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for Laura Robinson and Dean Hunt

in dreams I hear you laughing and
know that you are near
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It is possible to retaliate against an enemy,
But impossible to retaliate against storms.

HAISLA PROVERB




PART ONE
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Love Like the
Ocean

Six crows sit in our greengage tree. Half-awake, I hear them speak to me in Haisla.

La’es, they say, La’es, la’es.

I push myself out of bed and go to the open window, but they launch themselves upward, cawing. Morning light slants over the mountains behind the reserve. A breeze coming down the channel makes my curtains flap limply. Ripples sparkle in the shallows as a seal bobs its dark head.

La’es—Go down to the bottom of the ocean. The word means something else, but I can’t remember what. I had too much coffee last night after the Coast Guard called with the news about Jimmy. People pressed cups and cups of it into my hands. Must have fallen asleep fourish. On the nightstand, the clock-face has a badly painted Elvis caught in mid-gyrate. Jimmy found it at a garage sale and gave it to me last year for my birthday—that and a card that said, “Hap B-day, sis! How does it feel to be almost two decades old? Rock on, Grandma!” The Elvis clock says the time is seven-thirty, but it’s always either an hour ahead or an hour behind. We always joke that it’s on Indian time.

I go to my dresser and pull out my first cigarette of the day, then return to the window and smoke. An orange cat pauses at the grassy shoreline, alert. It flicks its tail back and forth, then bounds up the beach and into a tangle of bushes near our neighbour’s house. The crows are tiny black dots against a faded denim sky. In the distance, I hear a speedboat. For the last week, I have been dreaming about the ocean—lapping softly against the hull of a boat, hissing as it rolls gravel up a beach, ocean swells hammering the shore, lifting off the rocks in an ethereal spray before the waves make a grumbling retreat.

Such a lovely day. Late summer. Warm. Look at the pretty, fluffy clouds. Weather reports are all favourable for the area where his seiner went missing. Jimmy’s a good swimmer. Everyone says this like a mantra that will keep him safe. No one’s as optimistic about his skipper, Josh, a hefty good-time guy who is very popular for his generosity at bars and parties. He is also heavily in debt and has had a bad fishing season. Earlier this summer two of his crew quit, bitterly complaining to their relatives that he didn’t pay them all they were due. They came by last night to show their support. One of my cousins said they’ve been spreading rumours that Josh might have sunk his Queen of the North for the insurance and that Jimmy’s inexperience on the water would make him a perfect scapegoat. They were whispering to other visitors last night, but Aunt Edith glared at them until they took the hint and left.

I stub out the cigarette and take the steps two at a time down to the kitchen. My father’s at the table, smoking. His ashtray is overflowing. He glances at me, eyes bloodshot and red-rimmed.

“Did you hear the crows earlier?” I say. When he doesn’t answer, I find myself babbling. “They were talking to me. They said la’es. It’s probably—”

“Clearly a sign, Lisa,” my mother has come up behind me and grips my shoulders, “that you need Prozac.” She steers me to a chair and pushes me down.

Dad’s old VHF is tuned to the emergency channel. Normally, we have the radio tuned to CFTK. He likes it loud, and the morning soft rock usually rackets through the house. As we sit in silence, I watch his cigarette burn down in the ashtray. Mom smoothes her hair. She keeps touching it. They both have that glazed, drawn look of people who haven’t slept. I have this urge to turn on some music. If they had found the seiner, someone would phone us.

“Pan, pan, pan,” a woman’s voice crackles over the VHF. “All stations, this is the Prince Rupert Coast Guard.” She repeats everything three times, I don’t know why. “We have an overdue vessel.” She goes on to describe a gillnetter that should have been in Rupert four days ago. Mom and Dad tense expectantly even though this has nothing to do with Jimmy.

At any given moment, there are two thousand storms at sea.
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Find a map of British Columbia. Point to the middle of the coast. Beneath Alaska, find the Queen Charlotte Islands. Drag your finger across the map, across the Hecate Strait to the coast and you should be able to see a large island hugging the coast. This is Princess Royal Island, and it is famous for its kermode bears, which are black bears that are usually white. Princess Royal Island is the western edge of traditional Haisla territory. Ka-tee-doux Gitk’a’ata, the Tsimshians of Hartley Bay, live at the mouth of the Douglas Channel and surrounding areas just north of the island. During land claims talks, some of this territory is claimed by both the Haisla and the Tsimshian nations—this is called an overlap and is a sticky topic of discussion. But once you pass the head of the Douglas Channel, you are firmly in Haisla territory.

Early in the nineteenth century, Hudson’s Bay traders used Tsimshian guides to show them around, which is when the names began to get confusing. “Kitamaat” is a Tsimshian word that means people of the falling snow, and that was their name for the main Haisla village. So when the Hudson’s Bay traders asked their guides, “Hey, what’s that village called?” and the Tsimshian guides said, “Oh, that’s Kitamaat.” The name got stuck on the official records and the village has been called Kitamaat ever since, even though it really should be called Haisla. There are about four or five different spellings of Kitamaat in the historical writings, but the Haisla decided on Kitamaat. To add to the confusion, when Alcan Aluminum moved into the area in the 1950s, it built a “city of the future” for its workers and named it Kitimat too, but spelled it differently.

If your finger is on Prince Rupert or Terrace, you are too far north. If you are pointing to Bella Coola or Ocean Falls, you are too far south. If you are pointing in the right place, you should have your finger on the western shore of Princess Royal Island. To get to Kitamaat, run your finger northeast, right up to the Douglas Channel, a 140-kilometre-long deep-sea channel, to its mouth. You should pass Gil Island, Princess Royal Island, Gribbell Island, Hawkesbury Island, Maitland Island and finally Costi Island. Near the head of the Douglas, you’ll find Kitamaat Village, with its seven hundred Haisla people tucked in between the mountains and the ocean. At the end of the village is our house. Our kitchen looks out onto the water. Somewhere in the seas between here and Namu—a six-hour boat ride south of Kitamaat—my brother is lost.

My mother answered the phone when the Coast Guard called. I took the phone from her hands when she started crying. A man told me there had been no radio contact since Saturday, two days earlier. The man said he’d like to ask me a few questions. I gave him all the information I could—that Jimmy had phoned us from Bella Bella on Friday. He told us that 36 hours’ notice had been given for a Sunday opening for sockeye salmon in Area 8. Josh had been planning to move the seiner closer to his favourite Area 8 fishing point. No, I didn’t know where the point was. Jimmy had said that since it was a boring sit-and-wait kind of job, the crew was splitting up. The three senior fishermen in Josh’s crew were staying in Bella Bella and taking a speedboat to join the Queen early Sunday. Jimmy had the least seniority so he had to go with Josh.

The man told me that Josh had called his crew in Bella Bella to say the engine was acting up so he was stopping over in Namu. When the crew arrived at the Area 8 fishing site, they couldn’t find the Queen of the North. They searched all afternoon. No one in the fishing fleet reported seeing the Queen. No one knew if she’d gone down or if she’d just broken down and was holed up somewhere. Area 8 was large, the man said. There had been no mayday, but he didn’t say if this was a good or a bad thing. Did I know of anything else that could be helpful? No, I said. It wasn’t really a lie. What I knew wouldn’t be particularly useful now.
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There are no direct flights to Namu from the Terrace-Kitimat Airport, so Mom and Dad are traveling to Vancouver on the morning flight. From there, they’re flying into Bella Bella and then going by boat to Namu to be closer to the search. I shouldn’t have told them about the crows. At least I didn’t tell them about the dream: the night the Queen of the North disappeared, I saw Jimmy at Monkey Beach. He stood at the edge of the sand, where the beach disappeared into the trees. The fog and clouds smeared the lines between land and sea and sky. He faded in and out of view as the fog rolled by. He wore the same clothes he’d had on the day he left, a red plaid shirt, black jeans and the John Deere baseball cap Dad had given him. I must have been on a boat, because he was far away and small. I couldn’t see his face.

When we were kids, Dad would tell us about B’gwus, the wild man of the woods. They were stories that Ba-ba-oo had told him. Jimmy’s favourite was the one where these two trappers go up into the mountains near Monkey Beach. At one point, they had to separate because the trail split. They put a Y-shaped stick at the crossroads. The trapper who finished his line first would point the stick in the direction of their camp.

The first guy who finished checking the traps heard something big moving in the bushes ahead of him. He caught a glimpse of light brown fur through the leaves and thought it was a grizzly. Keeping his gun pointed in the direction of the shaking bushes, he left the trail, moving backwards as quietly and quickly as he could, thinking that if he stayed downwind, it wouldn’t notice him.

So he wasn’t paying attention to what was behind him when he broke into a clearing. He heard a grunt. He spun around. In front of him were more than twenty very hairy men. They looked as surprised as he was. They were tall, with thick brown hair on their chests, arms and legs. Their heads were shaped oddly, very large and slanted back sharply from the brow. One of them growled and started towards him. He panicked and bolted back into the bushes, and they began to chase him.

They were fast. He was quickly cornered at the foot of a cliff. He climbed up. They gathered at the bottom in a semicircle and roared. When they followed him up, he raised his gun and, knowing he’d probably have only one shot, picked the leader. The trapper shot him in the head, and the creature landed with a heavy thump at the bottom of the cliff. As the other sasquatches let out howls of grief, the trapper ran.

After he reached the beach and realized that no one was following him, he made his way back to camp. His partner wasn’t there. The sun was setting, and the trapper knew that he was going to have to wait until morning before he could go after him.

He broke camp, put all the stuff into their boat, anchored out in the bay and spent the night wide awake. At first light, he headed up the mountain. When he got to the crossroads, he saw his partner, battered, bloody and most definitely dead. Before he could get to him, the howling started all around, and he turned and ran.

“You’re telling it wrong,” Ma-ma-oo had said once when she was over for Christmas dinner. Every time Dad launched into his version, she punctuated his gory descriptions with, “That’s not how it happened.”

“Oh, Mother,” he’d protested finally. “It’s just a story.”

Her lips had pressed together until they were bloodless. She’d left a few minutes later. Mom had kissed Dad’s nose and said family was family.

Ma-ma-oo’s version was less gruesome, with no one getting shot and the first trapper just seeing the b’gwus crossing a glacier, getting scared and running back to the camp. Me and Jimmy liked Dad’s version better, especially when he did the sound effects.

Either way, when the trapper got back to the village, he had an artist carve a sasquatch mask. At the end of the story, Dad would put on a copy that his father had carved and chase us around the living room. Jimmy would squeal in mock terror and pretend to shoot him. If Dad caught us, he’d throw us down and tickle us. Ma-ma-oo frowned on this. She said it would give us nightmares. Sure enough, Jimmy would crawl into my bed late at night when he thought I was asleep and curl into my side. He’d leave before I awoke, tiptoeing out.

Jimmy took the story as if it were from the Bible. He bought himself a cheap little camera one day, and I asked him why he was wasting his money.

“I’m going to make us rich,” he said.

I snorted. “How? You going to blackmail someone?” I’d been watching soaps with Ma-ma-oo and knew all about cheating husbands and wives who were photographed in awkward positions.

Jimmy shook his head and wouldn’t tell me. “Want it to be a surprise.”

All that week, he begged Dad to take him to Monkey Beach.

“How come?” Dad said, getting annoyed.

“Because that’s where the b’gwus are,” Jimmy said.

Dad raised an eyebrow.

Jimmy squirmed. “Please, Dad. Please. It’s important.”

“Jimmy,” Dad said. “Sasquatches are make-believe, like fairies. They don’t really exist.”

“But Ma-ma-oo says they’re real,” Jimmy said.

“Your grandmother thinks the people on TV are real,” Dad said, then glanced at me, rolling his eyes. After a moment, he leaned in close to Jimmy, whispering, “You don’t really want to get eaten, do you? They like little boys.”

Jimmy went pale. “I know.” He looked at me. I rolled my eyes upward.

Only when it looked like Dad wasn’t going to give in did Jimmy pull out a copy of the World Weekly Globe. He showed us page 2, where it said that the Globe would pay up to thirty thousand dollars to anyone who got a picture of a sasquatch.

“We’ll be rich!” Jimmy said, so excited he began to hop. “We can go to Disneyland! We can get a new car! I bet we could even get a new house!”

Dad stared at him. He patted Jimmy’s shoulder. “If you finish all your chores this week, we’ll leave on Friday.”

Jimmy whooped and ran to tell Mom. I giggled. He was only a year and a half younger than me and he was still such a baby.

“Well,” Dad said with a wry smile, “cockle season’s starting anyway.”

Dad’s uncle Geordie and his wife, Edith, dropped off equipment for the trip that night. Jimmy was furious that they were coming with us until they both promised that he was the only one that would be taking pictures. They were, Uncle Geordie assured him, coming along only for the cockles.

We left early Saturday morning. It took forever to get going. Me and Jimmy watched cartoons while Mom made herself up in the bathroom. She never left the house without at least wearing lipstick, and even though no one was going to see us, she got up extra early to do her hair and makeup. Dad was adamant that when we built our new house, she’d get her own bathroom.

I poured myself some Puffed Wheat and pushed them around my bowl, feeling time crawl slowly across my skin, an agonizing eternity of waiting for Mom to get ready. She finally came downstairs in carefully pressed jeans, a white shirt and jean jacket, and with a blue kerchief over her hair. Dad wiped his hands on his pants before he kissed her good morning and said she looked great.

At the docks we had to wait for Aunt Edith, who was bringing fresh bread. Mom had mortally offended her a few months earlier by buying her a bread machine for Christmas. Dad tried to warn her, said she’d appreciate an electric knife a lot more, but Mom insisted because she knew Aunt Edith’s arthritis was getting worse. Just recently, she’d had to cut her long hair into a bob because she couldn’t braid it any more. Uncle Geordie conceded that Edith did use the machine for the kneading part, but everything else was still done the old-fashioned way. Her bread was absolutely the best: cotton-ball soft inside, so tender the butter almost made it dissolve, with a crust as flaky and golden brown as a croissant’s. Mom later got back in her good books, at Ma-ma-oo’s birthday party, by baking a slightly tough, heavy loaf and then casually asking what Aunt Edith thought she’d done wrong.

Uncle Geordie’s rattly old truck pulled into the bay, and Mom shooed me and Jimmy inside the cabin, where we fought over the captain’s seat. Dad had bought the gillnetter, Lulu, for two hundred dollars. Lulu was long and heavy and so slow that the only way we’d run into anything was if it was trying to hit us. When we went anywhere, I could count the logs on the beach, the trees on the mountains, the waves in the ocean. Her only saving grace was that she was big enough to give us tons of elbow room. But the smell of the old boat was so strong that we’d have it in our clothes for weeks after we got home.

Uncle Geordie came on board first. He looked fierce, with his eyebrows hanging over his eyes and his hollow cheekbones and his habit of frowning all the time, but whenever he baby-sat me he carved me little seiners and gillnetters out of corks. I told him he should sell them, but he always shook his head. Once we were under way, I sat in his lap while he explained the tides to me and let me steer Lulu. The engine was as loud as a jackhammer, and everyone had to yell to be heard. When I got bored of steering, I lay on the lower bunk under the bow and read a True Stories I’d filched from Mom’s bedroom. She said nine years old was too young to be reading trash, so I hid it behind my comic-book covers.

Only when I was on the boat could I eat Spam. Dad fried it until it was crispy and served it with hash browns and ketchup. Uncle Geordie roasted marshmallows for us, and Aunt Edith brought out some canned crabapples.

Mom forced Jimmy to come down for lunch and snacks, and he’d come scrambling back to use the PortaPotti, but he stayed on the bow most of the time, his camera ready in case any sasquatches appeared on the beach, scanning the shore for anything that looked like a large hairy monkey. Mom wanted him to take pictures of the mountains, but Jimmy wouldn’t—he didn’t even relent when some porpoises came and played around the bow.

Dad and Uncle Geordie jigged while Mom and Aunt Edith took turns at the wheel. Dad wanted some halibut, and Uncle Geordie said he wanted something fresh so bad he wouldn’t even mind a sea cucumber.

The summer had stretched itself into early September. When we finally arrived, the day was sweltering. I loved going to Monkey Beach, because you couldn’t take a step without crushing seashells, the crunch of your steps loud and satisfying. The water was so pure that you could see straight down to the bottom. You could watch crabs skittering sideways over discarded clam and cockleshells, and shiners flicking back and forth. Kelp the colour of brown beer bottles rose from the bottom, tall and thin with bulbs on top, each bulb with long strands growing out of it, as flat as noodles, waving in the tide.

Dad and Uncle Geordie shoved the skiff into the water and rowed most of the gear to the beach. We stopped on the north side of Monkey Beach, where the shore is flatter and the beach a little longer than a football field. As they were rowing back to the gillnetter, Uncle Geordie yelled excitedly for Dad to give him the net, then grabbed it and dipped it into the water and brought up a crab.

Aunt Edith clapped, then hollered, “Get me one with eggs!”

Uncle Geordie waved at her.

“Hurry up!” Jimmy yelled across the water, swatting horseflies away from his face. “Jeez, they’re taking long.”

“Put some bug dope on,” Mom said to him.

Jimmy leaned over the railing to dip his hand in the ocean. His legs dangled in the air. “The water’s still warm.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Mom said, hauling him back in.

“It’s not that far,” he said.

“Your camera would get wrecked, dummy,” I said.

Dad and Uncle Geordie caught two more crabs before finally rowing the rest of the way back to us. I was anxious to start hunting for cockles, bending down and looking for places where the sand bubbled. Those suckers moved fast. I’d always liked it when they stuck their tongues out, until Mom told me those were really their legs. As soon as we touched shore, Jimmy leaped off the boat and ran for the woods. Years of babysitting instinct kicked in, and I sprinted after him. Mom and Dad were shouting in the background, annoyed. I tackled Jimmy, and we both fell flat in the sand.

Mom caught up to us and pulled Jimmy to his feet by his ears. “What do you think you’re doing, young man?”

“Making us rich!” he said. “I—”

“Lisa,” Mom said to me, “stay with him and make sure he doesn’t get into trouble.”

“But—” Jimmy and I said at the same time.

“Don’t argue with your mother,” Dad said, “or you can both go back on the boat.”

Jimmy almost started crying. He was getting older though, less prone to throwing himself on the ground, kicking and screaming. When they started to set up a little camp, I dragged him down the beach to look for shells.

We slept on the beach that night. We roasted more marshmallows and some hot dogs on the fire. Aunt Edith boiled hers, saying her stomach wasn’t what it used to be, and Uncle Geordie fell asleep without eating, snoring so loud that he sounded like the gillnetter.

In the morning, Jimmy was gone. Dad and Mom hunted one way up the beach, and Aunt Edith and Uncle Geordie went the other. They shouted Jimmy’s name. I was supposed to stay at the camp, but I heard something crack in the trees.

“Jimmy?” I said.

I heard someone start to run.

“I found him!” I shouted. “I found him!”

Without waiting to see if anyone had heard me, I started to run after him. I’d catch glimpses of a brown shirt and hear Jimmy up ahead, but I couldn’t catch up to him. I chased him as hard as I could, until my side ached as if I’d been punched and I gasped for air. I could hear him ahead of me. I stopped, leaning over, consoling myself with the spanking Jimmy was going to get when we got back.

Suddenly, every hair on my body prickled. The trees were thick, and beneath them everything was hushed. A raven croaked somewhere above. I couldn’t hear anyone calling for Jimmy. I could hear myself breathing. I could feel someone watching me. “Jimmy?”

The sweat on my body was stinging cuts and scratches I hadn’t been aware of before, was drying fast, making my skin cold. I turned very slowly. No one was behind me. I turned back and saw him. Just for a moment, just a glimpse of a tall man, covered in brown fur. He gave me a wide, friendly smile, but he had too many teeth and they were all pointed. He backed into the shadows, then stepped behind a cedar tree and vanished.

I couldn’t move. Then I heard myself screaming and I stood there, not moving. Jimmy came running with his camera ready. He broke through the bushes and started snapping pictures wildly, first of me screaming and then of the woods around us. Jimmy was wearing a grey sweatshirt. I stared at him, and he stared out at the bushes.

“Where are they?” he said, excited.

Doubt began to set in: it had happened so fast and had been so brief, I wondered if I’d just imagined the whole thing.

“Did you see them?” Jimmy said. “Which way did they go?”

“Who?” I said.

“The sasquatches!” Jimmy said.

I thought about it, then pointed in the direction of our camp, and Jimmy started running back the way I’d come. I stayed for a moment longer, then turned around and left.

On the way back, Jimmy looked tired and scared. He stayed close to me. I didn’t want to spook him, so I didn’t tell him about the man I’d seen disappearing behind the tree.

“Did you follow right behind me?” he said.

I nodded.

He sighed. “I thought you were asleep.”

Jimmy got tanned, I got a lecture and we had to sleep on the boat that night instead of on the beach. Jimmy cried and cried, quietly. I knew he thought I was asleep, so I pretended to turn over and flop my arm across him. He didn’t move. His breathing steadied, he sniffed a few times, then he curled into me and went to sleep. I watched the stars as the gillnetter bobbed. I cringed when I imagined myself telling people I’d seen a b’gwus. They’d snicker about it the way they did when Ma-ma-oo insisted they were real. But if the Globe did pay a lot of money for a picture, I’d probably given up a chance to make us rich.

I sigh. Maybe dreaming about Jimmy standing on Monkey Beach is simply regret at missed opportunities. Maybe it means I’m feeling guilty about withholding secrets. It could be a death sending, but those usually happen when you are awake.

God knows what the crows are trying to say. La’es—go down to the bottom of the ocean, to get snagged in the bottom, like a halibut hook stuck on the ocean floor; a boat sinking, coming to rest on the bottom. The seiner sank? Mom and Dad are in danger if they go on a boat? I should go after him? I used to think that if I could talk to the spirit world, I’d get some answers. Ha bloody ha. I wish the dead would just come out and say what they mean instead of being so passive-aggressive about the whole thing.

