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THE CURE for death by lightning was handwritten in thick, messy blue ink in my mother’s scrapbook, under the recipe for my father’s favorite oatcakes:


Dunk the dead by lightning in a cold water bath for two hours and if still dead, add vinegar and soak for an hour more.



Beside this, some time later, my mother had written Ha! Ha! in black ink. The same page contained a tortoiseshell butterfly, pressed flat beside the cure for death so the wings left smudges of burgundy and blue on the back of the previous page. The bottom of one wing was torn away. My mother said that she’d caught the butterfly and pressed it between the pages of her scrapbook because of this torn wing. “Wonderful,” she told me. “That it could still fly. It’s a reminder to keep going.”

The scrapbook sat on my mother’s rocking chair next to the black kitchen stove and was hers just as the rocking chair was hers. I didn’t sit in her chair or touch her scrapbook, at least not when she was in the room. My mother knew where to find a particular recipe or remedy by the page it was written on, because every page was different. She compiled the scrapbook during the Depression and into the Second World War when paper was at first expensive and then impossible to buy, so she copied her recipes on the backs of letters, scraps of wallpaper, bags, and brown wrapping, and on paper she made herself from the pulp of vegetables and flowers. The cover was red, one of the few bits of red my father allowed in the house, cut from the cardboard of a box of crackers. The book was swollen from years of entries. Pages were dusted with flour, stained with spots of tea, and warped from moisture. Each page had its own scent: almond extract or vanilla, butter or flour, the petals of the rose it was made from, or my mother’s perfume, Lily of the Valley.

My mother didn’t keep the book as a diary. If she kept a diary at all, I never found it. But she wrote brief thoughts along the margins or at the bottom of a page, as footnotes to the recipes and remedies, the cartoons and clippings — footnotes to the events of the day. She was always adding a new page, and it didn’t matter how many times I stole the scrapbook from her chair and pilfered my few minutes with it, there was always some new entry or something I’d missed.

I still have my mother’s scrapbook. It sits inside the trunk that was her hope chest. I sometimes take out the scrapbook and sit with it at my kitchen table, by the stove that is electric and white. Even now I find new entries in the scrapbook, things I’ve never seen before, as if my mother still sits each morning before I wake and copies a recipe, or adds a new page made from the pulp of scarlet flax.

My name is Beth Weeks. My story takes place in the midst of the Second World War, the year I turned fifteen, the year the world fell apart and began to come together again. Much of it will be hard to believe, I know. But the evidence for everything I’m about to tell you is there, in the pages of my mother’s scrapbook, in the clippings describing the bear attacks and the Swede’s barn fire and the children gone missing on the reserve, in the recipe for pound cake I made the night they took my father away, and in the funeral notices of my classmate Sarah Kemp and the others. The scrapbook was my mother’s way of setting down the days so they wouldn’t be forgotten. This story is my way. No one can tell me these events didn’t happen, or that it was all a girl’s fantasy. The reminders are there, in that scrapbook, and I remember them all.
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WHEN IT CAME LOOKING for me I was in the hollow stump by Turtle Creek at the spot where the deep pool was hidden by low hanging bushes, where the fishing was the very best and only my brother and I figured we knew of it. Now, in spring, the stump blossomed purple and yellow violets so profusely that it became something holy and worth pondering. Come fall, the stump was flagrantly, shamefully red in a coat of dying leaves from the surrounding trees. This was my stump, where I stored my few illicit treasures: the lipstick my mother smuggled home for me in a bag of rice; the scrap of red velvet that Bertha Moses tucked in my pocket as she left the house on the day of my fifteenth birthday; the violet perfume I received as my gift at the Christmas pageant the year before; and the bottle of clear nail polish my father threw into the manure pile after he caught me using it behind the house, the bottle I had salvaged, washed, and spirited away.

I was in there, hiding, my knees up to my nose, listening to the sound of it rushing, crashing through the bush, coming for me. A cobweb stretched over my face, an ant roamed over the valleys in my skirt, spiders invaded my hair, and an itch started on my nose and traveled to my arm, but I stayed still. I closed my eyes and willed it away, and after a while the sound of crashing did move off. It became nothing but wind playing tricks on me, a deer I scared up with my own fear.

I waited, listening, until my leg cramped up, then climbed from the stump and wiped off my skirt. The weight of my body had pushed the perfume bottle and lipstick into the earth. I brushed off the scrap of velvet, smoothed it across my face, and rubbed it down the inside of my bare leg. I imagined I was touched that way, by a city man — no farmer’s hands were like velvet — a man who worked in an office with clean papers, whose polished heels clicked along the pavement, and whose hands never dug into manure.

I opened the bottle of violets and sniffed them, took off my rubber boots and socks and touched a little perfume to the cracked soles of my feet where my father wouldn’t have a chance to smell anything sweet after I’d done with chores. I rolled up my sleeves and applied a blush of red lipstick to the inside crook of my arm, then kissed those secret lips. I leaned against the stump with my skirt hiked up and my bare legs open like a whore and wished for nylons and red shoes, a pretty dress for dancing. Once the weather warmed up I went around barelegged most of the time. Now, with the war on, silk, like all good things, was rationed and wouldn’t be wasted on a girl my age. Nylons were expensive and hard to get. Even my mother didn’t own a pair of nylons. I looked out over the creek at the sun shining off the sprouting leaves and breathed in the too sweet scent of my feet. The perfume had gone a little bad, maybe, from all that time in the stump, but it was my perfume on my feet and my father didn’t know a thing about it. After a while I hid away my little bottles and the red velvet as soft as a city man’s skin, washed the perfume from my hands in the water, and followed the creek home.

