowing that Jennie
would never see them and that they would never know her.

An era had passed and there seemed to be no one around

to start a new one.