My mother gets up and pours herself a cup of coffee. She used to kick me out of the house when I smoked, but now she doesn’t care. All the same, out of habit, I go out to the back porch even though Dad is smoking in the kitchen. The wind has started up, it’s fast and cold, making whitecaps on the channel. It keeps blowing my lighter out, even when I cup the flame carefully. Mom bought me wind chimes last year for my nineteenth birthday, the expensive kind that sound like little gongs, and they’re ringing like crazy. For Christmas, she bought me a box of smoker’s chewing gum, foul and every kind of vile. I’ve tried tossing them in the garbage, but she sneaks them back in my desk.

The first puff flows in and I sit back, leaning into the patio chair. In addition to all that coffee, I smoked for hours last night. My throat hurts and is phlegmy. The sun is low and the light is weak, but it makes the water glitter. The ocean looks black where there’s no light and dark green where the sun hits. A wave of lovely dizziness hits as the buzz kicks in. I have a moment of dislocation. I can separate myself from my memories and just be here, watching the clouds, ocean and light. I can feel my own nausea, the headache I’m getting, the tightness in my chest.
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I stood beside a ditch, looking down at a small, dark brown dog with white spots. I thought it was sleeping and climbed down to pet it. When I was near enough to touch it, I could see that the dog’s skin was crisscrossed by razor-thin cuts that were crusted with blood. It had bits of strange cloth tied to its fur. The dog whimpered and its legs jerked.

Someone tsk-tsked. I looked up, and a little, dark man with bright red hair was crouching beside me.

“Your doggy?” I said.

He shook his head, then pointed towards my house.

“Lisa!” Mom yelled from our front porch. “Lunchtime!”

“Come see doggie!” I yelled back.

“Lisa! Lunch! Now!”

Later, I dragged Mom to the ditch to see the dog. The flies had found it. Their lazy, contented buzz and the ripe smell of rotting flesh filled the air.
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Dad opens the back door and I jerk awake, making our rusty patio furniture squeal.

“Wind’s picking up. You coming in?” he says.

“I’m going to sit for a while,” I say.

“It’s getting cold.”

“I’m okay.”

Dad comes out and sits beside me. He pulls out his own pack of cigarettes and lights up. He holds the pack out for me and I take one. He stopped bugging me about smoking a long time ago. He’s like Uncle Mick that way, not one for arguing.

I had my first cigarette about six or seven years ago. Tab and I had snuck behind the gym. She’d carefully pulled a squashed Marlboro out of her lunchbox. Giggling, she’d told me she’d stolen it from her mother. She’d showed me the elegant way to smoke, the cigarette low between your first two fingers, taking ladylike puffs and blowing the smoke upward. Much later, when Mom found out that I smoked, she’d blamed Uncle Mick for my nasty habit, until I pointed out that Dad smoked too. He’d glared at me. “What?” I’d said.

My Uncle Mick used to smoke a brand called Sago. I tried them and they made me high on the first puff. He liked to roll them himself, a habit Mom found even more disgusting than smoking. When cigarette prices went up, Dad tried to buy loose stuff, but Mom handed him a fifty-dollar bill and said she’d rather buy the damn things herself than have him smoking hippie weeds.

Dad gets up and goes inside. He comes back out with two blankets and hands one to me.

Sometimes I want to share my peculiar dreams with him. But when I bring them up, he looks at me like I’ve taken off my shirt and danced topless in front of him. The memories are so old that I used to think the little man and the dog in the ditch were a dream. I’m sure that was the first time I saw the little man. That was the day before the tidal wave. The next time was when I was six. I woke up with the eerie feeling that someone was staring at me. I clutched my ratty teddy bear, Mr. Booboo. When I finally got up the courage to peek out of my blankets, I could see by the moonlight that there were no monsters ready to grab me and drag me into dark places and do terrible things to me. My eyelids were pulling closed and my death grip on Mr. Booboo was loosening when my jewellery box fell off my dresser. I jolted awake, heart thudding so hard I couldn’t breathe. My jewellery box’s tinkling, tinny music played, but I heard it only somewhere in the distance because I was staring open-mouthed at the red-haired man sitting cross-legged on the top of my dresser.

His crinkling face arranged itself into a grin as he rolled backwards and stood. He tilted a head that was too large for his body, put one stubby finger to his lips and went “Shh.” Frozen where I lay, I couldn’t have made a sound. His green plaid shirt jingled with tiny bells as he bowed to me, then he straightened until he was standing again and stepped back into the wall.

I didn’t move from under the covers until Mom knocked on my door and said it was time to get my lazy bones out of bed. I told her about the little man and she gave me a hug and said everyone had bad dreams and not to be scared of them—they were just dreams and they couldn’t hurt me.

“But he was here,” I said.

She smoothed my hair. “Some dreams feel very real. Come on, let’s get breakfast.”

Dad came into the house as I was eating my cereal. He plopped a bulging burlap sack on the kitchen floor beside Mom. He looked very pleased with himself as he said, “Happy birthday, Gladys.”

She opened the sack and peered inside. “Albert, you are just too romantic.” She pulled out one of the cockles and balanced it on the back of her hand. “Next year, I want a diamond this big.”

“I can take them back,” he said, his smile growing fainter.

“Don’t be silly,” she said, standing on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “I’m just teasing. It was very thoughtful.”

He wasn’t looking reassured until she kissed him again. When he leaned in for a bigger kiss, I felt it was time to make gagging noises so they wouldn’t get too mushy in front of me.

“Go watch cartoons with Jimmy,” Mom said.

Jimmy had parked himself two feet from the TV and right in the centre and he yelled out “Mom!” when I shoved him over.

“Lisa!” Mom said.

“He’s hogging the TV!”

Later in the morning, while Mom checked the seals on the jars of cockles, the doorbell rang. I jumped up to get it. When I opened the door, I was looking up at a tall, deeply tanned man with black hair pulled back in one long braid.

“Hey, short stuff,” he said. “Your mommy home?”

Mom came up behind me, stopping suddenly. I turned in time to see her smile freeze. “Oh my God.”

The man held out a single pink salmonberry flower. “Surprise.”

She kept staring at his face, mouth opening and closing soundlessly.

“Did I get the day wrong?”

“No, I, I thought you were … I mean, we heard the standoff went, um, well, badly and we thought …” Mom nervous was a new experience for me. I stared as she blushed and stepped back. “Come in,” she said. Then to me, “Go get your dad.”

The man had a loping, bowlegged walk that made the fringe on his buckskin leather jacket sway as he strolled into the house.

“Dad!” I yelled. “Dad! There’s a man here!”

“I said go, I didn’t say scream,” Mom said, turning a darker shade of red. “Now go get your dad.”

“I’m coming, I’m coming,” Dad said as he bounced up the basement steps. “How many times have I told you not to yell—” He stopped at the entrance to the hallway. The man took two steps and bear-hugged Dad so hard he lifted him off the ground.

“Look at you,” the man said, thumping him back down and holding him at arm’s length. “I heard you had settled down, but I didn’t believe it.”

“Jesus,” Dad said, leaning over like he’d been punched in the stomach. “Jesus.”

“You okay, Al? What’s the matter? What?” the man said.

Dad put his shaking hands over his face and stayed bent over, shuddering. It took me a moment to realize he was crying.

“Go away!” I shouted at the man. “Get out! Go away!”

“Stop it, Lisa,” Mom said.

“Al?” the man said.

Jimmy came running into the hallway. “Daddy?”

Dad wiped his face and said, “It’s okay, it’s okay.”

I pushed myself between them and glared up at the man. “You go away.”

The man knelt down and smiled at me. “You know who I am? I’m your uncle Mick.”

“No, you’re not. Uncle Mick’s in jail.”

The man burst out laughing. After a minute of silence on everyone else’s part, he said as he stood up, “You thought I was in jail? Why the hell’d you think I was in the big house?”

The look Mom gave him was so dark that if she’d given it to me, I’d have been running for my room. Instead, Mick started laughing again. Dad was blinking faster and staring at the floor. I thought Mick was making fun of him and, in an absolute fury, pulled my foot back and gave the man a good, hard kick to the shins. He was howling and hopping so fast that none of my other kicks landed as nicely. Then Dad grabbed me around the waist, picked me up and said, “Enough now.” To Mick, he said, “You want some coffee?”

Mom poured three cups of coffee, and we all sat at the kitchen table. Dad sat at one end, Mom at the other and Mick in the middle. Jimmy stood behind Mom’s chair and wouldn’t come out to say hi. I had a death grip on Dad’s neck and wouldn’t let go, even when Mom told me to bring Jimmy into the living room.

“No,” I said.

“Lisa,” Mom said in her warning tone that meant I was going to get a talking- to when we were alone.

“That’s what we get for naming her after you,” Dad said.

“You named her after me?” Mick said.

“Michael, meet Lisamarie Michelle,” Mom said dryly. “It was supposed to be a touching tribute.”

Uncle Mick reached to shake my hand and I lunged to bite his arm, but he pulled it back just in time. My teeth snapped together so hard it hurt, like biting down on aluminum.

“Lisa! That’s enough!” Mom said.

“Don’t like you,” I said to Mick.

“God,” Mom said.

“Hey, I’m a good guy, not a bad guy,” Mick said, not the least bit mad. “I’m your daddy’s brother.”

“I was surprised, that’s all.” Dad said, giving me a squeeze to get my attention. “Come on, say you’re sorry for kicking your uncle.”

“No,” I said.

“You think I’d hurt your daddy?” Mick said. “I’d never hurt him.”

“You better not,” I said.

Mick started grinning again. “You should have named her Agnes, after Mother.” When I scowled at him, he added, “ ’Cause she’s a delicate Haisla flower too.”

“Mother,” Dad said, almost letting me go. “Jesus.”

“What? Is she still mad at me? Man, she can hold a grudge.”

“Mick,” Mom said, “she thinks you’re locked up somewhere.”

“Why does everyone think that?”

“They phoned us,” Dad said.

“Who?”

“All your friends. They said you were shot and the FBI took you away.”

Mick’s eyebrows went up. He turned to confirm this with Mom and she nodded.

He sat back in his chair and laughed so hard that the coffee came back up his nose and he started choking. Mom pounded his back. “You could have written. You could have phoned. But no, that would have been too much trouble—”

“Okay, Gladys, now you’re hurting me,” Mick said, and she stopped hammering. “Jeez, I been kicked and walloped and yelled at, and I haven’t even been home a half-hour. I was safer hiding out in the boonies, for Christ’s sake.”

“Oh, boohoo,” Mom said, sarcastically. “You had us thinking you were being tortured God knows where.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“You never do it on purpose.”

“Enough, enough,” Dad said. “Let’s just figure out a way to tell Mother without giving her a heart attack.”

While Dad and Mick went off to tell Ma-ma-oo the good news, Mom hauled the sack of cockles to the sink and began shucking them, popping cockles into her mouth, humming as she chewed. I was disgusted, imagining the cockles cold and slimy, and said so. Mom laughed, then said the best part was the cockles wiggling in your mouth.

I was afraid to sleep because of the little man’s visit the night before. I lay awake with a stranglehold on Mr. Booboo and the lights turned on. Mom came by, and I pretended to sleep and she shut the light off. My bedroom is above the kitchen and when Mick and Dad returned, I could hear the murmur of conversation, but not the actual words. If I had got out of bed and pressed my ear against the register, I could have heard them, but I was too scared to leave the sanctuary of my covers. I heard the front door open and then Aunt Trudy shrieked. She cried and cried until Uncle Mick said she was ruining his second-best shirt. I fell asleep to the sound of Mick’s whooping laughter and the smell of coffee and cockle stew.

Now that I think back, the pattern of the little man’s visits seems unwelcomely obvious, but at the time, his arrivals and departures had no meaning. As I grew older, he became a variation of the monster under the bed or the thing in the closet, a nightmare that faded with morning. He liked to sit on the top of my dresser when he came to visit, and he had a shock of bright red hair which stood up in messy, tangled puffs that he sometimes hid under a black top hat. When he was in a mean mood, he did a jerky little dance and pretended to poke at my eyes. The night before the hawks came, he drooped his head and blew me sad kisses that sparkled silver and gold in the dark and fell as soft as confetti.

The morning after Mom’s birthday, as she was jarring the last of the cockles and I was using my blanket as a sleigh down the steps, she asked Dad to take me with him when he went for groceries. The road from Kitamaat Village to town is an eleven-kilometre strip of concrete that winds north along the coast and over steep hills like a roller coaster. It was finished in the late sixties and is patched every year when spring and fall floods eat away at the portions near the cliffs. Before the road was built, people went to town by boat. The town docks were across the channel, so even today, when people go to town, they say, “I’m going across.”

The town of Kitimat, with its different spelling, has a fluctuating population of about ten to twelve thousand, while the village has between seven and eight hundred people. Most people from the village who work in town travel this road twice a day and know its hairpin turns so well that they say they can drive it blindfolded. After getting his second speeding ticket in a month, Dad was one of those who pushed to get the speed limit raised from fifty kilometres an hour to sixty. When the safety inspector from the department of highways came out to test the road, he drove back and forth four times in a car laden with instruments, then announced that the road wasn’t even safe to drive at fifty kilometres on dry pavement and the speed limit should actually be lowered to forty kilometres an hour.

Dad was driving too fast that day, but I liked the speeds that sent you straining against the seat belt. We stopped at the bank first. “Jesus,” he said when he looked at his updated bankbook.

“Is something wrong?” the teller asked.

“I think there’s been a mistake. There’s a couple more zeros here than there should be.”

“Oh,” the teller said. “Is your brother Michael Hill?”

“Yes.”

“He dropped by this morning. He said he owed you some money. He had your account number.”

Dad shook his head. “He doesn’t owe me anything. Could you give me the exact amount he put in?”

“You want to take it out?”

“Yes.”

“All of it? You’re sure?”

“Very.”

The teller handed Dad a fat envelope, and instead of driving to the grocery store, we stopped in front of a long, run-down series of town houses.

“Stay in the car,” Dad said.

“Don’t want to,” I said.

“Lisa, once, just once, don’t argue with me. Okay? Stay in the car and don’t move—”

“Well, howdy stranger!” Uncle Mick’s voice boomed. I looked up and he was standing bare-chested in a pair of shorts on the porch.

“Stay,” Dad said.

He walked up to Uncle Mick and held out the envelope. Mick shook his head. Dad tried to push the envelope into Mick’s hands, but Mick lifted his arms above his head and dodged out of his way. Dad chased him until the door opened and a blonde white woman in a terry-cloth bathrobe started talking to Dad. They shook hands. Mick disappeared inside, came back outside wearing a flannel shirt, kissed the woman on the cheek and passed Dad as if he didn’t notice him. He came straight to the car, with Dad following behind him.

“Hey, Lisa M,” Mick said, opening the door and sliding into the backseat. His legs folded up almost to his chest, and he had to keep his head at an angle or he’d hit the roof. “You want some ice cream? Your daddy’s taking us to Dairy Queen!”

“Yay!” I said, bouncing up and down on the seat. “Ice cream! Ice cream!”

“Hey, Al,” Mick said when Dad got to the car. “Maybe we should take my truck. I’m getting claustrophobic back here.”

“Ice cream! Ice cream! Ice cream!”

“Settle down, Lisa,” Dad said. “We’re not getting ice cream.”

“Sure we are,” Mick said. “You said we should go for coffee and I pick Dairy Queen. Do you want to go to Dairy Queen, Lisa M? Hmm? Ice cream! Banana splits! Strawberry sundaes!”

“Mick,” Dad said, turning in his seat to glare at his brother.

“See?” Mick said, punching his shoulder. “You’re outvoted.” When Dad didn’t say anything, Mick leaned back. “Don’t worry about it, man. I figure it’s the least I owe you.”

“You should invest it,” Dad said.

“I am,” Mick said. “You’re my Bank of Al. Come Christmas, I’ll be bumming off you and living in your basement, you’ll see.”
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I unpacked the box of extra dishes we had given to Mick as a housewarming present. Mom put groceries in his cupboards while Dad looked through Mick’s tax forms. A few days after he started work at the logging camp, Revenue Canada had sent their own welcome-back package—a bundle of forms for each year he’d been missing, with instructions to file immediately or face an audit. Jimmy stayed curled up in Dad’s lap, thumb firmly in mouth. Dad gave an exasperated sigh and put down the papers he was holding. “This is a mess. It’ll take me a few weeks to figure it out.”

“I don’t see why we have to file at all,” Mick said. “The whole fucking country is on Indian land. We’re not supposed to pay any taxes on or off reserves.”

“God, don’t start again,” Dad said.

“This whole country was built on exploiting Indians for—”

“Mick,” Dad pleaded.

“Look at this.” Mom was shaking her head. “Nothing but Kraft. How does he stay healthy?”

I helped Mom by finding some wieners in the fridge. We began making a macaroni-and-wiener casserole.

“I’ll make you a warrior yet,” Mick said, punching Dad’s shoulder.

“Enough, enough. You’ll wake Jimmy.”

“Tell your brother about the dishes,” Mom said to Dad.

Dad started telling Mick about the tidal wave. I remembered that day very clearly. Late July, a bright, sunny day. Normally, you would still see people playing soccer on the field, or visiting with other people in the village, or picking up their mail—even after the warnings on the radio. You could expect a half-dozen or so tsunami warnings a year, and all they amounted to were some whitecaps. This time the evacuation order was real, and the fire station alarm was jangling in the background as Mom and Dad frantically ran to get clothes, bottled water and camping gear. Me and Jimmy were waiting in the car, with Jimmy screaming because Mom and Dad were upset and hiding it badly. Mom wanted to save her Royal Doulton and Dad said, “That’s just dandy. People are going to say hey, aren’t those the Hills floating by? They’re dead, but damn they have nice dishes.”

“If my dishes stay,” Mom shot back, “so do your golf clubs.”

“Jesus on crutches,” Dad said, getting out of the car and heading to the basement. “At least I use my golf clubs.”

Jimmy continued screaming and Mom came and took him out of his car seat and carried him to the front seat with her, singing him a lullaby.

She’d left the car door open. I knew I wasn’t going to get another chance. I snuck out of the car and ran. I was ecstatic. I was finally going to have an adventure! I wasn’t completely without an escape plan. I’d brought an umbrella. My idea was to turn it upside down and float away on it, just like in the books Dad read to me. I ran through the bushes at the back of our house and down the front street by the water. It was sheer bad luck that Uncle Geordie was driving to the docks to save his seiner. I saw his beat-up old Ford and I quickly veered off the road, running across the soccer field, but when I looked behind me, Uncle Geordie was pumping his gumboots, his yellow sou’wester flapping. I put everything I had into making it to the beach, then scrambled up a tree.

“Lisa, get down! Now!” he yelled, coming right under me and opening his arms as if he expected me to jump.

“Want see big wave!”

“Don’t make me come up there!”

If Mom or Dad had made that threat, I wouldn’t have worried because I knew neither of them was any good at climbing. I hadn’t even known Uncle Geordie could run, and from the way he was glaring at me, I didn’t want to find out if he could climb. He didn’t lecture me when I got down, just scooped me up and ran back to his truck, threw me in and drove me up to the old Hall, where almost everyone else had gathered, including Mom and Jimmy. Dad was driving around the village looking for me. Before he could go to the docks, Uncle Geordie had to go find him and tell him I was safe. They were both furious, but I was already crying, mad at everyone for ruining my big plans.

That night, when everything was over and we were sitting in Uncle Geordie’s house, he told us about trying to save his boat. The docks had squealed and moaned, undulating over the water like snakes. One of the boats had swirled like a toy boat caught in the bathtub’s drain. The tide had risen so high, the ocean leaked and slid over the roads. Then the docks went underwater and the boats were floating over them, bumping and grinding their keels against them when the waves dipped down. Uncle Geordie gave up when the gangplank started twisting. Later, he found his seiner on the beach with half its keel scraped off.
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That spring was lush, filled with hazy sunlight and long afternoons on the porch with Mom, and we basked like lizards on her newly ordered patio furniture. Dad sat down beside us that afternoon and announced that he was going to grow a vegetable garden. Mom opened one eye, lifted a languid hand and sipped her coffee. “Good. Go do that.”

At the garden centre, he poured over the seed packets, enlisting the help of passing clerks and other customers. He showed me pictures of the plants and asked if I’d want to eat this or that. He spent the next three weeks happily turning ground, fertilizing, balancing pHs and planting seeds in egg cartons on our windowsills. I enthusiastically searched for worms and brought interesting bugs into the house in a Mason jar with the lid punched through with holes. Mom refused to join in, annoyed when Dad asked if she’d mind weeding.

“Look at these,” she said, holding up her perfectly manicured fingernails with their stylish red nail polish. “Do you know how long I worked on these?”

Somewhere in our deepest past, in among eons of fishermen, there must have been a farmer. Whatever Dad touched grew like it had been fast-forwarded in a film. The sunflowers in the front yard shot up eight feet, with basketball-sized flowers that stared sullenly at the ground. The pumpkins and zucchini sprawled over potato patches and fought with the strawberry runners for ground space. Bees hummed contentedly in our greenery through the spring and summer, and the kids who raided our garden said there wasn’t a better one in the village. In the pictures of the garden that year, Dad posed me and Jimmy for maximum effect, standing us beside the largest sunflowers, having us sit on the most orange pumpkins.

Over the years, he became more ambitious. He made an elaborate archway over the walk that led to our front door and planted trailing roses that everyone knew died in the winter. Ours survived to become thorough nuisances, choking Mom’s nasturtiums and displacing carefully laid bricks with their gnarly roots. Corn flourished for him, attracting hordes of crows and sparrows. Rhubarb spread broad leaves and grew to mutant-like heights, becoming hard and inedible when we refused to pick it, sick of the sweetly sour taste after weeks of eating it. Dad even transplanted a full-grown greengage tree from a house that was going to be demolished, and despite everyone’s predictions to the contrary, the tree survived, producing fruit three years after it was plopped in our front yard, attracting kids and birds. The birds squawked and fought over the plums, and at least once a year, some kid would fall out of the tree and break an arm.

“Is a simple lawn so much to ask for?” Mom asked Aunt Edith over the phone. “Why does he always have to go overboard?”

You could always tell when Dad had done something he knew she wasn’t going to like. His shoulders hunched, his smile turned up only the corners of his mouth and his eyebrows went halfway up his forehead, as if he couldn’t believe what he’d done either.

“Now what?” Mom said, watching him gingerly carry a large cardboard box up our front steps. She opened the door for him, and we could all hear the high, sweet chirping of the chicks that poked their tiny beaks out of the air holes.

Dad smiled his silly smile, and Mom bit down firmly on whatever she was going to say and slammed the door in his face. “Chickens!” I heard her shouting at him later that night. “Chickens! You had to pick the filthiest, ugliest, most—”

Dad said something quiet.

“It’s on your head, then,” Mom said, sounding disgusted. “They’re your babies, mister. I want nothing, nothing, to do with them.”

Uncle Mick howled when he saw Dad’s chicken coop. To Mom’s added annoyance, he began to sing the theme from “Green Acres,” the TV show that she hated the most. When he teased her long enough, she would give him a good whack to the side of the head, but she had to stand up on tiptoe to do it because she barely scraped five feet and he was nearly six. If he really wanted to bug her, he pretended to stagger around, clutching his head after she hit him, which drove her nuts and made her whack him even more. He never knew when to stop, and he sang “Green Acres” until the day she got out the broom and chased him through the house, and he tripped over the living-room rug and hit his head on the coffee table.

For a few weeks me and Jimmy were the most popular kids around, because all the other kids wanted to hold the chicks and feed them. I ran home every day after school to watch them. Dad defended his latest project by saying that at least it got me away from the TV, but as the chicks grew older and less cute, the kids trickled away.

Some time later, when Uncle Mick was babysitting us, we heard a chicken clucking on the roof. We looked at each other, puzzled. Dad had covered the backyard with fishnets so the hawks wouldn’t get at the chickens. Mick got a broom to chase it down, and Jimmy and I went out to help him. To our surprise, it was a crow, imitating the chickens, pretending to peck at the roof and then gurgling so it sounded almost like it was laughing. “I’ll be damned,” Mick said.

The next morning, I awoke when I heard the chickens squawking. I thought they were fighting until I heard the hawks cry. I jumped up and ran to the window. There were large tears in the net over the coop. A chicken ran around and around, spurting blood from its missing head, until it fell over. Another chicken ran through the yard with its guts trailing behind it, flapping its one wing, shrieking. A hawk plunged through the net, squashed the screeching chicken in its grip and pecked its eyes. Mom chased the hawk out of the coop. She grabbed the half-eaten chicken as it ran by her. She picked it up and snapped its neck. Dad pulled me away from the window, and held me until I stopped crying.

Seven of the chickens were killed that morning, and the rest escaped through the hole in the net and were hiding down on the beach. Mick and Dad tried to round them up, but the chickens had been badly spooked. They refused to be herded back. Reserve dogs got most of them, foxes got others, some German tourists ran over one on the highway and the hawks finished off the rest.
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“Lisa, we’re leaving now,” Mom says, shaking my shoulder. “Are you all right?”

Dazed, thinking of Uncle Mick and the chickens, it takes me a moment to wake up from the memories. I have a crick in my neck from the way I’ve been sitting. Mom stares down at me, frowning, the lines creasing her forehead and her eyebrows exaggerated by the harsh early-morning slant of the light.

“Did you hear me?” she says.

I nod. “Sorry. Daydreaming.”

“You should go inside and get some sleep.”

“Who’s driving you to the airport?” I say, struggling to get out of the patio chair.

“Kate. She brought some lemon meringue pie, if you’re feeling hungry.”

I shake my head. “Too early. I’ll have some later.”

“You should eat,” she says.

Dad is already loading their luggage into his older sister’s car. I wave and she waves back.

“We’ll call you from Bella Bella,” Mom says, giving me a quick hug.

“Okay,” I say.

“Oh,” she says casually, “Aunt Edith is staying over with you.”

“Mom,” I say, exasperated. Lately they’ve been treating me like I can’t tie my own shoelaces. “I’m perfectly capable—”

“Just to keep you company,” she says quickly.

“And out of trouble,” Dad adds, coming up the steps. He gives me a hug too, squeezing my shoulders. “Don’t give her a hard time.”

“Would I do that?” I say.

“Behave yourself,” Dad says.

“Eat,” Mom says.

We say our goodbyes, and they wave as Aunt Kate drives them away. I stay on the front porch for a moment, then turn inside.
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I light a cigarette and Aunt Edith pointedly pushes a saucer my way. I nod thanks, but don’t look at her. My hands are shaking and I feel like absolute shit. Eyes are closing again. I need coffee but moving from this spot is going to be tough. Aunt Edith probably thinks I have a hangover. She caught me a few minutes ago, asleep in front of the TV, and woke me up to ask if I needed anything. I said no, but she is frying bacon and eggs and the smell makes me nauseous.

Jimmy hates fried food. I tried to tell him that was all he was going to get on a boat. Staring through me, he said, “I’m not going out there for the cuisine.”

“Well, why the fuck are you going?” I said.

“To make things right.”

“What things?”

He ducked his head and muttered something about the money, and I know he told our parents he was saving up for his wedding. But he didn’t even tell his girlfriend he was leaving. “Jimmy?”

He kept watching his feet. “Take care of yourself.”

God, let this be an accident. Must have drifted off for a minute again. Or else Aunt Edith can move at superhuman speed. One second standing next to the stove, the next back at the table again. She takes the cigarette from my fingers and crushes it out. I realize I’m resting my face against the table. Can’t remember falling over. She shoves breakfast into my hands, murmuring a prayer of thanks. I taste the fuzz in my mouth.

She moves through the kitchen with frenetic energy, wiping, sweeping, rearranging. My mother’s kitchen is tidy, but while I stir the eggs into a pale yellow pulp, Aunt Edith brings this room up to a level where you could perform open-heart surgery on the floors. I almost tell her to sit down and have a cup of coffee, but I decide to let her go. At least her way of dealing with stress gets the housework done. I force down some bacon with coffee. After I finish breakfast, she moves on to the living room. I watch her vacuuming the area rug and curtains and marvel at her stamina. Her fingers are swollen, but if you say anything about her arthritis, she glowers and tells you to mind your own beeswax. Dad says she’s already given her daughters her expensive jewellery. Practical yet morbid, she told them that if she made it clear right now who would get what there’d be fewer squabbles to mar her funeral.

Jimmy would never hurt anyone. They must have had an accident. It would be the worst kind of irony if Jimmy died by drowning. He was never afraid of water. When we were kids, we spent almost the whole of our summers swimming.

The village is squashed up against the mountains and the channel, a stretch of flat plain built up by Walth Creek. The beach in front of the village is mostly rocks and logs; you can swim there, but it isn’t sheltered like the bay, which also has the government docks and a breakwater made of logs linked together. The bay marks the end of the reserve, at the other side of the village from our house. The water there is relatively calm and shallow. We used to start swimming in late May, sometimes even in late April if the weather was hot enough. Jimmy was a drag, but Mom wouldn’t let me go swimming without him.

On typical summer mornings, I would wake up late. Jimmy would already be watching cartoons. I’d change into my bathing suit and make myself some toast. Jimmy’s mouth would be smeared red with Jell-O powder, his favourite. I’d nudge him and he’d hand the Jell-O box over. I’d dip my toast in it, then hand it back.

The day I remember most clearly was near the end of summer, the year after Mick came back. It started off the same: me and Jimmy watched cartoons until noon, then packed a lunch—a box of Jell-O and a peanut butter sandwich each, and greengages. We wrapped lunch in our towels and didn’t bother to dress, wore our bathing suits and headed to the bay. The pavement was too hot to go barefoot so I wore flip-flops and Jimmy decided to wear his wading boots. He liked the sound they made when he didn’t wear socks and his feet started to sweat. Sort of a cross between a burping and a farting sound.

Jimmy clomped behind me all the way to the bay. We claimed our spot on the docks by spreading our towels out. The tide was low and the sun was at just enough of an angle so that you could see the bottom, where there were piles of clamshell and a scattering of beer and pop cans. Minnows flashed near the surface. Jimmy kicked off his boots.

“Bonzai!” he yelled. He hadn’t mastered the art of diving yet, so he belly-flopped into a school of minnows. He splashed around, trying to catch them, and I thought that six-year-old boys were possibly the stupidest animals on earth.

Jimmy swam towards the beach where his friends were. I stayed on the docks, listening to my cousin Tab’s radio and suntanning. Tab was always a scrawny kid. She was born five pounds one ounce, and never grew past four foot eleven. Her thin hair escaped all attempts to tame it into ponytails or braids. She had two of her baby teeth made into earrings and told anyone who’d listen how she’d pried them out of her mouth herself. She wasn’t popular because people thought she was weird. I liked playing with her because she wasn’t worried about ruining her clothes and she taught me how to play poker and crazy eights. Everyone called her Tab, like the diet pop, but her real name was Tabitha. I thought her name was cool. I’d never let anyone call me Tab. When I asked her about it, she said she didn’t give a flying fart what people called her as long as they left her alone.

Another cousin, Erica, arrived, pausing at the top of the gangplank leading down to the docks. She shaded her face with one hand, surveying the territory. Her distinctive wavy blue-black hair was rolled into a ballerina’s bun. A gang of friends chattered behind her, wearing almost identical bathing suits. You could tell they’d gone shopping together and Erica had approved of this style, shimmering blue with spaghetti straps. They claimed spaces beside me. Tab shut the radio off. Erica pouted, artfully pursing her perfect Cupid’s bow lips. When Tab ignored her, Erica reached over and turned it back on. One of the boys who followed Erica around tried to get her attention by dumping a pail of water on her. She pushed him off the dock, and his friends grabbed her arms and legs and swung her back and forth like a hammock until they let her go and she fell shrieking into the water. Two guys came towards me, and it was either trust them not to drop me when they swung me or dive in myself. I plugged my nose and jumped.

Although the ocean around Kitamaat warms up by August, this means that it’s no longer ice water but isn’t exactly tropical. Given a choice, I like to move in up to my ankles. Wait until my body adjusts. Up to the knees. Wait. Up to the thighs. Wait. And on and on, slowly, until I am dog-paddling around. Even then, I never enjoyed the first icy shock as much as Jimmy. I always felt panic, felt my heart stutter until I reached the surface. Erica swam up beside me and put her hand on my head when I surfaced. She let me catch a breath, then dunked me. After I struggled away, we went into a splashing fight that ended when Big Timmy did a belly flop beside us.

I got brave and dived, opening my eyes underwater. Colours changed. Dark brown skin looked pale. Bright swimsuits looked dull. I surfaced. The blue of the sky was dark cobalt at its height, but became milky turquoise as it neared the mountains. I floated on my back until horseflies started to buzz around my head. I dived. Sounds changed too. The sounds of boats bumping against the docks and the docks creaking in the waves were magnified, but the yelling and tinny radio music were muted. My ears began to ache, but I felt light. I lifted my arms over my head and kicked my leg out so that I spun like the plastic ballerina in my jewellery box.

When I came up for air, someone hit me on the arm and said, “You’re it!”

I played tag until my arms and legs felt dislocated from the rest of me, then went back to the dock and ate my sandwich. I shared the Jell-O powder with Erica and her gang in return for Oreo cookies and Kool-Aid. “Look,” Tab said. She pointed with her chin out to the ocean.

I turned. Jimmy was waving to me from the breakwater logs, thirty feet from the dock. I could see him slick and shiny with water, and watched him help pull his friends up. They ran to the end of the breakwater, leaping across the space between the logs, the space that opened and closed with the waves and the length of the chains that held the logs together. Every time they jumped, I imagined Jimmy falling. When they reached the end, they turned around and ran all the way back. Jimmy saw me still watching him. While his friends dived in, he waved to me again. I waved back. He shouted something. Probably “Bonzai!”

He dived in. I waited. He didn’t surface. Long after his friends came up, he was still underwater. The skin on my arms and legs goose-pimpled. I didn’t move until I saw his head. When Jimmy pulled himself onto the dock, asking me for half of my sandwich. I said if he wanted more he could go home and he glared at me, but I glared right back at him. He was just about to tell me off, when he stopped, mouth open, eyes suddenly not seeing me at all, staring intently at something behind me. The chatter died off, and the other kids turned to stare. I twisted around to see what everyone was ogling.

A new girl was coming down the gangplank. Without smiling or looking shy, she gave us all a flat, assessing glance. She paused, then flipped her waist-length hair behind her and walked over to sit beside a group of girls I never played with.

“Who’s the snot?” I heard Erica whisper.

“Adelaine Jones,” Tab whispered back. “Just moved back with her mother.”

This girl was not just pretty, she was actual model material. Puppy-dog-eyed boys watched her sunbathing. Erica glared venomously. The new girl ignored us all. I hoped she went to our school, so I could watch her duke it out with Erica.

“Adelaine,” I heard Jimmy whisper.

We stayed in the bay until dinner. Jimmy wanted to go with me to Erica’s house, but I was tired of babysitting and told him to go home. When he didn’t, I told him we were going up the graveyard and we’d be playing there until dark.

“I’m telling,” he said.

“Go ahead,” I said.

I ate at Erica’s, a large house up the steep hill near the band council office. Aunt Kate frowned at our wet bathing suits, made us dry off on the porch, then stuffed us with huge chunks of watermelon, fresh buns and homemade blueberry jam. Then we all trooped outside and played a variation of tag by spitting watermelon seeds at each other until Aunt Kate called Erica in and told me and the rest of Erica’s gang that it was time to go home.

Mom was waiting for me in the living room. “You shouldn’t have left Jimmy like that. You should know better.” I glared at the floor. “He’s your brother. He wants to be with you.”

“He’s a poop-head.”

“Lisa—”

“He is! He’s a big, stupid poop-head.”

“Enough.”

Mad at the unfairness of it all, I started crying. I didn’t want to, and I didn’t raise my head, not wanting it to show.

“Come here,” Mom said. When I didn’t, she came and stood over me. “He wants to do everything you do. He wants to go where you go. You think he’ll want that forever? He’s going to go his way and you’ll go yours, and this is what you’ll miss.”

“Won’t.”

She kissed the top of my head. “Will.”

If you stand on your tiptoes and lean out the window, you can see the bay from our house. The bay curves out, and the part that juts into the ocean everyone simply calls the point. Beyond the point, there are the Octopus Beds, rocks that have long, smooth indentations where it looks like giant octopuses sleep. The channel itself is wide and deep, a saltwater sea. As I stand by the window, the channel is dull grey-blue under the clouds. The Greeks ironically called the Black Sea Euxinos: friendly to strangers. Those who know the ocean know it doesn’t make friends. Exitio est avidum mare nautis—the greedy sea is there to be a doom for sailors.

I never understood Jimmy’s implicit trust that the water would hold him safely. The first time we were at the Sam Lindsay Memorial Pool, Jimmy got in line for the swing, a thick, knotted rope that hung from the ceiling. The lifeguard asked Jimmy how old he was, and when he admitted he was six, the guard herded him back to the shallow end, where I’d been watching him. I shook my head, “Told you so.” He sat miserably on the side of the pool and kicked the water.

The pool was a novelty. Usually we went down to the docks at the bay and splashed around. Jimmy liked the diving boards and the swing and the balls and other toys. I think he had no sense of smell, otherwise he would have been be as nauseated as I was from the bitter smell of chlorine. But that year in school, all the kids in my class had gone to the pool for swimming lessons. You had to be able to duck underwater twenty times in less than five minutes, stay underwater and blow bubbles through your nose, float on your back and do the deadman’s float before the swim instructors would allow you to progress to dog-paddling. I hadn’t even managed the bobbing-underwater part. Once underwater, my ears would ache and the water would press against me unpleasantly. I was afraid to open my eyes, afraid of the darkness and of not being able to breathe. I would shoot to the surface, gasping and frantically splashing. At the beginning of the lessons, there had been ten of us in the shallow end. By the last lesson, there was only me and a frustrated instructor, who put her hand on my head and held me under to show me I wouldn’t drown. I hit her shin until she let me go. She passed me on condition that I wouldn’t tell anyone what she’d done.

I was determined not to be the only kid in the shallow end when we started swimming lessons again in the fall. I had four weeks left before school started; I was going to learn to bob if it killed me. It didn’t help that Jimmy copied me effortlessly. As I scrambled for the surface, he would stare up at me from underwater. If he’d been smug, I could have coped with it. I would have given him a good whack. But he gave me these soft, pitying looks that people give only when you are being truly pathetic.

Jimmy copied everybody. If the kids hurled themselves off the diving board, he was next in line, making a ferocious run for it, bouncing off the end, curling up and cannonballing into the water. If some girls dived underwater for brightly coloured rings, Jimmy had to do it too. I would watch him go into the swimming lane and copy adults doing strokes, afraid that he was going to get hit, but he never did.

That was the summer Jimmy found his calling. Even though he was scared to run home alone in the darkness, and was still pissing his bed because he was too afraid to go to the bathroom in case the monsters hiding underneath grabbed him, he decided what he was going to do for the rest of his life. We were watching a documentary about the Moscow Olympics on TV. A Canadian swimmer came in second doing the butterfly stroke. As the guy was standing on the podium, Jimmy said, “I’m going to get a gold.”

I think my reaction was, “Yeah, yeah. Shut up and watch TV.”

He pushed some kitchen chairs together later that night and stood on the one in the centre, handing himself foil-wrapped chocolate coins. I booed and made farting noises. Ignoring me, he waved to imaginary fans, sang himself “O Canada,” then ate his gold medal.

Jimmy got his first bike three months after me. He turned to me and stuck out his tongue. “You can’t even ride yours.”

“Can so,” I said.

“Can’t. Bet you I can ride mine tomorrow.”

“Enough,” Dad said. They disappeared to the back of the house for Dad to adjust Jimmy’s banana seat and oil the chain.

I was so pissed off that I decided to learn how to ride my bike right then and there. I dragged it out of the garage and pushed it out of sight of our house.

When I sat on it and tried to pedal, I tilted over. I couldn’t get my balance. The afternoon sped by as I pictured Jimmy circling me on his bike, snickering. I finally got my balance, but I couldn’t keep it when I started pedaling. It dawned on me that if I was on a hill, I could balance and roll at the same time. I was going to try it on a small hill first, but then decided that a big hill would be better.

I went to the top of Council Hill, which slants as steep as a roller-coaster ride. I balanced, then pushed myself over. The bike went so fast that the handlebars started to shake. I put on the brakes, hard, and my bike flipped over. I crashed near the big tree that marks the halfway point of the hill. My bike lay with both tires spinning crazily. I got up and felt blood leak down my knee where the skin was scraped open.

Damned if Jimmy was going to lord it over me for the rest of eternity. It was embarrassing enough that he could swim, dive and snorkel while I was still dog-paddling in the shallow end. I picked up my bike and got back on it. I pushed off and flew down the hill. At the bottom of Council Hill there is a four-way stop. The trees blocked my view, so I never saw the truck coming until it honked.

I zipped through the stop, heart thudding as the truck swooshed by me. I tried to pedal, but the bike was going so fast that the chain just ran loose. My hair whipped behind me and my skin tingled. As the bike slowed, I tried to pedal again. The chain caught and I was biking.

The truckdriver turned out to be Uncle Geordie, who drove around until he found me, made me get off my bike, threw it in his truck and drove me home. Dad confiscated my bike and we went to Emergency, even though I kept telling everybody I was fine.

Jimmy got training wheels and didn’t learn to bike without them for another four months, but I wasn’t allowed to ride my bike for two weeks. I gloated as much as I could, but Jimmy spoiled it by pointing out that half of my face looked like a pizza. The scars are still there, but you can’t see them until I get tanned, and then they stand out like freckles.

My wounds were still oozing and raw three days later when Mom said I wasn’t grounded any more, and I decided to go spend the day at my cousin Tab’s. Her house was only a few years old, but it already looked run-down. The walls had punched-out holes and the carpet was grey and cigarette-burnt. Her room was in an unfinished basement and never seemed to get warm. I liked going over to Tab’s house because her mother didn’t act like I was going to break something or watch me nervously like Aunt Kate when Erica had the gang over.

No one ever came down to the basement, so we had complete privacy. As a change from playing cards, which I usually lost, I brought Tab True Stories and we read “In Love with a Felon,” about a woman who eventually married the burglar that had kidnapped her.

“Holy, what a dummy,” Tab said. “Why didn’t she just turn him in?”

“She was in love,” I said. “Didn’t you read that part?”

“She was a horny slut,” Tab said.

I sucked in a breath, shocked, thrilled. Mom would never let me get away with swearing the way Tab’s did. But Gertrude, Tab’s mother, wasn’t anything like mine. Dad said that even when they were kids he never called his sister Gertrude, because if you did, she would backslap you into next week. She hadn’t officially changed her name to Trudy, but if you were smart you didn’t call her anything else. We could hear her vomiting in the upstairs bathroom, then clomping down the stairs to Tab’s room, hungover and cranky, she sent me home, saying I could damn well eat out someone else’s fridge.

Mick had moved into an apartment near the City Centre Mall. Mom and Dad were going to Terrace for a wedding, and since most of the people in the village were going too, Mick was the only baby-sitter she could find. Mom told me to be on my best behaviour. She didn’t tell Jimmy to behave himself, but he sat quietly on Uncle Mick’s sofa.

Uncle Mick’s apartment was large but almost empty. He had a TV, a battered plaid sofa that smelled mouldy, a kitchen table with some crates in place of a missing leg, a mattress on the floor and a dresser with all the knobs broken off. The only new thing was an eight-track, which would have been great if he’d played anything but Elvis. Later, Dad told me Mick was very happy I’d been named after the King’s daughter, but disappointed that they hadn’t named Jimmy Elvis, or at the very least, Presley.

“Elvis Hill,” Dad said, rolling his eyes.

Mick was on workman’s comp that summer. There’d been an accident out in the logging camp, and he’d been knocked over by a truck. He moved slow, as if he were an old man. He made us Kraft Dinner with wieners and some grape Kool-Aid. Then he retreated to his bedroom, poking his head out once in a while to see what we were up to. Jimmy was happy to have a TV all to himself and he could watch forever. I went and knocked on Mick’s door.

“What’s up?” he said, pushing himself onto his elbows.

I carefully sat on the edge of his mattress. He winced when it wobbled. I paused for a moment, knowing Mom would say I was being rude.

“What?” he said.

“Did you really get shot?” I said.

He smiled, but only one side of his mouth turned up. “Yeah.”

“Did it hurt? Did you cry?”

“You betcha.”

“Who shot you? Did you shoot him back? How come you went to jail?”

He closed his eyes and eased himself back down onto his mattress. “Do me a big favour. Go get me a glass of water, okay?”

None of his dishes were clean so I had to rinse out a glass. He thanked me when I handed him the water. He took out a plastic bottle and shook out two large orange pills with one hand, then popped them into his mouth. “Listen, if I fall asleep, you go and watch Jimmy. If anything happens, you take care of him first, you hear?”

I nodded.

“Good girl,” he said. “I owe you one. Why don’t you go watch TV? Good girl. Go watch TV.”

I waited patiently, but then his eyes started drifting shut. “Uncle Mick?”

He blinked hard and stared at me. “What?”

“Who shot you?”

“It’s a long story, all grown-up and silly.”

“I like stories.”

“You do, huh?” He grimaced as he shifted his pillow under his neck. “Well, about the time you were born, I was on a reserve called Rosebud having tea with a very nice old woman. She was a few years older than your Ma-ma-oo and some people were doing things she didn’t like—”

“What people? Were they drug dealers?”

“No, no. They were Goons.”

“Why were they called Goons?”

“Guardians of the Oglala Nation. Goons. That’s what they were. Big, old goons.” He crossed his eyes and let his tongue roll out of his mouth. I laughed. Then he added lightly, “This old lady had told the police about what the Goons were doing and the police had told the Goons what she said, and so the Goons came over to her house while we were having tea and they shot at us.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Because the world is a fucked-up, amoral—” He paused, scratched his nose. “They were trying to scare her into shutting up.”

“Did she shut up?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.”

“Did you like that story? Kind of a shitty ending, huh?” He sounded tired. I touched his arm. “That’s okay. I liked it.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Dad puts sound effects in his stories but Ma-ma-oo says you shouldn’t put them in just to make it exciting. But if you got guns in your story, and you got shot, maybe you can go bam! bam! And go like this—” I clutched my side and hollered, then fell to the floor and rolled around in mock agony.

Mick’s bewildered expression stopped me. “I guess that was too exciting,” I said meekly. “Mom says I should learn when to be quiet. I’ll check on Jimmy now.”

I shook Mick awake a half-hour before Dad and Mom came back. He was finishing his first coffee when they walked in. Dad tried to pay Mick for baby-sitting us, but he wouldn’t take any money. The next day, Dad bought him a mattress and bedframe. Mick told him to take it back. Dad set it up in the bedroom while his brother stood in the doorway and I told him how many teeth I had left. I counted them for him, and Mick patted my head. “Good, good. Al, come on, man. I have a mattress.”

“Now you have a better one,” Dad said.

“I don’t even know how long I’m going to stay here. Why should I get good furniture if I—”

“Bank of Al, remember?”
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One of Dad’s cousins had died a year earlier and we were invited to the settlement feast. The day before the event, all the women in the family had had to help do the cooking. We went over to Aunt Kate’s because she had the biggest kitchen. I’d peeled carrots while Erica had peeled potatoes because she could peel vegetables better.

The day of the feast, Dad and Jimmy went to Terrace for one of Jimmy’s first swim meets. I complained about this while I was being physically forced into a pink dress that was too tight around my chest and fluffed out like a duster around my legs. As Mom scraped my hair back into a bun and secured it at the top of my neck, she said that they wouldn’t be getting out of it either, they’d join us as soon as they got back. Then she muttered under her breath that she’d kill Dad if she caught him watching hockey. I had to wear black patents that pinched. I snuck my Pac-Man game into my knapsack because anything you had to dress up for couldn’t be fun.

The rec centre was decorated with cedar boughs. The tables were lined up in rows across the gym. We sat with Aunt Trudy in the corner, near the basketball hoops. The invitation said the feast would start at 6 p.m., but everyone knows that these things always start about a half-hour later than the time specified. That gives everyone time to mingle and check out what everyone else is wearing or talk about the people who didn’t show up. Or, if they’re far enough out of hearing range, the people who did show up.

“Lordy,” Mom said.

I turned in my seat in time to catch Mick swaggering through the front doors.

Mom and Aunt Trudy exchanged glances and Trudy said, “All he needs is a black hat with a feather.”

For work, Uncle Mick wore his plaid shirt and rubber boots. On hot days, he wore his message T-shirts: Free Leonard Peltier! or Columbus: 500 Years of Genocide and Counting. Usually, he wore a Levi jacket with Trail of Broken Treaties embroidered in bright red thread on the back. For this feast, he’d changed into his buckskin jacket with fringe, his A.I.M. Higher—Join the American Indian Movement! T-shirt and his least ratty pair of jeans. He spotted us and let out a moose call. Mom cringed. Conversations stopped and people turned to watch my uncle as he came over to our table. When I sat in his lap, he let me play with the claw that dangled from his bone choker. He wore it all the time, along with an earring of a silver feather.

Mom had her everyday earrings—the ones with two delicate gold coins, the tiny carved ravens, or the gold nuggets—and her special jewellery that was kept in a small safe in the basement. I liked those the best—a gold brooch of a raven clutching a fiery opal, a necklace of real pearls. For the feast, she was wearing her two-inch, 22-K gold bracelet, carved by a famous artist that she was careful not to name unless asked, so that people wouldn’t think she was bragging. She bought me dainty, dime-sized earrings and elegant bracelets and brooches. I found them boring. I went for the earrings that dangled to my shoulders, or jingled and sparkled when I walked.

I saw some of my friends and Mom waved me away to play with them, firmly in a conversation with Aunt Trudy about Stanley’s open-heart surgery, while Mick flirted with some women I didn’t know. Erica didn’t leave her table. She sat there the whole time with her hands neatly folded in her lap, waiting patiently. I couldn’t believe anybody was buying her goody-two-shoes act. She was the first girl in our age group to smoke and the first to get a hickey.

Ma-ma-oo entered the gym wearing a black sweater. I called to her and ran back to our table and pulled out a chair for her. As soon as she saw Aunt Trudy, Ma-ma-oo’s wide smile hardened into falseness. She sat stiffly in her chair. “Trudy,” she said.

“Mother,” Aunt Trudy said.

“If you get bored, I have a Pac-Man game.” I offered it to Ma-ma-oo. “You can use it if you want.”

“Lisa,” Mom said in a warning tone.

“If someone’s speaking, you have to listen,” Ma-ma-oo said. “You have to show them respect, even if—”

“Yes, be a good girl, Lisa,” Aunt Trudy interrupted. “Be a fucking little lady. See what that gets you.”

Mom asked me to get her a coffee, and when I came back no one at our table wanted to talk.

Dad and Jimmy arrived as dinner was winding down. Jimmy barreled towards Mom, wrapping his arms around her waist. He held up the medal he was now wearing around his neck and she kissed the top of his head, telling him how proud she was.

When Dad came in, he waved at Mom, then at me, but he stopped short when he saw Ma-ma-oo and Aunt Trudy sitting side by side. He advanced slowly while Jimmy was excitedly telling Mom how he kicked butt, but Mom was only pretending to listen, was nervously sneaking looks back and forth at Ma-ma-oo and Aunt Trudy.

“Come on, Jimmy-boy,” Dad said. “Let’s put that medal with the rest. We’re going to have to build a trophy case soon.”

“Aw, Dad,” Jimmy said.

“Let’s go.”

“See ya later, Ma-ma-oo!”

Ma-ma-oo watched them leave, hands locked around her cup. They stopped to talk to Josh, who laughed at something Jimmy said.

“You be careful, Trudy. Josh isn’t right.”

Trudy gave an exaggerated sigh. “You think he’s not good enough for me? Or is it the other way around?”

Ma-ma-oo’s lips thinned to a tight line.

Mick came back to the table as there was a bustle of activity at the head table. He pulled up a chair and wedged himself between Ma-ma-oo and Aunt Trudy, loudly announcing that he wanted to be between the two most beautiful women in the whole of Kitamaat Village.

Jimmy and Dad came back moments before Rick, the master of ceremonies, opened the floor to anyone who wanted to speak. Marty Gable stood up and there was a subdued sigh from the crowd. Marty the Mouth—the man who had never heard the saying “Silence is golden”—began with his birth and worked his way up to his retirement from commercial fishing. Everyone around me was looking glazed. I couldn’t figure out why Ma-ma-oo and Aunt Trudy didn’t get along.

Mick came over to our house for coffee. The grown-ups sat around the kitchen table. I listened to them from the front porch while I waited for Aunt Trudy to bring Tab over. Trudy, Mick and Mick’s friend Josh were going out to the bars and I could hear Mick trying to talk Dad into going along. Aunt Trudy’s green car pulled into our driveway. She waved at me as Tab stepped out. It occurred to me then that if Dad didn’t talk much to Ma-ma-oo, Aunt Trudy didn’t talk to her at all. I wondered if it was for the same reason.

“Why doesn’t your mom talk to Ma-ma-oo?” I asked Tab when we were reading comics in my bedroom.

Tab sighed. “Don’t you pay attention?”

“I pay attention,” I said, getting indignant.

“No, you don’t. Ba-ba-oo was an asshole. He beat Gran. Instead of sending him away, she sent Mick and Mom to residential school.”

“And?”

“God, you can be so dense,” she said.
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If Mick and Dad hadn’t been brothers, I wonder if they would have ever spoken to each other. Dad had been to school to become an accountant, but he quit the firm he was with after they passed him up for promotion four times. He spent a few years working at home, but the money wasn’t good and he hated the tax-time crunch. He tried working for the village council, but the politics made him crabby and tired. Working at the potlines in Alcan was steady—he got to leave his job at the end of the day and didn’t have to think about it again until the next shift and, he told me once, he made more money. Uncle Mick, on the other hand, hated straight work. After he drifted out of A.I.M., he fished on Josh’s seiner, did some logging, beachcombing, trapping, fire fighting, tree planting—whatever paid his rent. He rarely used his apartment because he liked camping better. Dad didn’t like to be anywhere you couldn’t get cable.

They shared a fishing net, which meant that Dad had bought it and paid for gas for the boat while Mick did most of the actual net-checking. Mick took me out sometimes, when I behaved and managed to stay out of trouble for a few days at a time. Mom bought me a life jacket and said that if she caught me even once without it, she’d tan my butt from here to kingdom come.

Our net was a five-minute ride from the docks. One end of the net was attached to the shore, and the other to a buoy, a few hundred feet out. The net was held up by a series of corks, which was how you could tell if you’d been skunked or not. If a section of the corks was underwater, it meant that the net was holding up some weight. It could fool you, though, and just be driftwood. We would pull up beside the net, and Mick would cut the engine. With one cigarette dangling from the corner of his mouth, he would reach down and, beginning from the buoy end, pull the net up section by section, pulling out weeds and gunk as he went. The weight of the net and Mick together would make the speedboat tilt so the bilge shifted and gurgled under our feet. At first I was afraid, convinced we were going to tip over, but after a few times, I trusted Mick to know if we were in danger. Sometimes, the fish would still be alive, and Mick let me club them on the head. I wanted to prove I wasn’t a wussy girl. He’d shake his head and grin, telling me not to turn them into mush.

That summer, the ocean was clouded with jellyfish—small, translucent ones with an oily rainbow sheen. They got stuck in the net, and when we were pulling it up, they stung my hands. Mick kept smoking and pulling. I swallowed my tears, and that night my hands burned. I smeared them with Noxema. I swore to myself that if Mick didn’t say anything, neither would I.

He baby-sat us five more times that summer. If it was hot, we’d make a trip to the corner store and get double-scooped ice cream and candy. Mom protested, but he said it was his job as an uncle to get us hypered up before he sent us home. If it was raining, he’d drive us around to the mall or the library. Once, he took us to Mount Layton Hot Springs and stayed in the hot tub while me and Jimmy tired ourselves out in the big pool.

The last time he was supposed to baby-sit us that summer, Mom dropped us off but stopped outside his door, listening to the sounds of breaking glass and swearing. Neighbours cautiously stood in the hallway, staring at Mick’s door. The walls vibrated as things were thrown around inside. Jimmy’s eyes went wide and he held my hand. Mom looked down at us. “Go wait in the car.”

I took Jimmy back, put his seat belt on him and told him to stay put. I ran back to Mick’s apartment. The door was open. Mick was in the living room, pulling apart his eight-track tapes. Mom watched him, hugging herself. Finally, she reached out and tried to stop him. She said something I couldn’t hear.

“He’s dead!” Mick yelled at her. “Don’t you get it? D-E-A-D.”

She took a step back. He crumpled and sat with a heavy thud, the pile of broken eight-tracks crunching under him.

She went over to the phone. As she talked in a low voice, Mick’s head rolled listlessly, as if he couldn’t keep it still. Mom turned around and I ducked out of sight before she could spot me.

Wow, I thought. He’s really drunk.

I went back and waited in the car. Jimmy asked if we were still going swimming. He looked so hopeful when he said this, I said maybe.

Mick’s drinking buddy, Josh, walked up the apartment building steps. As he headed inside, I slouched in my seat so he wouldn’t see me. The times that he came to pick up Mick at our house, he would stagger over, wanting to talk about their glory days on the basketball team when they were teenagers. If he cornered you, he’d go on and on about how hard he’d trained, how good he’d been and what a great team he’d made with Mick. Mom came out of the building a few minutes after Josh went in, frowning, but no longer looking lost.

“Uncle Mick’s not feeling too good,” she said as she clambered into the car.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

She slammed her seat belt in and gave the ignition a yank. “The world has come to an end,” she said very dryly. “Elvis is dead.”

“Who’s Elvis?” Jimmy said.

Mick took off for almost a month and we later learned he’d driven to Graceland. Not knowing this at the time, Dad phoned and phoned, and when Mick didn’t answer, Dad banged on his door, yelling at him to let them in. Mom phoned Mick’s friends, his ex-girlfriends, his fishing buddies, all the family. By the time he came back, he’d lost his job and his apartment. My parents put him on the missing person’s list and had to call the police department to tell them he was okay. When Mick said that if they pushed the panic button every time he took off, they’d be grey-haired by the time they were forty. Dad picked up his brother’s eight-track machine and threw it against the TV.

Dad didn’t talk to his brother for two weeks. If Mick came over, Dad would go into his bedroom. He hung up if Mick tried to call. But the more he ignored Mick, the more cheerful his brother became. He was staying with Josh, but visited our house almost every night, trying to make Dad say something even though Dad was ignoring him.

Mick came by with an offering of freshly killed deer. As he held the carcass in his arms, covered in a blue tarp, Dad stood in the doorway, not letting him in.

“I’ll just leave it here then,” Mick said.

His footsteps clunked down the stairs. Before he got to his truck, Dad yelled out, “Do you expect me to carry this in myself?”

Late one afternoon, Erica and I were playing hopscotch in front of the rec centre. Erica was cheating, but I had to let her, or she’d go home and I’d have no one to play with but dumb old Jimmy. It was getting cold. The streetlight flickered on early, then spasmed and flashed like a strobe light, yellow against the blue sky. Erica was almost finished, balancing on one foot as she bent over to pick up her rock. As she straightened, I saw her freeze, then she was running, her shoes clicking fast against the pavement. I turned just as someone pushed me down.

I put my hands out and managed to scrape only my palms. Three boys about my age circled me on their bikes, laughing. One of them was Frank, who kept trying to run me over. I had to roll fast to keep out of his way. He was bigger than anybody in grade two, and if he decided he didn’t like you, you were in trouble. His hair flopped all over his face and his shirt flapped as he drove his bike towards me.

“If you touch me again, I’m telling my mom!” I shouted.

“Mommy!” Frank said, making another run at me.

“Waaa!” the other guys said, pretending to cry. “Waaaa! She wants her mommy.”

“Go on and cry!” Frank said. “Wussy baby.”

“Wus-sy ba-by, wus-sy ba-by!” the other two sang.

“I’m not!” I said. “You take that back or I’ll … I’ll—”

“Moooommy! Mommy!” Frank said, kicking my arm as he rode by. “Come on, wussy baby, cry.”

I stood up, blood leaking through my shirt. My lips trembled, and I felt the first hot tears sliding down my face. Frank pointed at me and laughed. The others joined in. He was going to tell everybody at school that I was a wussy baby, and that was what they were going to call me forever. Last week, he’d chased Erica around, and when he and his friends caught her, they pulled her dress up. She was wearing pink panties but they told everyone she was wearing diapers. They still called her Pissy-missy.

Rage scorched my face. I balled my fists up, held them in front of me and rammed into Frank. His bike tipped over and he yelped. I landed on top of him. I sank my teeth into the closest part of him, which happened to be his butt. He howled and tried to punch me off, but I dug my teeth in harder, until I could taste his blood through his shorts. I wrapped my arms around his leg and held on with all my might.

He was really screeching now, scrambling to get out from under the bike and away from me. As he dragged me with him, my legs scraped against the chain and the pedal. His friends had jumped off their bikes by now and were kicking any part of me they could get to, sometimes hitting Frank.

Frank punched me in the face. It hurt so bad that my eyes swam in their sockets. I fell back, pulling him with me. We rolled together on the ground, and I made my hands into claws and raked his arms.

Someone was shouting at us to stop fighting, and I saw Erica’s brother J.J. above us as he kicked Frank’s friends, who hopped on their bikes and rode away. Frank rolled away from me and sprinted after them. I thought of chasing him, but I was too slow so I stomped on his bike. The spokes bent and the chain flew off. J.J. watched me, grinning. When I got tired and paused, he said, “You done?”

“Oh my God,” Mom said when J.J. carried me into our house. I cried so hard that I couldn’t tell her what had happened.

J.J. said, “If you think she looks bad, you should see the other kids.”

Mom gave him a dark dirty look and took me from him, lowering me slowly to the ground and giving me a gentle hug.

While she was cleaning my cuts, Mick dropped by. He drove us to Emergency. Frank and his mother were already in the waiting room. She pursed her lips and stood. Mom tucked me behind her and glared.

“My Frankie needs shots because of your daughter,” she said.

“Oh?” Mom said.

“Look at what she did.” She pulled Frank to her, spun him around and pushed his shorts down.

“Mom!” Frank said, pulling his shorts back up.

“If Frankie hadn’t been torturing my daughter, he wouldn’t have got bit, would he? I’d say he got what he deserved.”

“I could sue you.”

“Try it. I’ll see your juvenile delinquent in foster care faster than you can say court date.”

“Ladies, ladies, ladies,” an orderly said, jogging into the waiting room to stand between them. The nurse hastily called out Frank’s name and ushered them out.

“Wipe that smirk off your face,” Mom said to Uncle Mick, who immediately sucked his smile into a pucker.

She paced the waiting room while he cheerfully gave the duty nurse our address and phone number. I sat by the TV, wiggling a loose tooth with my tongue.

While Mom was in the bathroom and Mick was flirting with the nurse, Frank and his mother came back out. She came right up to me and said, “I think you have something to say to my son.”

I knew I was supposed to say sorry. But if Frank wasn’t going to say it, neither was I. “You taste like poo.”

“You are a monster,” she said to me. “You are an evil little monster.”

“Takes one to know one!” Mick shouted, looking up from his potential date.

She scowled at him. “Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, does it?” She hustled Frank out of there.

Mick came up and knelt beside me. “You okay?”

“I’m not a monster,” I said.

He grinned at me. “You’re nowhere near as bad as your mom was. Now, she was a holy terror.”

“Nobody likes me,” I said.

“Kiddo,” Mick said, kissing my forehead, “you are my favourite monster in the whole wide world.”

Three days later, I answered the front door and Mick’s friend Josh stared down at me. He said, in a loud, tipsy stage whisper, that he had taken care of his nephew Frankie for me. “You want me to bring him over to say sorry, I can do that, too.”

I shook my head.

Josh leaned over. I turned my face away and held my breath because it smelled like something had died in his mouth.

“He’s spoiled, that’s what he is. He just needed a good kick in the pants. He’ll learn, God love him.”

Later that evening, Mom and Dad offered to fix up the basement for Mick, but he decided he was going to live with Josh until he got back on his feet.

“I don’t know,” Mom said. “Your mother said he isn’t right and I think she’s on to something.”

“He’s okay.” Mick said.

“He is kind of haywire,” Dad said.

“He’s a bit fucked up, but, hey, who isn’t?”

“But—”

“It’s my own mess, Albert Hill. You don’t have to clean up after me any more. I’m a big boy.” When Dad still looked doubtful, Mick noogied his head. “Stop worrying, will you?”

Mick took me Christmas-tree hunting that winter. We drove along the highway between Terrace and Kitimat and stopped when Mick thought we’d reached a good spot. As we drove, Mick played Elvis and homemade tapes that his friends had sent him, with songs like “FBI Lies,” “Fuck the Oppressors” and, my favourite, “I Shot Custer.” Despite my pleading that they really were socially conscious, Abba was absolutely forbidden in Mick’s cassette deck.

“She’s got to know about these things,” Mick would say to Dad, who was disturbed by a note from one of my teachers. She had forced us to read a book that said that the Indians on the northwest coast of British Columbia had killed and eaten people as religious sacrifices. My teacher had made us each read a paragraph out loud. When my turn came, I sat there shaking, absolutely furious.

“Lisa?” she’d said. “Did you hear me? Please read the next paragraph.”

“But it’s all lies,” I’d said.

The teacher stared at me as if I were mutating into a hideous thing from outer space. The class, sensing tension, began to titter and whisper. She slowly turned red, and said I didn’t know what I was talking about.

“Ma-ma-oo told me it was just pretend, the eating people, like drinking Christ’s blood at Communion.”

In a clipped, tight voice, she told me to sit down.

Since I was going to get into trouble anyway, I started singing “Fuck the Oppressors.” The class cheered, more because of the swearing than anything else, and I was promptly dragged, still singing, to the principal’s office.

Mick went out and had the teacher’s note laminated and framed. He hammered a nail into his wall and hung the note in the centre of the living room. He put his arm around me, swallowed hard a few times and looked misty. “My little warrior.”

Dad was not impressed with Mick’s influence on me. He gave his older brother a hard slap to the side of his head. Mick got him in a headlock, then wrestled him to the ground. Once he got Dad pinned, he held him there until Dad called him the most handsome, bravest and smartest warrior in the world. He let Mick get away with “brainwashing” me because my uncle was one of the only people willing to be my baby-sitter.

Our Christmas-tree hunt was something Dad didn’t mind. Their father used to take them on the same yearly trek. “I had to go even when I told him I hated it,” he said to me as we put the dishes away. “Dumb idea anyway. Who sat around and decided a dead tree in the house would make the winter that much more festive?” And Mom agreed, then grumbled about the dried needles in her carpet and said that she was the only one who watered the stupid thing. Mick invited Jimmy, who looked up from his homework with a puzzled expression.

“Outside? In the cold?”

“It’ll be fun,” Mick said.

“Why don’t we just buy a tree from Overwaitea?” Jimmy said.

“Come on,” Mick said, lifting him out of his chair, “stop being an old man.”

“Oh, leave him alone,” Dad said. “If he doesn’t want to go, he doesn’t have to.”

I loved the long slog through the bush in snowshoes, walking as awkwardly as an astronaut in zero g. I loved the wind’s sting on my face. I loved the steady hiss of our breath, the crunch of our snowshoes and the tinkle of snow blown from the trees. Mick loved the exercise; Mom loved it that I was so tired when I got back that I collapsed into bed; Dad loved the free tree.

Mick and I would examine the trees carefully, discussing the balance of the branches, the plump or dry feel of the needles, the thickness of the trunk. I preferred spruce, for its harmonious triangular slope; Uncle Mick leaned towards pine, for the squirt of scent it gave off when you crushed the needles between your fingers, the aroma that filled a room like the heavy smell of oranges. Inevitably, Mick picked for himself only the scrawny, half-dead trees we came across. Mom called them his Charlie Brown trees and said God only knew why he liked them. I figured Mick always went for the underdogs. Which was fine for Mick, because no one saw his tree but him. Mom would kill me if I brought home a tree that butt-ugly.

We ended the day of the first Christmas-tree hunt with hot chocolate and sugar cookies for me, and a beer and a slice of mincemeat pie for Mick. Jimmy, Mom and Dad argued over where the decorations would go, while Mick sat at the kitchen table and ignored them. We had done our work. After I finished my cookies, I fell asleep at the table. Later, as I got older, we’d end the hunt by sitting in a comfortable, satisfied silence until Mick decided it was time to go. He would lean over me, kiss the top of my head, then leave without saying goodbye.

A week before Christmas, while my parents were doing last-minute shopping, Dad dropped us off at Mick’s new apartment. Some people were roaring so hard, we could hear them all the way from the lobby. His visitor was a man with two long braids, high pockmarked cheekbones and a crooked nose. He seemed familiar, even though I’d never met him before, and then I realized he smelled like Mick. He was surrounded by the strong odour of cigarettes, the same brand that Mick smoked.

“Al!” Mick said. “Come meet Barry. Barry, this is my brother, Al. That’s Jimmy, the future Olympic star, and this,” he grabbed me and noogied my head, “is our little warrior, Monster.”

“Heya,” Barry said in a deep, raspy voice. He shook Dad’s hand.

“I didn’t know you had a guest,” Dad said.

“Guest?” Barry said. “You didn’t tell them about me? And me, your family, you ungrateful bastard!”

Mick grinned. “We were in Washington together, at the BIA building—”

“Are you still trying to sell that load of crap about being a warrior?” Barry said, elbowing Mick in the ribs. “Ah, tell the truth. You just joined A.I.M. to get in my sister’s pants.”

Dad frowned. “I can ask Edith to look after the kids if you want to visit—”

“No, no, stay,” Mick said.

“I—”

“Al, this is your brother-in-law,” Mick said, sitting back, waiting for Dad’s reaction.

“Yeah?” Dad said, looking skeptical. “Was the invitation in the mail?”

“Nah, it was an Indian marriage,” Barry said. “Medicine man and everything. How long’d you stay together, Fly-by? Two, three days?”

“Screw you,” Mick said, shoving Barry, who shoved him back.

“Hey, you’re not my type,” he said.

“Kids are present,” Dad said.

“I got to get going,” Barry said, standing. He towered over Dad, but slouched so he was Mick’s height. “Think about it, Mick.”

He shook his head. “I’m retired. Good to see you, though. Stay out of trouble, you crazy bastard.”

Barry slapped his shoulder. “Take your own advice.”

They laughed again and his friend nodded to us, then left.

“What was that about?” Dad said.

“Barry? He’s getting together support for another hopeless cause. Some caribou thing up north.”

Dad asked if we could stay until ten or so, and Mick said that was no problem. Jimmy settled down in front of the TV and I waited until Dad was gone before I asked Mick if he was really married.

“Another life,” he said. “Long, long ago. Who wants ice cream?”
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Mick took me q°alh’m picking in the spring. We wandered through the bushes, stopping to examine interesting trees or listen to birds or throw rocks in rivers. We scanned the ground for the serrated, broad leaves of thimbleberry and salmonberry shoots, q°alh’m. You had to be careful not to pick the ones higher than your knees, because once they were that tall the stalks became woody and no amount of chewing would make them soft.

Winter in Kitamaat meant a whole season of flaccid, expensive vegetables from town. Q°alh’m was the first taste of spring. The skin of the shoots had a texture similar to kiwi skin, prickly soft. Once you peeled them, the shoots were translucent green, had a light crunch and a taste close to fresh snow peas. Q°alh’m picking lasts a few weeks at best.

Mick had two large bundles of q°alh’m under his arms. I had a smaller one that I had reduced to two shoots by the time Mick was ready to go back to his truck.

“Let’s drop this one off at Mother’s,” Mick said, holding up a bundle.

Ma-ma-oo’s house was one of the oldest in the village, a box with a low-ceiling basement and a steeple-like roof. It was painted a plain, flat brown, which was peeling back to reveal grey wood. The glass in the windows was so warped that the world outside looked like it was being reflected through a fun-house mirror. She never liked gardening, so the lawn was wild, with tree-high elderberry bushes and a tangle of untrimmed grass.

Mick opened the door and stepped inside, then said, “Yowtz!”

“Mick!” Ma-ma-oo said. She was brushing her hands against her apron as she came out of the kitchen.

“Here,” Mick said, handing her the bundles of q°alh’m.

“Oh, I was wanting her,” she said. “Come in, sit, have tea.”

We followed her into the kitchen where freshly baked biscuits were cooling on the countertops. Once I was eating and quiet she turned to Mick and they talked while I watched everything around me. Inside, she kept the house tidy, but she didn’t bother to decorate like other grandmas I knew. There was nothing on the walls, no doilies on the chairs, no knickknacks on her coffee table. Her saggy, orange sofa never moved from its spot by the front window. I was afraid to touch the curtains because they were so threadbare. If you breathed hard, they whispered against her cracking linoleum, which still had a few sparkles not worn out of its yellowing surface. She had a heavy, black rotary phone that rang like a fire alarm. On the phone stand, she kept a picture of her husband, Sherman, who had died before I was born; another picture of Uncle Mick holding a giant halibut; and a popsicle-stick house I’d made for her in kindergarten and painted hearts all over. Even when the glue wore out and the popsicle sticks fell off one by one, she didn’t throw it out.

Ma-ma-oo wore Salvation Army thrift-shop clothes. Shirts and dresses she turned into aprons when they got too thin. When the aprons wore out, she made them into wash rags, and when the rags disintegrated, she used them for stuffing in her pillows. This habit of wearing things until they fell off her body annoyed Mom to no end. She would regularly buy Ma-ma-oo stylishly cut dresses, slacks and shirts. Ma-ma-oo would carefully put them in her storeroom and say she’d wear them when she was trying to impress someone.

Her fishing nets, on the other hand, she kept immaculate, so they looked brand spanking new. Much later, I suggested that since she was so good at fixing nets, she’d probably be good at crocheting. She threw her head back and roared, laughing so hard she had to sit down.

Ma-ma-oo never locked her doors, reasoning that she had nothing anyone would really want. I think it was because no one she knew had ever locked their doors and doing it seemed rude. We always locked our doors because once someone had broken into our house and taken our videos, video player and TV.

Mom and Dad had shaken their heads at the state of things in the village.

“It’s one of those druggies,” Mom had said.

“Well,” Dad had replied, “now we can buy a VHS.” We’d got Beta because he claimed the quality was way better, but now it looked like everyone was going VHS. Because it was vaguely embarrassing to admit we’d picked the wrong machine, we’d never made the switch.

Ma-ma-oo didn’t even have a Beta. Her TV was a relic from the black-and-white era, with foil wrapped around its rabbit ears. Sometimes it picked up truckers on their CBs or a radio station out of Vancouver. We’d be watching some soap and suddenly the characters would be interrupted by a voice saying that 16 was slick today, good buddy. The steep roof, the creaky, dark wood, the crooked steps, the smell of age and mildew would have been enough to keep all but the desperate away, but the truth was that no one broke into her house because everyone thought it was haunted.

Mick liked to bring her things. When the salmonberries came out, we picked two buckets. I liked to pick out the red ones because the sweetness depends on the colour of the berry, with red being the sweetest, orange less sweet, and yellow the mildest. Ripe berries can be as long as the tip of your thumb, and are best picked before they become mushy. People who haven’t grown up with salmonberries call the taste watery and seedy. I think of the taste as a soft sweetness, a gentle flavour.

Hand-high salmonberry shoots unfolded from tight fronds. Serrated, raspberry-like leaves unfurled as the shoots became stalks, then bushes. Hard, nubby buds opened into five-petaled hot-pink flowers about the diameter of a quarter. The petals formed a deep cup with a fuzzy yellow centre where the heavy, zingy nectar sparkled. As the petals fell, salmonberries poked through. They started off green and hard, looking like unripe blackberries. They plumped up and softened with the rain and ripened in the sun, suffusing jewel-bright red, orange or yellow, glowing against the green of the bush.

Thimbleberries are completely different from salmonberries and come out just a bit later. The flat, white flowers don’t have the easily lickable nectar that salmonberries have, but their smell is sharper. The berries themselves are intensely sweet, like strong, fresh raspberries, but drier. I used to crush the berries against my lips because they left behind a stain the colour of the matte red lipsticks that Ma-ma-oo wore in the pictures of her youth.

We picked berries for Ma-ma-oo, and then she made salmonberry stew. When we had a big bucketful of salmonberries and thimbleberries, we’d bring them to her and she’d soak them in a large pot with cold water and a bit of salt to chase the bugs out. She’d open her jars of blueberries and huckleberries then leave them on the table. We’d sit in her living room while the fresh berries were soaking and watch “The Young and the Restless,” “All My Children” or in the evening, “Dynasty.”

“Lauren,” she’d shout at the TV, “leave him, he’s no good for you! Na’. What a crazy woman.”

“Mother,” Mick would say. “It’s only TV. Everyone’s stupid on TV.”

“I know, I know. Wah. She’s taking him back.” She shook her head sadly.

After picking out the bugs, leaves and twigs, Ma-ma-oo would transfer all the berries to a clean bowl and mulch them all together. She added a few tablespoons of oolichan grease, stirring all the time, then added a sprinkling of sugar. She’d leave the bowl in the fridge for another hour to let the flavours meld and we’d watch some more TV until the salmonberry stew was ready, then we’d go into the kitchen and Ma-ma-oo would give me a little dessert bowl. We’d eat in respectful silence, Ma-ma-oo closing her eyes in ecstasy as she ate. The grease makes the berries sinfully rich, as thick as cheesecake. We’d split the stew, and I’d take my half home, so full I felt sleepy.

Late in the spring, on Ba-ba-oo’s birthday, Ma-ma-oo took me down to the Octopus Beds. She brought a bottle of Johnnie Walker and a pack of Player’s cigarettes. She made me carry the box of Twinkies, with a stern warning that she knew exactly how many were left.

“Go get wood,” she said, her face pinched.

I ran along the beach and up into the bushes, picking up all the dry driftwood that I could carry, running back to her and laying it at her feet. The wind shook the trees. Down the Douglas Channel, I could see the white curtain of rain advancing towards us. The pre-rain air, muggy and thick around us, made it hard for her to light the fire.

“Sherman,” she said to the air. “Happy birthday, you crazy old bugger. I brought you some things.”

Ma-ma-oo brushed her hair back and opened the bottle of Johnnie Walker. She said some words in Haisla that I didn’t understand. She passed the bottle over the fire, which popped and sizzled.

“This is for Sherman,” she said, placing it carefully near the centre of the flames. “You’d better appreciate that. Say hi to your ba-ba-oo, Lisa.”

“But he’s not here,” I said.

“Yes, he is,” she said. “You just can’t see him, because he’s dead.”

I frowned. “Can you see him?”

“She gets it from you,” Ma-ma-oo said to the air again. “No, I can’t see him. He’s dead. He can come to you only in dreams. Be polite and say hello when you give him food.” She handed me a Twinkie and told me to throw it in the fire.

“Hello,” I said. I looked at the Twinkie thoughtfully. “Will he share?”

“Say his name. If you don’t say his name, another ghost will snatch it up.”

“Hello, Ba-ba-oo. I can count to ten in Haisla,” I said. I’d been telling everyone that all day, but no one would listen. “Want to hear?”

“Go ahead. He’s listening.”

I counted to ten in Haisla, then told Ba-ba-oo about what I did in school as I fed four Twinkies into the fire. Ma-ma-oo fed another four into the fire and I eyed the last two.

“Isn’t he full yet?” I said.

“Sherman’s a big hog,” she said.

“Can’t we give him something else?”

She shook her head. “Sherman doesn’t like anything else. You never did, did you?” She talked to him for a while and soon I felt left out and bored.

The rain hit, fat drops that spat up dirt and hissed on the choppy ocean. Ma-ma-oo said goodbye and kicked the fire out, took my hand, stopped one last time to look out at the water, to the place where Uncle Mick always put his net.

Ma-ma-oo said that Ba-ba-oo used to paddle out with the tide in the morning and come back on it at the end of the day. When he was a teenager, he had such massive arms that he was always a sports-day favourite in the canoe races. Everyone wanted him on their team. One day, he slipped getting into the bathtub, hit his head, was knocked out and drowned. The water overflowed and ran under the door. Uncle Mick had to kick in the door when Ma-ma-oo got worried. He wouldn’t let Ma-ma-oo into the bathroom until he’d checked that Ba-ba-oo wasn’t alive, turned the water off and put a towel over him.

As I was getting ready for school that night, Mom asked me what I did and I told her about everything except Ma-ma-oo and the Octopus Beds. I was uncomfortable sharing it with her. It felt like it was something private.
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When the weather was good, Tab and I would bike to the top of Suicide Hill. We didn’t go to my house much. Mom was always poking her head in my bedroom to see what we were up to. She watched Tab as if she expected her to tuck something into her pocket, which she had done once. As Tab was leaving, one of Mom’s earrings dropped on the floor. Mom held out her hand. Tab picked it up and, looking sheepish, gave the pair back to Mom.

Instead of biking up Suicide Hill, Tab said we should go to the graveyard and smoke. We stopped near Ba-ba-oo’s grave. He had a white, stone headstone that read, “Sherman Hill: March 30, 1923—February 7, 1970. Beloved Husband.” Ma-ma-oo kept an ashtray at the foot of the headstone. Ba-ba-oo had lost his arm in the Second World War, at Verrières Ridge. When he came home, he couldn’t get a job or get the money he thought he should get from Veterans Affairs because they said Indian Affairs was taking care of him. Indian Affairs said if he wanted the same benefits as a white vet, he should move off reserve and give up his status. If he did that, they’d lose their house and by this time, they had three children and my dad, Albert, was on the way.

“Geordie and Edith helped as much as they could,” Mick had told me, squeezing my hand. “But they had their own family. My father worked hard all his life, and now he would say things like, ‘Agnes, I’m useless.’ She didn’t know what to do.”

I hadn’t seen Ma-ma-oo for a few weeks now. She’d been cranky ever since the feast. Tab broke open a pack of cigarettes and handed one to me. She managed to make it look cool, but I still hacked and had to hold the headstone when the buzz hit. My throat itched and the sour taste of stale cigarettes lingered on my tongue. Tab’s lighter clicked and the hiss of the flame was followed by the smell of her lighting up another cigarette. “You ever think of just leaving?”

“Do you?”

“Yeah.” She rubbed her arms. “As soon as I’m sixteen, I’m going to go work in the cannery in Rupert and save all my money. Then I’m going to buy a house. It’ll be small, and I’ll have to do a lot of work on it, but it’ll be mine.”

She said it with such seriousness, I was convinced it would have to happen that way.
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At Kemano, there is a graveyard. Leave our house with its large, black-eyed windows staring out at the channel. Follow the path down to the beach. Follow the beach to the point, about a three-minute walk. Enter the trees, step over the fallen logs and watch out for the prickly, waist-high devil’s club.

All graveyards should have moss-covered trees creaking in the wind and the sound of the waves grating the round stones on the beach. The trees are so high and large here that under this canopy, even the brightest day is pale. Wander slowly, careful where you step. No neat row of crosses, no meticulous lawn, no carefully tended flowers will guide you. Too sterile, antiseptic. Headstones carved into eagles, blackfish, ravens, beavers appear seemingly at random. In the time of the great dying, whole families were buried in one plot. Pick wild blueberries when you’re hungry, let the tart taste sink into your tongue, followed by that sharp sweetness that store-bought berries lack. Realize that the plumpest berries are over the graves.
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Night and everything is quiet again. Aunt Edith’s voice is low and sad somewhere inside. Tupperware is piled and squashed in the fridge, all loaded down with my favourite foods. Tradition. A human need to express sympathy with tangibles. Cards. Brownies. Our living room is crowded with flowers. Jimmy has a lot of friends.

I stand up. Stretch my neck, my arms, then shake out my legs. I ended up napping on the porch again. Staying inside is out of the question. Feel antsy. Must move. Must do something. Aunt Edith has probably scrubbed the house right down to the foundations. The clouds have blocked the stars and moon. The lights from the village twinkle in the high tide, but much farther down the channel only the red beacon flashing against the black shows that there’s anything out there. I lean against the railing, get the chills as the dream comes back in snippets, flashes of bright Technicolor.

Aunt Edith speaks urgently into the phone, but when I walk into the living room, she smiles at me. “It’s your mom.”

I take the phone. “Any news?”

“No,” Mom says. “We’re going out to Namu tomorrow morning. Edith said you were sleeping. Sorry to wake you.”

“That’s okay,” I say. “Good to hear you made it down in one piece.”

It must have come out odd, because there is a long silence from Mom’s end. “We had a good flight.”

“Good, good. That’s good.” As the awkward pausing goes on and on, I think, if you say a word long enough, it loses meaning. What’s “good”? What the hell am I trying to say? Fuzzy thinking. Need a hit of coffee. I say this and she laughs.

“No more coffee. Just get some sleep, Lisa,” she says. “Your dad wants to say hi.”

“Okay.”

The phone clunks down. Mom says something I can’t quite catch, and Dad comes on, breathless. “Hi, how ya doing?” Overly cheerful, in full and complete “nothing’s wrong” mode.

“Tired,” I say.

“Just got out of the shower,” Dad says. “Everyone’s being friendly. They say there’s a good chance we can pick him up on one of the islands. He’s such a strong swimmer, they think he made it even if”—a couple of words from Mom that sound like For Christ’s sake—“even if we can’t find anyone else,” he finishes quietly.

“I know you’ll find him,” I say.

“You be good,” he says.

“You too,” I say.

We mumble goodbyes, and as I’m hanging up the phone, Aunt Edith hands me a mug of chamomile tea. It’s got at least a half-cup of honey and a sprig of mint. She sits beside me. “Why don’t you just go to bed?”

I nod. “In a minute.”

“Are you hungry?”

“I just ate.”

Aunt Edith lowers her head and gives me a stern look over her glasses. “You missed lunch.”

Caught, I don’t bother to deny it. My stomach growls.

“How about some half-smoked?” she says.

“Sounds good.” I say this mostly to stop her from hovering over me. I know she’s being considerate, but it gets on my nerves.

She opens a jar of half-smoked salmon and boils it. She peels some potatoes, puts oolichan grease on a saucer, cleans some green onions, then we wait for the potatoes and fish to be done.

“Lisa,” Aunt Edith says, squeezing my shoulder. “God is with them.”

I nod. After Aunt Edith says grace, I eat all of the salmon on my plate. Mom jarred this fish earlier this summer. Sockeye. She did a good job on the smoking. Aunt Edith and Uncle Geordie went out to the Kemano to catch oolichans and make grease. Mom couldn’t make it this year and I didn’t have the heart to do it. I know Mom was disappointed. She wanted someone in our family to learn to make grease. The grease I’m spreading over the fish we traded with Aunt Edith, her grease for a box of our half-smoked.

Oolichan grease is a delicacy that you have to grow up eating to love. Silvery, slender oolichans are about as long as your hand and a little thicker than your thumb. They are part of the smelt family and are one of the tastiest fish on the planet. Cooking oolichans can be as simple as broiling them in the oven until they’re singed—which is heavenly but very smelly, and hard on your ears if you have a noisy smoke alarm—or as touchy and complicated as rendering oil from them to make a concoction called grease. Oolichans can also be dried, smoked, sun-dried, salted, boiled, canned, frozen, but they are tastiest fresh. The best way to eat fresh oolichans is to run them through with a stick and roast them over an open fire like wieners, then eat them while they’re sizzling hot and dripping down your fingers.

Because of their high oil content, oolichans go rancid easily and don’t last in the fridge or freezer. If you want the taste of oolichan all year round, you have to make them into grease. To do this, you have to catch a suitable number of fat, juicy oolichans. Then the fish must be aged properly, for one to two weeks, in a large pit. Two things must be kept in mind when aging the fish: first, the longer the fish is aged, the stronger the taste of the grease, and secondly, weather conditions affect the ripening process. Only the most experienced grease makers should decide when the oolichans are ripe enough to be transformed into grease.

Fill a large metal boiler with water. Light the fire pit beneath the boiler and bring the water to a boil. Then add the ripened oolichans and stir slowly until cooked (they will float slightly off the bottom). Bring the water to a boil again and mash the fish into small pieces to release the oil from the flesh. A layer of clear oil will form on the surface. Scrape out the fire pit and keep the boiler covered. Let simmer, but, before the water cools completely, use a wooden board to gently push the layer of oil to one end of the boiler and scoop it into another vat. With a quick, spiraling motion, add two or three red-hot rocks from an open fire to the vat of oil, which will catch fire and boil. Once the oil has cooled, do a final straining to remove small twigs, water and scales. Put oil in jars. Keep your fresh oolichan grease refrigerated to prevent it from going bad.

Oolichan grease is versatile. Most people use it as a sauce—a tablespoon or two is drizzled over cooked fish or added to stews or soups for instant flavour. Some people prefer to use grease to combat cold symptoms and to boost their general health. A mere teaspoon a day is enough to keep you regular and in top physical condition. When spread on the skin, grease is an expensive, fragrant and highly effective moisturizer. In olden days, grease was also used to preserve berries, fruit or meat.

“Are you going to finish that?” Aunt Edith says.

“Oh,” I say. I stop stirring my potatoes. They’re a fine mush now. “No, thanks.”

“Lisa,” she says. “Go to bed.”

“Hmm.”

“I’ll pray for you and for your brother.”

“Thanks,” I say. “For everything.”

I scrape the leftovers into the garbage, put the plate into the sink and go upstairs to my bedroom. I stop at my door and stare down the hallway. Jimmy’s door is closed. I know he hates people to go in there without his permission, but I can’t help myself. The door squeaks a bit, the hinge needs adjusting and a little oil.

His room is compulsively neat. From the size-organized paper clips on his desk to the colour-arranged clothes in his closet, you can tell he knows where every single thing in this room is. I touch the picture of Karaoke. He took it when she wasn’t looking, as she examined a bouquet of magenta fireweed.

“Why’d you put that picture up?” she’d said, frowning.

“I like it,” he’d said.

“I don’t. If you want to remember me looking for bugs, go right ahead,” she’d said.

She’s like me, not much of a romantic. I’m surprised at Jimmy. I would never have pegged him for a sentimentalist. Everything in his life has been so … utilitarian. Is that the right word? I don’t know. His life has been focused so tightly that I made the unflattering assumption that Karaoke was a substitute for swimming. She didn’t seem his type. Even the most aggressive of his girlfriends up to that point had been bunny rabbits compared with Karaoke. As Uncle Mick would ironically have said, she is a delicate Haisla flower. I wonder what they said to each other when they first met. From what I can squeeze out of Jimmy, I take it they were introduced by Jack Daniel’s.

Karaoke’s picture is over the place where one of his first national awards rested. In the morning light, you can see the slightly darker outlines on the walls of his swimming medals and trophies, the ghostly imprints of his accomplishments. He took them down in early summer. They’re packed in four boxes and tucked somewhere in the attic.

Dinner’s resting uneasily in my stomach. Or I’ve had too many cigarettes. Either way, I have to stay sitting up because when I try to lie down, acid burns up my throat. From his bed, I can see Canoe Mountain. Jimmy’s room is on the other end of the house from mine, and you can’t see down the channel as well because the greengage tree is nearer to his window. He has a wonderful view of the Alcan docks, though. And the place Ma-ma-oo pointed out, the canoe shape in the mountain across the channel. She said that when the sun touched the bow, you knew the oolichans would be here. Bears woke up and eagles gathered with seagulls and crows and ravens, waiting anxiously at the rivers. Seals bobbed hopefully in the water and killer whales followed the seals. The people who still made grease started building wooden fermenting boxes and tuning in to the weather network, watching for gales and storm warnings that might delay the start of oolichan fishing.

The day Mick and I left for Kemano, the sky was low and grey, snow compressed into ice and covered by knee-deep puddles and slush. Ma-ma-oo used to say winter loved Kitamaat so much that he didn’t want to leave. He gave up only when the oolichans came, and then he packed reluctantly, grumbling and cranky. On wa-mux-a, the day winter shook out his cape, the snow fell in big flakes, but later the sun came out and melted them all away; that was winter going home.

I had kept Mom and Dad up almost all night. I was so excited at the idea of having an adventure with Uncle Mick that I couldn’t sit still. I packed and repacked and hunted through the whole house for things I thought I might need on our trip to Kemano. We were going to make grease with Uncle Geordie and Aunt Edith, who would be following later in the day in Geordie’s troller. Mom was catching a ride with them and when Mick asked if they needed help, Mom gratefully said he could get me out of her hair while they were getting ready. Dad and Jimmy were going to Terrace for a swim meet. I thought they were nuts to give up a fishing trip just to go splash around some dumb swimming pool.

I bounced out of bed at exactly 4 a.m., raced down the hallway to the master bedroom and shook Mom until she blearily told me that she still had a half-hour left before she had to get up.

“You are out of my will,” Mom muttered, slowly rolling out of bed.

She drove me to the docks, where the water was as flat as paper and the first light made the sky a receding grey. Even through the layers of clothes Mom had stuffed me in, the morning air had a keen, curt bite. We waited five minutes for Mick to show up. Mom spent the time smearing my face with sunscreen and threatening me with untimely death if I took off my baseball cap.

“I’m not going to spend the week listening to you gripe about your sunburn,” she said.

When Mick finally appeared, he clunked along the gangplank carrying his backpack. The feeling of everything moving too slowly became overwhelming, and I had to bounce. Mom hauled me back by the collar and said that if I didn’t behave, I wouldn’t go at all.

“Come on, Monster,” Mick said as he threw the backpack in the middle of the speedboat. “Here,” he said, picking me up, grinning. “You gonna be a good girl?”

“Yes.”

“Ah, go ahead. Be my monster.” He noogied my head.

“Mick,” Mom said in a warning tone. “Don’t encourage her.”

“Can you do a moose call for me?” Mick said, eyes sparkling.

I closed my left nostril with a finger and trumpeted as loudly as I could. When he’d taught me, he’d said that female moose made the sound so that they could have other moose to play with. He laughed and Mom said, “Put Her Royal Highness down and get going.”

He smiled at me. “We used to call her Miss Bossy Pants when she was a kid.”

I giggled.

“Less cute remarks,” Mom said. “More attention to details—like the tide, Mr. Smarty-Pants.”

Mick tossed me up over his head. The world spun, blurred as I twirled, then Mick caught me by the waist and, in one dizzying, swooping movement, lowered me from the dock so I landed in the speedboat with a thump.

He cast off and hopped in the boat, rocking it alarmingly. After he started the motor, he raised one hand and flapped it a few times at Mom, then saluted and yelled, “Red power!”

“Get out of here, you nut,” she said.

Mick pushed us off, as she stood on the docks and watched us. He fired off the engine. We started off sedately, but once we rounded the breakwater and the point, and were firmly out of her view, he gunned the motor, the bow lifted like a ramp, spray kicked up three feet high behind us and we tore across the water.

Behind us, the village, the road to town, the hazy plumes of smoke and the bright orange lights of Alcan shrank away. Ahead of us, the mountains stretched along the sides of the channel. As we rode near the Kildala Valley, I felt a sudden chill. A white man and his son, in matching neon green and black scuba gear, stood on a point, waving to us. I stood up and waved back wildly.

“Who are you waving at?” Mick shouted over the engine. He was looking at me like I was nuts.

“You can’t see them?” I said, lowering my arm.

“Who?” He looked back at the shoreline.

“They’re right there,” I said, pointing. “On the beach.”

Mick craned his head and squinted. “I don’t see anyone.”

The man turned and walked into the woods. The son—I don’t know how I knew he was the son—stopped waving too, but stayed and watched us. He seemed so lonely that I took off my cap and waved it in the air to make him smile. He stayed on the beach until we were out of sight.

The Kemano was a half-day away on a fast speedboat. About three of the rivers in Kitamaat territory have reliable oolichan runs—the Kitimat, Kitlope and Kemano rivers. Like salmon, oolichans spawn in rivers and their fry migrate to the ocean, where they live for about three years. They return to their home rivers along the British Columbian coast in early spring, usually between mid-February and early April. The Kitimat River used to be the best one, but it has been polluted by all the industry in town, so you’d have to be pretty dense or desperate to eat anything from that river. Mom said the runs used to be so thick, you could walk across the river and not touch water. You didn’t even need a net; you could just scoop them up with your hat. Most people go out to the Kemano and the Kitlope these days, but you have to pay for gas, and you need a decent boat and have to be able to spend a few weeks out there if you want to make grease. If you have a job, it’s hard to get enough time off work. Oolichans spawn in only a small number of rivers in B.C., so the Haisla used to trade them with other villages for things that were rare in our area, like soapberries. In the past, most of the groups spoke different languages, so a trade language called Chinook was created, which combined the easiest-to-pronounce words in the languages into a pidgin, a patois. Oolichan is the Chinook word for the fish, but in Haisla they’re called jak’un.

Oolichans spawn in other rivers on the northwest coast like the Chilcat, Nass, Skeena, Kimsquit, Bella Coola, Oweekeno, Kingcome and Fraser rivers. Each place has its own way of spelling and pronouncing “oolichans,” so the fish are also known as eulachons, ooligans, ulicans, hollikans and oulachens. Other people on the coast make oolichan grease too, but Mom always said, “Ours is the Dom Perignon of grease.”

When I was a kid, I assumed Dom Perignon was another kind of fish oil. I was very disappointed when I found out that it was just a champagne, like Baby Duck, which I’d snuck a sip of one New Year’s Eve and hated. I coughed, spitting and sneezing as the bubbles tingled sharply up my nose.

We drove past Costi Island, which splits the channel in two. We took the north side. Behind Costi Island are the Costi Rocks, a small chain of bare rocks. All except the highest are covered by the high tide. Light brown seals lay like fat cigars, crowded together, barking.

“You want some seal?” Mick yelled.

I made a disgusted face.

He laughed. “You don’t know what you’re missing.” He paused, slowed the boat down, then let the motor idle. “You want to drive?”

“Really?” I said as we drifted in the tide. “Really?”

“Come on, hop over,” he said, sliding out of the captain’s chair. I was too short to see over the bow, so Mick let me sit on his duffel bag. He gave me a brief lesson on the steering wheel and the stickshift. The outboard motor, he explained, could be sped up or slowed down, but reversing was tricky because the engine tended to stall.

“I’ll get it fixed sooner or later. Keep the bow towards a sightline,” Mick said. “See that point way down there?” I nodded. He continued, “Drive straight towards it and you’ll be okay. When we get there, I’ll take over. Whoa, gently, gently,” Mick said as I cranked the engine. “Start off slow and work your way up or you’ll burn our motor out. And watch ahead of us for deadheads. Do you know what deadheads are?”

“Old logs sunk underwater but floating near the surface.”

“Good. Avoid kelp too. If it gets tangled in the blades, we’re going to have to stop and take it out, and that’ll waste good fishing time. Okay?”

“Can I speed up now?”

“Yeah, yeah. Go ahead.” Mick sat back, smoking, as I pushed the engine as fast as it would go. It felt as if we were barely touching the water. I saw a flock of black ducks bobbing on the surface and swerved to go through them. Mick swore, but didn’t tell me to stop. The ducks rose up and, for a moment, flapped alongside us. Mick lifted his arms like he was flying, cigarette dangling from his mouth, and honked. They honked back, sounding aggravated, then climbed into the sky and flew north. Mick grinned at me.

He took over near Wee-wah, a small cove about a half-hour from the village. A forestry camp is there now. They built their base over one of the best crab beds on the channel, but back then, the crabs caught there were large and fat. We set our traps. Mick let me bait them and toss them into the water. We drifted on the ocean for a while, bobbing with the waves. Mick turned his face to the sun. I played my cassettes, but quietly, because Mick hated Air Supply. If I played it too loudly, he’d reach into his bag and pull out Elvis and we wouldn’t be able to listen to anything else for the whole trip.

“It’ll take a while. You want to wait at the hot springs?” he said.

“Hot springs!”

“Get your swimsuit, then.”

I dug around until I found it. The hot spring was a squat little hut tucked fifty feet up from the shore and surrounded by high, creaky trees and squishy moss-covered ground. But the water, when I dipped my toes in, was silky and warm. Mick went up into the bushes to change into his shorts and let me use the hut. The air was cold, so I sat down fast after I changed. The concrete tub was slick and my feet slid so I landed on my rump.

“Knock, knock,” he shouted.

“I’m decent,” I said.

He came in, dropped his stuff by the door and sighed as he sank down. His face went red with the heat. His hair flopped over his shoulder, frizzing where it was loose from his braid. Staying in the water, he half-swam, half-bobbed towards me. He leaned against the rocks. “Pretty cool, huh?”

I nodded. “I wish I could live with you.”

“No, you don’t.”

“You’re fun. They never let me have any fun.”

Mick sucked in a deep breath. He swam over to his clothes and shook out a cigarette. He came back dog-paddling with his head tilted out of the water, cigarette in his mouth, his braid trailing behind him.

“Your mom and dad are fun too,” Mick said.

I gave him a doubtful look.

“They are. But with you, they have to do parent things. They have to keep you fed and clothed and pay the bills and watch out for you. That kind of stuff. We can just hang out like this. You understand?”

“Yeah. You don’t want me either.”

He flicked some water at me. “Na’. What a mood.”

I wiped the water from my face. My hands were going all white and wrinkly. “I want to be like you. I don’t want to stay here and be all boring.”

“Mmm. You might want to think that over.”

“I want to be a warrior.”

“A warrior, huh?”

“I do! I don’t care what you think.”

His smile faded. “Fighting didn’t get me anything but lots of scars.”

“But you did things!”

“For all the good it did,” he said, poking me in the side. He finished the cigarette, let it hiss to death in the water, then flicked it out one of the small windows. “Okay, let me tell you a secret. You want to hear a secret?”

I shrugged, disappointed that he hadn’t reacted more enthusiastically to my revelation.

“When your mom and dad went on their first real date, he invited her over for a few drinks. He had to go across to get some beer and got stuck in a snowstorm in town. He had to wait for the snowplow to go back to the village, and meanwhile, your mom was so nervous that she bummed some booze off her friends and was waiting for him at his house, getting royally pissed.”

“Bullshit,” I said, having never seen Mom even tipsy.

“Cross my heart,” Mick said. “But she got tired of waiting for him and went home. He tried to phone her when he got back, but she said she was beat and wet and wanted to go to sleep. The next morning, your ma-ma-oo came home and asked him who made the snow angels. Your dad went to the window, and the whole front yard was covered with them. Your mom doesn’t even remember making them, that’s how toasted she was. ‘That’s when I knew I was going to marry her,’ your dad told me.”

It didn’t sound like them at all. I thought Mick was mixing them up with two completely different people, and I said so.

“You can ask them,” Mick said. “Go ahead.”

“No way. They’d kill me.”

“Blackmail material,” Mick said with a wink.

We had a lot of time on our hands. Mom had said that she wanted to reach Kemano before us, so we hung out at the springs. Mick got out first, sitting on the edge of the tub, lighting another cigarette. He chain-smoked. I don’t think there was a moment when I saw him without a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth. When he lifted his arm, I could see the pale scar along his side where the bullet had grazed his ribs.

After hanging out at the hot springs, we toweled off and Mick had another smoke. I hunted between the logs on the beach for shells, but didn’t find any. About noon, we went back to the crab traps. When he pulled up the first crab trap, he whooped, delighted. It was so full, there were crabs clinging to the outside. “Ready to jump in our pot!”

The crabs skittered on the bottom of the boat. We put them in buckets. I hated the sound of their claws rasping on the plastic. I hated the way Mom and Dad cooked them, the way they rattled against the pot as they were boiled to death. I liked it best when Mick cooked them because he stuck a knife through their bodies first, one quick thrust.

The next crab pot and the next were full too. Mick began to throw crabs back in the water. His whole face glowed with satisfaction. The last pot was so heavy, his arms were bulging with effort. The boat tipped, and I thought we’d flip. As the pot came over the rim of the boat, a halibut inside began to flap. There were three crabs clinging to it.

“Far out,” Mick said, panting.

“How’d it get through such a tiny hole?” I said.

Mick shrugged. “Don’t touch it. It means either really good luck or really bad luck, I think. We’ll have to ask someone. But meanwhile, there you go, big fella.” Mick opened the pot and dumped the halibut back in the water. It spiraled into the darkness, its pale white belly flashing as it sank.

“What’d you do that for?” I said.

“It’s a magical thing,” Mick said. “You aren’t supposed to touch them if you don’t know how to handle them.”

“It’s just a halibut.”

“Do you know how it got in the pot?”

I shook my head.

“Then leave it alone. We got enough crabs anyway. Let’s get going.”

He wouldn’t let me drive any more because I didn’t know the area. The mountains stretched on and blurred together. As the previous night of sleeplessness began to take its toll, my eyes drifted shut.

“Afternoon, sleepyhead,” Mick said, shaking my shoulder. “Day’s almost finished.”

The air had changed, was sharp and made me shiver. He’d put a sleeping bag over me while I napped and I pushed it aside, stretching. Mountains untouched by clear-cuts, roads or houses rose fiercely high. The bald rocks, scraped by the Ice Ages, were topped by glaciers that melted in the sunshine, the water glittering down the grey cliffs. A sparse treeline started halfway down, thickened into forest, then ended in lush green carpets that fell into the ocean.

“We’re near Kemano,” Mick said. “Look up there. That’s your ba-ba-oo’s trapline on that mountain. I think Al has it now.”

At the base of the mountain, there was a stretch of flat space that ended in a point. A square patch glinted like mica in the sunlight, a bright glowing spot swallowed by the surrounding dark green of the trees.

“Can you see it?” Mick said. “That’s where we’re staying.”

I picked up the binoculars. The house was still just a fuzzy patch. I searched up and down the beach. A tiny figure waited on the beach. I caught glimpses of buildings through the trees. The figure raised its arm and waved. As we got closer, I could see it was Mom in a kerchief. They must have passed us while we were at the hot springs, I thought. Mom waited until Mick landed the speedboat against the shore before she asked, “Did she give you any trouble?”

“Nope,” Mick said. “Look, we brought crabs.”

“I saw seals and ducks too,” I butted in after I jumped out of the boat. The beach at Kemano was all gravel, large round stones that sucked at your feet and made every step slow. “And we caught a halibut, but we had to throw it in the water.”

“I don’t believe you,” Mom said to Mick. She turned to me, “Go run up and down the beach a few times.”

“Is there a village here?”

Mom shook her head. “Used to be.”

“What happened?”

She looked down at me. “Most of the people died.”

“How?”

“They just died,” she said, her lips thinning.

Which meant that she wanted me to stop asking what she called my nosy questions. I wanted to go into the little town that Alcan had set up for the Kemano workers. Dad worked there for a month when me and Jimmy were little, and he said the money had been great but he hated being away from civilization.

Even though it was just around the corner from the old fishing village where we were going to be staying, when I asked if we could go, Mom looked down at me and gave an exasperated sigh. “Later, Lisa.”

I put my finger on the side of my nose and let out the loudest moose call I could. The sound echoed off the mountains, coming back faint and shaky. Uncle Geordie came down to help Uncle Mick unload fishing gear. Aunt Edith stood at the base of a path that led to a white house with a tin roof and gestured at me to follow.

“Here’s my crazy girl,” she said.

“I want to go to the townsite.”

“Hear that? Just like Gladys.”

Mick and Geordie laughed, passing each other bags and boxes.

I raced up the path but paused at the bottom of the steps that led to the front door. I felt a heaviness, like you feel emerging from water after swimming, pressing against me, making my skin tingle. I turned around, fast, to catch anyone who happened to be staring at me. The bushes near the house were still bare, the buds barely breaking from the cases, and the grass wasn’t even poking out of the ground yet. I looked back to the beach. Mom was helping out the others, and their laughter carried clearly across the beach.

I heard it then and thought it was an echo. But long after Mom, Mick and Uncle Geordie had stopped laughing, the distant, tinkling laughter came again from somewhere past the house, in the trees.

I ducked inside. The house was deliciously old, and each step I took was rewarded with loud, reverberating groans. It had to be haunted, I thought as I darted through the musty rooms with the saggy mattresses and skittering mice. I had been transported somewhere magical, full of endless opportunities for adventure.

“Lisa!” Mom yelled from downstairs. “Stop banging around!”

“She’s excited,” Mick said. “Let her be.”

“She’s going to get hurt. Lisamarie Michelle Hill, where are your ears?”

I stopped, dropped my bags and waited for the laughing ghosts to appear. The upstairs rooms were silent, but not ominous, just empty. I swallowed a heavy lump of disappointment and slumped onto one of the beds. Maybe, I consoled myself, they showed themselves only at night, which wasn’t too far away.

“Want to help me get the water?” Mick said, popping his head around a corner.

“What water?” I said as I came back downstairs.

“Our drinking water, silly,” Mom said, busily turning bacon in the frying pan. The smell reminded me that the last time I’d eaten was hours earlier.

“No running water here,” Mick said. “We do it the old-fashioned way. We go and get it.”

He gave me a small bucket and took two large white pails. We went down the steps, Mick whistling. The air was cold and my arms goose-pimpled, the breeze biting through my sweater. I shivered but followed him along the beach. Mist crawled through the mountains, sluglike and pale against the darkness of the forest. Mick walked close to the waves, which surged and hissed listlessly.

He nudged my arm. I turned my head to see what he was staring at and glimpsed a black head bobbing in the waves. I stopped to watch the seal, but Mick kept walking and I had to run to catch up, my feet sinking in the stones and then slipping, so I had to concentrate on each step or fall. He swung his arms and made the pails clunk together. I stayed beside him, panting with the effort of keeping up to his long strides. Near the end of the beach, we turned up into the trees and followed a trail to a small stream and then up to a clear, dark pool.

He sat down on a log that was green with moss and lichen. As he set his pails down, I sat beside him, the log squishing underneath me, soft with rot. Mick leaned over, hand on his knees. I kicked my feet back and forth, letting them thump against the log and bounce off. The stream was quiet, making whispery sounds.

Mick finally stood up and dipped his pails into the pool. I handed him mine, and he filled it halfway. The water was clear, but littered with twigs.

“Taste it,” Mick said.

I shook my head.

“It’s good.” As if to prove it, he leaned over the pool, and dipped his hand in the water. “Ahhh.”

He moved aside, and I cautiously copied him. It was burning cold and sweet with the taste of trees. He grinned. I drank a few more handfuls. Mick lifted his pails. They sloshed over and splashed his legs.

My pail was so heavy that I carried it with two hands. We walked along the beach closer to the trees, following hard-packed sand until it disappeared into the stones. Mick paused to let me catch up to him. My hands hurt where the metal handle bit into the flesh of my palms.

“Smoke break,” he said, putting his pails down.

I let my bucket fall and sank into the beach, yawning, suddenly tired. Mick crouched down and cupped his lighter. He sighed as he let go his first puff. Sweat cooled on my face. I yawned again, aching for bed.

“Me and your dad used to do this all the time,” he said. “We used to have contests.”

“Like what?”

“Kid stuff. Who could carry the most. Who could get it back the fastest.”

I closed my eyes and tried to picture Dad running around with pails. An owl hooted. When I opened my eyes, Mick was staring at nothing, looking sad. The breeze stopped blowing and everything became still. The water went black and glassy.

“Dinner’s probably ready,” Mick said, stubbing out his cigarette on a rock and standing up.

“You want to race?” I said.

He grinned. “I’ll give you a head start.”

Most of the water ended up on my pants, and Mom made me go upstairs to change. The house was lit with kerosene lamps that buzzed like the electric bug killer Dad had bought at a garage sale. Mom had made fried eggs and set them with the bacon on the long wooden table in the front room. It was surrounded by old squeaky chairs. Uncle Geordie and Aunt Edith were already there, concentrating on eating. “Bannock’s in the kitchen,” Aunt Edith said. “Hurry, while it’s hot.”

Now that it was dark, the idea of sleeping in a haunted house wasn’t as thrilling. I changed into my sweats in record time and raced back downstairs. I was so hungry, I didn’t even mind that we were having eggs and gobbled some straight out of the frying pan on the table. Aunt Edith watched me with a sour expression.

While Mom and Mick ate, Aunt Edith opened her knitting bag and pulled out pieces of a sweater. Uncle Geordie tilted his chair back and filled his pipe. I hoped everyone was as tired as I was, so I wouldn’t have to go upstairs alone. I picked at a last piece of egg, squashing it with my fork.

Mick leaned over and whispered, “I think it’s dead.”

“Don’t play with your food,” Mom said automatically, not even looking at me.

“Remember the last time Al came up to the lake?” Mick was saying to Aunt Edith.

Everybody laughed.

“What happened?” I said.

Uncle Geordie chuckled. “Two years ago, wasn’t it?”

“Three, I think,” Mom said.” Jimmy was still in kindergar—”

“What happened?”

“We went up the Kitlope, me and your dad. Why’d he come with me? I can’t remember.… Oh, yeah. We were bear hunting. Well, we spent the night on the beach. It was warm that night, so we didn’t bother putting up the tent, just spread our sleeping bags on the sand. Woke up the next morning and the whole beach was just covered in seals. One was sleeping on the zipper side of your dad’s bag, so he couldn’t move—big one too, almost a ton—and he kept yelling, ‘Mick! Shoot it! Shoot it!’ Another seal was sleeping on my gun. Then Al starts hooting and making these moaning sounds and I thought he was being crushed.…”

I waited for Mick to stop laughing.

“He was making whale calls,” Mom explained. “It worked. The seals left.”

Uncle Geordie made a whiny, fluty sound, and they cracked up again.

Mick put his arm around my shoulder. “ ‘Didn’t you notice a seal snuggling up to you?’ I asked him. ‘I thought it was Gladys,’ your dad said. ‘She always hogs the blankets.’ ”

“Ha ha ha,” Mom said, cuffing the back of his head.

After dinner, I had to pee badly, but I didn’t want to go to the outhouse. It was only about twenty feet from the house, but I’d held my pee for what felt like hours so I wouldn’t have to go in the darkness. Mick said we were lucky it wasn’t summer, because the cold kept it smelling fresh.

“Mick,” I whispered. “Can you come with me to the outhouse?”

“Don’t baby her, Mick. You’re old enough to go to the outhouse alone.”

I gave Mick my most desperate look.

“Gladys—” Mick started to say.

“You’re spoiling her. There’s nothing out there but you and the mice, young lady.”

I got up slowly. Mick stood up too. “I’ll watch you from the porch.”

Mom gave a heavy, dramatic sigh.

“Thanks,” I whispered to him as we went through the kitchen and I dashed down the steps. I flung open the outhouse door, peed and didn’t even bother to wipe. When I got back to the porch, Mick was grinning at me, puffing away.

“I’m not a chicken,” I said.

“I know.”

“I’m not a baby either.”

“Didn’t say you were.”

“I just don’t like the ghosts.”

“Ghosts, huh?”

“Don’t you believe in ghosts?”

“Did you see them?”

I shook my head. “I just heard them laughing.”

Mick grunted.

Aunt Edith had left for bed by the time we went back inside. Mom had cleared off the table and was scraping the leftovers into a bag.

“She says she heard ghosts,” Mick said to Mom.

“Mick,” I said, glaring at him.

“Ghosts?” Mom said. “Dammit, what have you been telling her now?”

“Nothing!” Mick said, indignant.

“Right. Did you tell her about Ba-ba-oo?”

“No. Did you?”

“No. Lisa, has your dad been telling you stories?”

I sat in my chair and glared at my feet. No one ever believed me.

“Best way to keep ghosts away is to fart,” Uncle Geordie said.

“Na’, don’t tell her that,” Mom said, suddenly smiling.

“It’s true,” Uncle Geordie insisted.

I looked at him hard to see if he was teasing me. He crossed his heart.

Mick started telling me about the time Ba-ba-oo went hunting mountain goats up the Kitlope but Mom shushed him.

“She’ll have nightmares,” she said. “If you tell her about Ba-ba-oo seeing ghosts, I’ll have to take her to the outhouse every time she wants to pee.”

“Ghosts, my ass,” Uncle Geordie said. “Old bugger was probably drunk as a skunk.”

“Bedtime,” Mom said.

Late that night, I dreamed I was at the docks watching Jimmy dive off the breakwater logs. I waited and waited for him to surface but the water was still and dark. I woke, heart hammering. I heard groans. I pulled the blankets tighter. The moaning was soft at first, then got louder.

“Mom,” I whispered. “Mom. Wake up.”

Mom is a heavy sleeper. I knew that if I wanted to wake her up, I’d have to get out of bed and take two steps, then hop into her bunk. I couldn’t do it. My muscles felt all soft and shivery. Even if the house caught fire, there was no way I could move.

“Cookie.” I recognized Mick’s voice. The wash of relief made me giggle. Mick was having a bad dream about cookies. He was moving around, thrashing.

“Cookie!” he shouted. “Cookie!”

I poked my head out from under my blanket, worried now. I’d never heard Uncle Mick sound afraid before. I went over and shook Mom’s shoulder. She was about to say something when Mick started shouting again. I heard Aunt Edith whispering to Uncle Geordie. Mom wrapped the blanket around her shoulders as she shuffled out of the room and went down the hall.

“Stay here,” she said. “Don’t say anything.”

Mom’s footsteps creaked across the floor, and I heard her waking Mick up. Someone started to sob, deep, achy sounds that couldn’t be Mick because nothing made him cry. No one said anything, and when the light started to make the room grey, Mom came back. She bent over me.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

She put her finger to my lips. “Shh.”

“Wha—”

“Lisa, hush,” she whispered sternly. “This is grown-up stuff. Don’t ask him anything tomorrow. You hear?”

I nodded.

“Good girl,” she said, kissing my forehead. “Good girl.”

I woke to the sound of of rain against the roof, and Mick yelling. I slipped my shoes on and took the steps downstairs two at a time. Mick was in the front room, with Aunt Edith and Uncle Geordie staring at him, looking shocked.

“How?” Mick was shouting. “They were after numbers! That’s all they wanted! How many converts they could say they had. How many heathens they—”

“Mick,” Mom said, running in from the porch. “What’s wrong?”

“Wrong? What’s right?”

“He’s gone crazy,” Uncle Geordie said.

“Crazy? I’m crazy? You look at your precious church. You look at what they did. You never went to residential school. You can’t tell me what I fucking went through and what I didn’t.”

“I wasn’t telling you anything!” Aunt Edith said. “I was saying grace!”

“You don’t get it. You really don’t get it. You’re buying into a religion that thought the best way to make us white was to fucking torture children—”

“Enough,” Mom said, standing in front of Mick. “We’re going to look for oolichans now. Go get your things, Mick.” Mom stared at him until he pushed past her. I stepped out of his way and he walked by me as if I wasn’t there.

“He started screaming at us for no reason,” Aunt Edith said when he was upstairs.

“It’s got nothing to do with you,” Mom said quietly. “Don’t take it to heart.” She smoothed her hair, then noticed me and smiled. “Come here, sweetheart.”

I went to her and she put an arm around me.

“You okay?”

I nodded.

“I’m going to take Mick up the lake to cool off. He’s going to be pretty grumpy today. You want to stay with Edith and Geordie?”

I shook my head.

“You sure?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Then let’s go get our things.”

“Can we camp out there tonight?”

Mom brushed back her hair, frowning thoughtfully. “That’s not a bad idea.”

At the beach, Mick announced he was going back to the village. Mom said that was fine, but we were going in the punt up to Kitlope Lake. Mick glared at her. She crossed her arms over her chest.

“I know what you’re doing,” he said.

“You go where you please. You always do.”

“That’s right, use a little more guilt, why don’t you?”

“I’m a mom. That’s what we do best.”

Mick growled, but hurled his things into the punt and we were off.

I spent most of the boat trip sitting on an overturned bucket, wishing I was anywhere but there, getting soaked to the bone, staring at mountain after mountain, the clouds getting lower and darker. Every once in a while, Mom would yell at me to bail and I would, feeling the bilge seep through a hole in my rubber boots. I tried talking to Mick to relieve my boredom, asking him questions, just wanting to chat, but he frowned and said sometimes people should just be quiet.

Mom slowed the punt to a crawl, pointing towards the shore. I didn’t see anything for a few moments, and then movement caught my eye. A black bear was on the shore, its head bent down. From this distance, it was tiny, no bigger than my hand. It swung its head back and forth, and pawed at the ground.

“What’s it doing?” I whispered.

She shrugged. “Uncle Geordie said every time he goes up the lake, it’s on that point.”

“Probably eating seaweed,” Mick said.

“Bears eat seaweed?” I said.

“Too early for seaweed,” Mom said.

“Not if you’re hungry enough.”

The bear raised its head. It spotted us, turned and sauntered up to the tree line and out of sight.

You can tell when you’re getting close to the Kitlope watershed because the water changes colour. At Kemano, the water is still a normal dark green, but the closer you get to the Kitlope, the milkier the water becomes, until all around you the water is the colour of pale jade. Most of the mountains are rounded bald heads, scraped smooth by passing glaciers. Some of the bays still have icefields, and Mom said that when she was a kid they used to go bum-sliding on them.

The rain let up just as we got to the mouth of the Kitlope River. Mom leaned over and dipped her hand in the water, then washed her face. After stubbing out his cigarette, Mick did the same.

“When you go up the Kitlope,” Mom said, “you be polite and introduce yourself to the water.”

I didn’t see the point and said so.

“It’s so you can see it with fresh eyes,” Mick said.

“Over there,” Mom said, pointing to the left bank, “somewhere up in that part of the forest, there’s a village that was buried under a landslide about five hundred years ago.”

“Yeah?” I said, perking up. “Can we go see it?”

“No one knows where it is.”

The forest looked like all the other forests around. “Far-out.”

Most parts of the Kitlope River are as wide as a channel, but when you look over the edge of the boat, the riverbed is a few feet beneath you. Old logs stick out of the water like great, bleached finger bones. The ones you can see aren’t as dangerous as the ones submerged just below the surface, the deadheads, which can puncture your keel. Mick took over steering the punt, since he had more experience with the river. Mom went up to the bow to spot deadheads, but she wouldn’t let me join her because she said I’d be too distracting. We started up the river, hugging the shore. The banks were covered in yellow, dry grass. I looked out for kermode bears, which are black bears that are cream-coloured, white or very pale brown. But I didn’t see any, just a pair of eagles that circled high above us, then lost interest and flew towards the ocean. The water was furiously foaming and surging, so we virtually crawled up the river. Mom would shout out if she saw a log or a deadhead in front of us, and use her hand to point which direction Mick should go.

We stopped just before we reached the lake, and Mom pointed out some indentations in the rock on the beach that she said were the footsteps of the Stone Man. They were in granite. They looked like real footsteps.

“Can we go up?”

Mick shook his head. “The Stone Man isn’t in the mood for company today.” He steered us into the lake. “That’s where we’ll be staying tonight.”

“Where’s the Stone Man?” I said. On the north side, I could see a pale strip of sand. Kitlope Lake was wide enough that the shores on the opposite side were a thin line. Ringed with mountains, the lake was choppy because the winds were funneled straight down from the glaciers towards the ocean.

Mom pointed to the mountain behind the sandy beach. The clouds hadn’t lifted high enough for us to see him. When I was little, she told me that the Stone Man was once a young hunter with a big attitude. He thought he knew everything, so when the elders warned him not to go up the mountain one day, he laughed at them and went up anyways. Near the top, he sat down to rest and wait for his dogs. A cloud came down and turned him to stone. Sometimes, when the wind blows right, she said, you can hear him whistling for his dogs.

Mick unloaded our things while Mom took out some kindling and got enough wood together to start a fire. I unpacked the tent for Mick, who took over and left me with nothing to do but watch.

I asked Mom how we were supposed to see oolichans and she said to look for the sea gulls. Wherever the oolichans go, the sea gulls follow. She said that a long time ago, people were afraid to go up the Douglas Channel because this great big monster guarded the entrance. It was white and opened its huge mouth, making a roaring cry. The monster turned out to be just a huge flock of sea gulls feeding on herring. The flock would rise into the air and the monster’s mouth would open, then it would settle back on the water and the mouth would close.

She also told me about the time she was on this very beach and she saw a pod of killer whales chasing seals. The river leading up to the lake is shallow and tidal. It was high tide, and she had a clear view of the whales and the seals—she said it sure was something to see them chasing the seals, snapping out of the water and dragging the seals down.

“Cool,” I said.

“Don’t go wandering off,” Mom said. “There’s lots of sasquatches around here.”

Mick snorted.

“Your uncle saw one. Didn’t you, Mick?”

He grudgingly told me about the time he was checking his trapline up Kitlope Lake and he thought he saw a sasquatch. Its fur was pale brown, and it was standing, looking the other way, when Mick tried to sneak up on it, getting excited, thinking he was going to get rich, wondering how he was going to get the body back to his boat. The sasquatch turned out to be a grizzly that was, luckily, paying attention to something in the distance.

The sun set in the late afternoon, just as we were finishing our Kraft Dinner and bologna. It wasn’t so much a sunset as a fading, with the light leaking away. Our fire was a tiny orange dot against the deep black that reached right up to the thick splatter of stars. The Milky Way arched from horizon to horizon, a dusty, glowing path. The wind pushed hissing waves against the sand, and the fire spat sparks and sent smoke spinning upward. I don’t remember falling asleep, but when I woke up, Mick was carrying me into the tent. He put me down and covered me with a sleeping bag.

“Is she asleep?” I heard Mom say softly as Mick settled near her.

“Out like a light,” Mick said.

There was rustling and popping and I guessed one of them was putting wood on the fire. I yawned. The sleeping bag was cold so I tucked my knees up until it started to warm.

“So where will you go?” Mom said.

“I don’t know. Does it matter?”

“You’ve got to settle down some time.”

“And do what?”

“Why does it have to be so complicated? You find a woman, you marry her, you have kids.”

“That’s it? That’s your advice? Pump out some kids and die?”

“Well, excuse me for not wanting to run around saving the world.”

He laughed bitterly. “Ouch.”

“Michael,” Mom said, her tone becoming gentle. “You did your part. You said yourself it wasn’t worth it. Why get yourself beat up again?”

“I didn’t say I was going back.”

“So you’re just going to wander around. That’s your plan.”

He sighed. “No. I don’t know. I thought I’d find something here. Get my head together. But I haven’t had any stunning revelations so far.”

“You want some more coffee?” I heard the coffeepot clanking against something metal, and then she said, “What was she like?”

“She was a lot like you.”

The silence was so long, I thought they had stopped talking until Mom said, “You’re a great uncle. You’d make a great dad.”

“Admit it, you just like the free baby-sitting.”

Mom laughed and they started talking about the oolichan run being late. My hands unclenched. I caught my breath and my heart began to calm. Life would become unbearably dull without Uncle Mick.

I listened as Mom complained about Dad’s new plan to tear up the front fence and put in shrubs, as Mick told her about his last fishing trip and worried over how short the openings were becoming. They debated about bringing Jimmy oolichan fishing next year. Mick said it wasn’t healthy for a boy to be such a housecat. Mom laughed and said Jimmy took after his father. I was afraid to fall asleep in case I missed overhearing something important, but I began to drift.

I woke when Mick started snoring. Not loud, but he was right beside me, and his wheezy breath in and whistling breath out kept me from sleep almost as much as Mom’s twitchy arm across my waist. Our combined heat made the air clammy and stifling. I pushed my part of the sleeping bag down. Mom shivered and pulled it back up. I tried wiggling farther up, out of the blanket, but she cuddled into me. When I untangled myself, she lifted her head, blinked at me and asked where I was going.

“I have to pee.”

“Don’t go running around,” she murmured.

I stumbled out of the tent and went first to wash my face in the lake to get the grit out of my eyes. I paused a few feet away from the tent. I felt small as I looked up at the mountains, royal blue against the grey sky, tendrils of mist lifting through the trees like ghosts. In this soft light, the lake was dark and still.

A log, white with age, jutted out of the water. Balanced on top of the log was a long-legged bird staring out at the lake. At first, I thought it was a crane, but I couldn’t remember cranes being blue. The bird’s long thin beak pointed towards me as it rolled one yellow eye then the other, checking me out. I stayed very still—the bird was almost as high as my waist and looked cranky. I thought it ugly, but as we watched each other, I decided it had a Charles Bronson-type appeal. The back feathers looked like light blue fur, the wings and the stubby tail were smooth blue-grey, and it had a distinguished white streak on top of its head. I moved, wanting to run back to wake Mom and Mick but, startled, the bird launched itself over the lake, croaking, wings spread open, its neck bent back into a tight S. Later, when I looked it up in the library, I discovered it was a great blue heron, but while I watched it disappear in the distance I thought I was watching a pterodactyl straight from the Dinosaur Age.

Mick woke up not long after that. I heard him unzip the tent and start chopping kindling for the fire. I stayed by the edge of the beach, watching the lake. The fire crackled to life, the smoke rising in a straight, pale grey column. He made himself coffee, then came to stand beside me.

“You okay?” he said.

I nodded. “It’s just so pretty.”

“Sometimes,” he said, “when there’s a storm, you can hear voices singing on the lake.”

I reached out my hand and he took it. His hand was warm and solid. Mick sniffed. “Now I know I’m awake. You stink.”

I punched his arm. “I do not!”

“You up for a dip in the lake?”

“You’re kidding.”

He glanced at me sideways. “They used to do it in the old days. Cleans your soul.”

“No way. It’s freezing.”

“Suit yourself,” Mick said, handing me his coffee cup. He peeled off his thermal top and slapped his chest. “Last one in’s a rotten egg.” He kicked off his socks and stripped down to his underwear. With a loud hoot, he made a dash down the beach, waded up to his knees, yelping with the cold, then he dived. He cut the water with a sharp splash that echoed back to us, then he slipped underwater. The ripples spread, the mountain’s reflections jiggling like a blurry TV reception. He was still visible under the water, a pale shape slowly rising to the surface. His head broke the surface and he spat and shook his hair out of his face.

“You nut!” Mom scolded him, poking her head out of the tent. “Get out of there before you catch pneumonia.”

“Come on in, Gladys. The water’s just fine.”

“Get your butt out of there!”

He swam to shore, stood up and made a dash for the tent. She threw his sleeping bag at him, and he wrapped it around his shoulders, laughing as she told him what an idiot he was.

The water kept rippling, even after he had had his second cup of coffee, but nothing surfaced.

“What you looking for, Monster?” he said, coming up and dripping on me.

I couldn’t explain the feeling I had and didn’t want to ruin his newly restored good mood. “Seals.”

“They’ll come when the oolichans get here.”

He said he wanted to give Mom a rest, so made breakfast. It was just scrambled eggs, but she pinched his cheek and said it was the best breakfast she’d had in ages. He looked annoyed and said he didn’t need to be babied any more.

“What oo say?” Mom said, in a high, sweet singsong. “Oo don’t wike me tawk—”

Mick lifted her up and ran down to the beach. Mom squawked and hit him. “You do and you’re dead, mister! You hear me?”

He dropped her and staggered around the beach, barely suppressing a smile, clutching his ear where she’d clipped him. She smacked his back.

“Na’. Enough.”

When we left to go back to Kemano, Mom said we’d try one last time to see the Stone Man. We loaded everything back into the speedboat and drove to the middle of the lake. She stopped the engine, and we just sat there.

“That’s the Stone Man,” she said.

A large, black, hunched-over figure sat on the side of the mountain staring down at the lake. It felt like he was watching me, like one of those trick pictures that has eyes that follow you.

By the time we beached our boat at the Kemano fishing camp, the weather had turned. Mick said he was going to do some jigging, and Mom sat me down at the kitchen table and told me it was time to do some homework. I could hear his speedboat starting and then fading away. Uncle Geordie and Aunt Edith had gone to the Alcan site to refill some gas tanks. While everyone else was going around having fun, I had to sit at the front table and do math. I glared at my books.

“Your homework’s not going to do itself,” Mom said. She scrubbed the dishes and ignored the looks I sent her way. The morning was bright and cold. Watery sunshine turned the front room mildly warm. She refused to waste wood heating the front room during the day, and she was even using cold water for the dishes. When I knew she wasn’t going to relent, I zipped through my problems, not bothering to check if they were right or wrong.

Before I could go outside, I had to help dry dishes. “Sooner we finish,” she said, “sooner you can go.”

“I thought this was supposed to be fun,” I grumbled.

“Aw, poor baby.”

As soon as I’d wiped the last spoon, I tossed off my apron and was out the door before she could catch me.

“Lisa! Come put your coat on! Now!”

I booted it down the path to the beach. I headed towards the point, then swerved into the trees and waited at the edge of the graveyard. Mom yelled some more, then went back inside. She hated being undignified, and chasing me through the bushes would definitely qualify as humiliating. If I caught heck tonight, so be it. As long as I got a day to just fart around with no one hovering over me.

The first headstone I came across was carved in the shape of an eagle and covered in moss. It was already half-eaten through by bugs and looked ready to collapse. I looked down and realized that I was standing on the grave. I jumped back. The silence was the solemn silence of churches, hushed. Only the rain dripping off the trees broke the stillness. I wandered through the graveyard, hunting headstones.

As the afternoon wore on, I began to wish I’d put on a coat. Shivering and wet, I knew Mom was going to keep me inside if I went back to the house, and that would be the end of exploring. I snuck down along the beach, crept past the clearing in front of the house and headed for the spring. There was sand on the upper part of the shore, where the trees met the beach. Near the spring I saw wolf footprints on the track of deer footprints. Excited, I went hunting through the bushes for the wolf and came across some decrepit houses. The roofs had fallen in, the doors were leaning drunkenly against their frames or were flat on the ground. Some of the rooms still had old cups and dishes in them, half-hidden in dead leaves and moss.

When I heard Mick’s speedboat coming in, I walked back to the house. Mom never lit into me as badly when Mick was there. I steeled myself for the big lecture, but when I got inside, she didn’t even turn to look at me. She was frying corned beef. Mick was sneaking up on her, and I stepped back onto the porch so I wouldn’t ruin the surprise. He came up behind her, encircled her waist with his arms and gave her a gentle kiss on the neck. She pulled his arms off, slowly, then pushed him away, eyes downcast.

I stayed in the shadows of the porch as Mick retreated into the front room. She continued frying as if nothing had happened. I backed slowly down the steps, careful to go on the edges, where the steps creaked the least.

Time passed, I don’t know how much, everything blurred and slid together, and I shook and felt like I was going to throw up.

“Hey, short stuff,” Mick said as he walked along the beach. “We’re waiting for you. Dinner’s getting cold.”

I walked past him, saying nothing. I stopped in the doorway and waited. Mom handed me a plate.

“If you get a cold,” she said, “I’m not going to feel sorry for you.”

“Sorry,” I said.

“Just go change, Lisa.”

Dinner that night was quiet. Uncle Geordie started coughing. Aunt Edith was knitting

“You in the doghouse too?” Mick whispered when Mom went into the kitchen.

Uncle Geordie was going back early to Kitamaat in the speedboat to see about an engine part. I told Mom I was sick and wanted to go with him back to the village. She frowned at me, placed her hand against my forehead and agreed with me, telling me how it was my own fault for running around in the cold without a coat.

Later, Aunt Edith told me about the accident they had on the way back from Kemano. They were towing the punt. Since it was empty, it was rolling in the waves. She was watching it, so when a wave hit it the wrong way and it slid under the water, she called out a warning. The troller tilted, stern pulled down, as the punt sank. Mom tried to work the knot free, but it had tightened as the punt pulled at it. Mick slid beside Aunt Edith, brought out his knife and cut them free, but Mom said that during those few seconds that she was thinking they were goners, she saw porpoises playing around the punt and knew they were going to be all right. But for a moment, she said, the porpoises looked like people, and she screamed.
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The greengage tree was covered with a fishing net. The greengages were almost ripe, so Dad had put the net on to keep the crows from raiding our tree. Crows are clever, though, and find the holes or simply go under the net. I don’t like ripe greengages, anyway. I like them tart and green, hard enough to scrape the roof of my mouth.

White feathers tumbled down from the half-eaten chickens caught near the top of the tree, where the hawks had dropped them. The chickens were still alive. They flapped wings, kicked feet, struggled against the net. Their heads had fallen to the ground like ripe fruit. Their beaks opened and closed soundlessly, and their eyes blinked rapidly, puzzled and frightened.
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I can’t find my cigarettes. I’ve ripped my room apart and nothing. I had a full carton. I couldn’t have gone through it so fast. I had a full pack right there in the bottom of my purse. I have more, I know I have more. I can’t have just three cigarettes to my name. Damn. I’m going to have to make a trip into town. I light the first one. Eyes are closing again. I collapse into my bed. Never fall asleep with a cigarette in your mouth. No, no, no. I regretfully stub it out, saving the rest of it for later. Funny how you never appreciate a cigarette fully until you know it’s one of your last.

Morbid thoughts. Try to avoid morbid thoughts. Staring at my ceiling. Flat expanse of white. Easy to space out. Tired. My clock says 2:47 a.m. Rain blowing against my window. More than a half-kilo metre under the surface, the ocean is perpetually dark, and even artificial light is obscured by the blizzard of falling particles from decaying animals and plants. They fall like snow against the unending darkness. At a depth of one kilometre, the temperature is only a few degrees above freezing. Less than one hundredth of a per cent of the deep sea has been glimpsed; astronauts have flown 384,000 kilometres to walk on the moon, but no one has actually set foot on the deepest ocean floor.

The crows are squawking in the greengage tree. Ma-ma-oo told Jimmy that feeding crows brought you good luck, so he tried it before a swim meet. It was the first time he won. He also likes to leave them things to steal. Before he went out fishing on the Queen of the North, he left an old run-down pocket watch on our porch. It was snatched up by one of his favourites, Spotty, who looks like she’s been splashed by bleach. Spotty pecked at it for a long time before bringing it to the road and leaving it there.

“Watch this,” Jimmy said to me. “She’s going to haul it up in the air, then drop it until it busts open. They do that with clams too.”

Spotty did no such thing. She waited patiently by the side of the road, preening in the early-morning sunlight and occasionally screeching. Jimmy tried not to look disappointed. I was about to go inside when a car drove by, missing the pocket watch completely. Spotty hopped over and moved it two feet to the left, so that when the next car came along, it ran right over the watch. Jimmy and I looked at each other, then back at Spotty, who picked at the exposed innards of the pocket watch. She gathered up some of the pieces and flew away.

“If I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes,” I said, “I’d never have believed it.”

Jimmy looked so pleased, you’d have thought Spotty had joined Mensa.

Some swimmers spat in their goggles, some shaved their bodies, but Jimmy used to feed the crows. Every morning, early, he’d be on the back porch. He would wait a moment before he began to rock in his chair. The porch would creak like an old ship. The crows were attracted to the creaking, they knew it meant food. He’d break the bread into small pieces while the crows settled into place, squawking, flapping and pecking each other. The crows covered our porch in a shifting black mass. He’d toss the bread languidly, as if he were a king granting favours. The crows are so used to this ritual that they keep coming back to the porch, arguing over the best place to wait.
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For our first sex-education class, the girls and boys were split up and sent to different rooms. Tab picked a spot at the back, and we wrote notes back and forth while our teacher explained the mysteries of a uterus. As she moved on to menstruation, she passed around some pads and tampons for us to look at. She said that our bodies would start to go through many changes, and that we would become women. “If you see blood on your panties, don’t be afraid to tell your teacher or your parents. Let them know, and they will help you get the right equipment.”

She started to explain birth control. Whenever she said “sex,” a wave of nervous giggles washed through the class. She started to say “intercourse” instead, but we all knew what she meant, and the giggles continued.

I couldn’t really imagine having sex with a boy. From the look on Tab’s face, I could tell she felt the same way. According to every True Story I’d ever read, sex led to misfortune. Girls in our class had become very silly, standing around the playground and whispering about this boy or that. I was glad I didn’t have to be a part of it.

After school, we went to Tab’s house and snuck into her room. It was hard to concentrate on playing cards, because Aunt Trudy had her stereo blasting. Tab could ignore the blaring Creedence Clearwater Revival and Aunt Trudy’s sing-along drinking buddies, but I played with one hand against my ear. When we went upstairs to get chips, Aunt Trudy invited us to sit with her. Josh had his arm around Trudy’s shoulders and was rambling on about his fishing season. The other two men were singing and waving their beer cans to the beat of the music. When we didn’t join them, she called us stuck-up snobs and asked Tab over and over if she thought she was better than her mother. The cigarette smoke made the ceiling a blue haze, and the yeasty smell of beer on everyone’s breath combined with the noise to make me sick. Aunt Trudy started asking Tab if she was fucking around, who she was fucking around with and if she thought she could get away with it.

“Don’t think I don’t know,” she said. “I’m on to you. I know what you’re doing. You can’t get anything past me, girly-girl.”

Tab just looked at her mother. My eyes bugged out. I expected Tab to break down and cry. The longer Aunt Trudy went on, the madder I got. Tab stomped on my foot each time I was about to open my mouth, but I finally spoke up.

“You’re being really mean,” I said. Tab kicked my ankle under the table, but I kept going. “She doesn’t even like boys.”

Aunt Trudy’s glazed eyes switched from Tab to me. She blinked, and stared at me as if I’d just appeared. “Miss High-and-Mighty, aren’t we? Miss High-and-Mighty.”

“Let’s go,” I said to Tab.

“You think you’re so good. You think you’re so special. Don’t you? Don’t you have a special friend, girly-girl?”

“Mom,” Tab said. “Stop it.”

“Shut up, you whore,” Aunt Trudy said to Tab.

I stood up. “Shut up, you drunk.”

Tab gave an exasperated sigh. “Lisa …”

I couldn’t believe she was taking her side. “She can’t talk to you like that.”

“You think I’m a drunk,” Aunt Trudy said. “I’m not half the drunk your precious uncle Mick was.”

I stood in Aunt Trudy’s kitchen and couldn’t make my mouth work. Aunt Trudy grinned. “All dried up now, is he? All sober and clean. Oh, he was a horny dog when he was a drunk.”

“He was not!”

“Mom, we’ve got homework,” Tab said. “Come on, Lisa.”

“Panting after your mother.”

“You’re a liar!”

Aunt Trudy laughed, which woke up Josh, who’d passed out on his chair. He blinked at us, then asked Aunt Trudy for a beer.

“Fridge’s right there,” Aunt Trudy said.

“Some fucking host you are,” he said.

While they were arguing, Tab tugged on my sleeve. When we were back in her room, she told me to ignore her mom.

“How can you let her talk to you like that?” I said, still furious.

“She’s just drunk. She won’t remember a thing tomorrow,” she said.

I sat on her bed and hugged a pillow. “I can’t believe she says things like that. What a liar.”

Tab gave me a pitying look. “Why do you listen to her?”
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The next day, I went back over to Tab’s house.

“Come in, come in.” A shakily sober Aunt Trudy led me into the kitchen and offered me juice, then laughed and said she’d just sent Tab to the store to get some. “You can have coffee or water. I don’t think you drink coffee yet, do you?”

I shook my head. I watched her for any hidden resentment, any clue that she was still mad at me for calling her a drunk, but she seemed genuinely glad to see me. She cupped her mug of coffee, squinting when the sun poked through the clouds and lit the kitchen.

“How’re your mom and dad these days?” she said.

“Okay,” I said, racking my brains for a clever way to bring up Uncle Mick that would make her tell the truth.

“What grade are you in now?”

“Five.”

“Five! Oh.” She laughed again and hit her own head. “Same as my Tab. Don’t have a brain till I’ve had my coffee.”

“Aunt Trudy?” I gave up. I wanted to know too badly to be clever.

“Hmm?”

“Did Mick and my mother have an affair?”

She almost dropped her cup, then spent a long time pretending to mop up coffee that hadn’t spilled. “What? What?”

“Did they?”

“Who on earth have you been talking to?”

Until that moment, I hadn’t really believed that she couldn’t remember the night before. “People.”

“People?” She adjusted her bathrobe, ran a hand through her hair. “People, hey?” Her eyes narrowed. “Erica people?”

I didn’t answer. For a moment, I was going to tell her that she’d told me herself, but knowing Aunt Trudy’s dislike of anything involving her sister Kate, Erica’s mother, I just watched her.

“Thought so,” Aunt Trudy said. “You don’t listen to anything that little witch says. Your mom and Mick went on a few dates, but he left before they … um, before they … did anything. She was brokenhearted, your dad was there to comfort her, and they fell in love. What did Erica say to you?”

“She just hinted.” Which was, more or less, the truth.

“Jealous, I bet.” She raised her eyebrows significantly. “Just like her mother.”

What Erica could possibly be jealous of escaped me. She had everything.

“Here,” Aunt Trudy said. She pushed herself out of the chair and patted my shoulder. “I think there might be a cookie or two left in my cupboards.”

When Tab came back, she found us sitting at the kitchen table. She paused, startled. Aunt Trudy called Tab a dear and made us a Kraft pizza. Tab watched me. Aunt Trudy said her tummy was upset, probably because of a darn flu bug. When her mother wasn’t looking, Tab rolled her eyes upward.
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A sea otter dives. Long streams of sunlight wash through kelp trees, undulating like lazy belly dancers. A purple sea urchin creeps towards a kelp trunk. The otter dips, snatches up the urchin, carries it to the surface, where the sound of the waves breaking on the nearby shore is a bitter grumble. Devouring the urchin’s soft underbelly in neat nibbles, the otter twirls in the surf, then dives again. The urchin’s shell parachutes to the ocean bottom, landing in the dark, drifting hair of a corpse.
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The little man woke me near dawn, his eyes glittering and black. The Winnie the Pooh stories end with Christopher Robin saying he’s too old to play with Pooh Bear. Little Jackie Piper leaves Puff the Magic Dragon. Childhood ends and you grow up and all your imaginary friends disappear. I’d convinced myself that the little man was a dream brought on by eating dinner too late—Mom had told me she always dreamed of earthquakes if she ate too much lasagna. Sometimes he came dressed like a leprechaun, but that night he had on his strange cedar tunic with little amulets dangling around his neck and waist. His hair was standing up like a troll doll’s, a wild, electric red. He did a tap dance on my dresser. Then he slipped, fell into my laundry basket and pulled my sweaters and T-shirts over his head. The basket tipped over and rolled beneath my window. I watched it warily, my chest aching so hard I couldn’t catch my breath.

“You little bastard,” I whispered.

He popped into the air behind me. I didn’t know he was there until he touched my shoulder with a cold, wet hand. When I spun around to smack him, he stared at me with wide, sad eyes. Even after he disappeared, I could feel where his hand had touched me, and I knew he’d been trying to comfort me.
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I put my head in my hands, nursing a headache on the front steps. Mick came and plopped himself down beside me. “Hey, how’s my favourite monster?”

“Okay,” I said.

“Yeah? You’ve been pretty quiet lately.”

I shrugged. “I’m thinking.”

“Your mom says some things are simple, and thinking just make them complicated.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, life. Apparently we’re here to have babies and everything else is just icing on the cake.”

“Are you going to have babies?”

“If I can find someone who’ll put up with me.”

“Are you leaving?”

“Someday. Tomorrow. Three years from now. Who knows?”

It wasn’t the answer I wanted. I sat up, pulling myself right beside him. “Can I come with you?”

He ruffled my hair. “You know you can’t.”

“It’s not fair.”

“You can come check the net with me.”

I pressed my temples together. “I got a headache.” He laughed. “I do. I had awful dreams last night.”

He kissed the top of my head and stood, stretching. “I don’t feel like checking the net either. Been skunked for the last few days anyway.” He saluted me. “But duty calls, I’m off.”

I waved, then turned away and went inside to have breakfast. My eyes were gritty. It felt like I hadn’t slept for weeks. Dad’s car pulled into the driveway and he emerged carrying a waist-high shrub. I watched through the kitchen window as Mom stomped across the lawn and put her hands on her head and pulled at her hair as Dad placed his new greenery in front of the rose trellis.

My cereal had no taste. I couldn’t eat. The dream still crowded around me. Jimmy watched TV in the living room and the cheerful pops and endless, bubbly music of his cartoon show faded for a moment. Sunlight broke through the clouds, brightening up the kitchen so much that I felt dizzy, like I was falling. I jerked upright, disoriented, staring into my Rice Krispies.

Uncle Geordie phoned later that morning to say that the seals were getting at the nets, and that if we wanted any of our coho, we should go out and check them.

“Mick’s truck is here,” Dad said as we drove into the bay.

“Maybe he’s having coffee somewhere,” I said.

Dad frowned, parking the car at a distracted angle to Uncle Mick’s truck. “Flirting away with someone, I bet, when he said he’d check the net.” Dad honked the car horn impatiently, but Uncle Mick didn’t appear. “Dammit, the seals will get everything.”

I hadn’t slept since the little man left me. I kept thinking, Nothing’s wrong. Nothing’s wrong. Mick’s just goofing off. He’s fine.

The rest blurs like a shaky homemade movie. My feet, heavy as we walked down the dock. The speedboat’s outboard motor, cranky and refusing to start for five endless minutes of Dad yanking on the cord. The choppy ocean. The net, all the corks along the middle sunk under the water. Mick’s speedboat pushing itself against the shore, nudging it and scraping slowly along the rocks. Seals bobbing their dark heads between the whitecaps as Dad picked up his shotgun and fired and fired at them, then reloaded, saying, “Don’t look.”
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Morning light slanted over the mountains. The sky was faded denim blue. Grumbling, a raven hopped between the branches of the tightly packed trees. Water sparkled as a seal bobbed its dark head in the shallows. A deer paused at the shoreline, alert. It flicked its tail up, showing white, then bounded up the beach and into the forest. In the distance, the sound of a speedboat.
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Spotty wakes me from a dream about Monkey Beach. She is in the greengage tree when I wake up. She screeches, hops, and I hear her hit our roof, then trundle back and forth, her claws clicking against the shingles. La’sda, she says. Go into the water. La’sda, la’sda.

The house has grown a thick scum of quiet. An unhealthy hush reserved for terminal wards. The living-room light is on. I make myself a hot chocolate. I vividly remember the first time I got a hollow chocolate Easter bunny. Marvelling at how big it was and how much chocolate I had, and then biting into the ear too hard, expecting resistance and meeting nothing.

The phone rings and I close my eyes. Anyone calling this early has either very good or very bad news. I pick up on the third ring.

“Lisa?” Dad says. His voice is shaking. I can hear Mom crying in the background.

“Yes,” I say.

“We—” He takes a breath. And another. “They found a life raft.”

“A life raft. Are they sure it’s from the Queen?”

“No,” Dad say. “But no one else is missing.”

“Was anyone in it?”

“No.”

“Dad, I’m coming down as fast as I can. Is Mom okay?”

He doesn’t answer. I ask where he is, where the life raft was found, then say goodbye and hang up. I should have gone with them. I should have gone. I call the twenty-four-hour line for Air Canada, but the travel agent says it is a busy week and now the people from a soccer tournament, a Health Canada conference and nine wedding parties are returning to Vancouver. She says I could try standby, but there are already fourteen people at the airport trying to get on the same flights. The next available seat is in four days. Canadian and Coastal Mountain are the same. The charters out of Prince Rupert are booked solid because it’s the height of the sports fishing season. I phone the airlines again, thinking that if I explain about Jimmy, I might get on a flight if someone is willing to get bumped, but all the lines are busy.

It takes twenty hours to drive to Vancouver—sixteen if you ignore the speed limit. You have to go inland all the way to Prince George and then down and back to the coast. Add the hours to get to the island, and maybe you’ll get a spot on the ferry up to Bella Bella and you’ve wasted almost two days. The bus is a twenty-four-hour ride. The ferry out of Rupert won’t leave for two days. The train takes three days. Most of the boats are out fishing right now—

Why didn’t I think of it before? God, I have no brain in the morning. Of course, I have a speedboat. Damn thing is only 35 horsepower so that’s three hours to Butedale, then three hours to Klemtu, then three or four hours to Namu. Add an hour for bathroom breaks and rest stops. I could be in Namu early this afternoon. On the night Jimmy disappeared, I dreamed he was at Monkey Beach. His seiner went down so much farther south, so I don’t hold much hope of that dream being anything but a dream, but I can stop there for a few minutes, since it’s on the way, just to be sure.

I want to get out of the house before Aunt Edith wakes up, so I don’t pack much. If she finds out I’m going, she’ll make me wait for Uncle Geordie to take me down and we’ll waste valuable time getting a hold of him, waking him up, breakfast, blah, blah, blah. I leave her a note telling her about the life raft and saying that I’m going to meet up with Mom and Dad. Then I steal the keys to Dad’s speedboat. He used to have a gillnetter, but he sold it because it used too much fuel. He kept the speedboat, though, so he could set the net. Jimmy is the big salmon eater in our family. He’ll go through two jars a day if we let him. Dad jokes that he’s going to grow gills.

It isn’t even light out yet, but I walk all the way to the docks. The speedboat hasn’t been used in months. When I pull off the tarp, I have to bail the stupid boat because of the rain water collected on the bottom. I haul my stuff on, then cast off. With a deep breath, I go to the stern, then yank the motor cord. It takes three tries before the motor kicks in. The sound is so loud that I’m sure someone’s going to run down and stop me. I drive to MK Bay Marina and wait for the gas station to open.

Gordo comes down first. “Playing hooky from school?”

“Oh, yeah,” I say. “A little day off won’t hurt anybody.”

He laughs. “Tell that to my boss.”

I fill up four gas cans on Dad’s credit card. I store them in the back while Gordo disappears into the store.

“Wear your life jacket!” he yells to me as he casts me off.

I wave to him. As I drive by the village, I watch our house for signs of life. No lights are on. Daylight makes the sky dark grey. Clouds hang low and flat across the entire sky. The air’s nippy, the engine’s noisy, and the whole day stretches ahead of me. Since it’s early in the morning, I’m going out with the tide and there’s no wind. Rain splatters me. I blink, water creeping down through my collar, plastering my hair flat and stinging my face. I’m cold and can’t see much, but I don’t mind. There is nothing like being on the ocean to clear the head.
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