Turtle Creek was a shallow, fast-moving stream, except for the pool at the hollow stump, and was filled with large smooth stones that I could skip across without getting my feet wet. Where it wound through our property, the stream was overhung with hemlock, alder, and pussy willow, and framed with watercress and forget-me-not. Violets and wild strawberries were slow-moving scavengers licking up everything dead along the creek shore: fallen trees, the mess of dead leaves turning to dirt, and the heap that, the summer before, had been a dead squirrel possessed by squirming white maggots.

I heard it again in the bush, where the path split from the creek and headed back to the farm. I held my breath and listened. It could be anything: a man like the ones my mother’s friend Mrs. Bell warned of, who would catch a girl in the bush and do unspeakable things to her Or a bear gone crazy, like the bear that had killed Sarah Kemp just that week, or like the one that attacked our sheep camp in June of the year before.

It was after that bear attack that my father sold the sheep and went into dairy cows. We had spent the late spring and much of the summer living out of a tent on Adams Plateau or Queest Mountain, herding sheep from one grazing area to the next. We all slept together — my mother, father, Daniel, and myself — in a big stiff canvas tent, on bedrolls of canvas over balsam fir boughs. The tent, our clothes, and our hair were fragrant with balsam for the whole summer. The night the grizzly attacked our camp, the dogs woke us, and we left the tent together as a continuous black shadow. We were already dressed because on the mountain we slept in the clothes we spent our days in. Each of us, except my mother had a gun in hand. It was a clear night with a quarter moon that reflected off the backs of the sheep.

The sheep were running. In their midst a great bear rose up on its hind legs, roaring and swatting. The sheepdogs were on him, but the bear paid them little mind. As my father aimed his rifle and tried to call back the dogs, the grizzly wrapped his huge jaws around the head of a full-grown ewe and shook her from side to side as a coyote shakes his prey. My father fired, and fired again, missing both times. The grizzly dropped the ewe and charged, first at the dogs and then at us.

“Oh Jesus,” said my father. “Get down! Get down!”

My mother and father and Dan flung themselves to the ground, but I lost my head and ran back towards the tent and the great black shape chased me, snuffing and rank. I tripped and fell. My brother and father fired in the air, afraid of aiming in the dark and hitting me, but out of panic I aimed from the ground, where I had fallen, and fired at the bear. It was foolish because the little rifle I had would only annoy a monster that size. Yet I know I hit the bear because he howled, horribly, and ran off into the bush behind the tent, pursued by the dogs.

My father was the first to reach me. He fell to his knees beside me and took my shoulders up in his arms and all but shook me in panic.

“You all right?” he said. “You all right?”

“I got him,” I said.

“Sure you got him,” he said.

My father left me to my mother’s care and called off the dogs and told Dan and me to stay put with Mum and to keep a sharp eye out. He marched through the white ghosts in the bedding ground and into black.

Dan and I fiddled with our guns as we waited, turning and aiming at every rustle we heard in the bush.

“That was stupid,” said Dan. “We would have had it.”

“I got it,” I said. “I know I did.”

“With that gun, all it’s got is a scratch.”

“Well, if I had a better rifle, that bear would be dead.”

“You can’t hit nothing.”

“Enough,” said my mother. “Stay sharp.”

One shot sounded that made us all stand taller. Then my father came back the way he’d left, across the bedding grounds behind the tent, a black shadow against all those white sheep. My mother lifted the lantern to him. He was shaking and covered in bits of undergrowth and had strange clawlike scratches down each side of his face. Against the darkness his eyes looked big and crazy before he held his hand up against the light.

My mother lowered the lantern. “John, what’s happened?” she said.

My father didn’t acknowledge her, didn’t answer. He stumbled around in front of the tent for a time, and I watched him at it, growing scared. Dan took him by the arm and tried to get him to sit down on a stump, but he pulled away.

“Did you get him?” Dan said.

“I don’t know,” said my father. “So dark. Something came after me. I shot it. I think I shot it.”

We watched for the grizzly all that night, but he didn’t return. The next day Dan and my father tracked the bear’s trail of blood for three miles to a patch of thick bush before giving up. There were too many stories of bears ambushing hunters for them to push farther. We never found the body of the bear, but then we never would. Bears bury their dead, just as they bury their kill.

The grizzly attack on our camp shook us all. My mother wouldn’t let us out of her sight. My brother woke shouting. My father went silent and moody and sat around the camp with his gun over his knees eating whole legs of lamb, whole pots of stew, at a time. We watched him eat, amazed. A week after the grizzly attack, my father drove his entire flock of Corriedales to Salmon Arm, loaded them on a freight for Vancouver, and sold the dogs to a sheep trader named Currie. A month later my father went back to Currie and bought a handful of knot-headed, fence-breaking, black-faced Suffolk from him because he couldn’t think well of himself without sheep and because they were going for next to nothing. When he bought ten Jersey cows from Ferguson to begin his dairy, he put an end to those glorious summers we spent wandering the mountains and began, wholeheartedly, his career of unhappiness.

I was fourteen last summer when the bear attacked, and so a lifetime of those summers on Adam’s Plateau, Hunter’s Range, and Queest had firmly fixed the need in my body to wander. Although I now hiked only within the hilly range that encompassed Turtle Valley, and though I now took my gun almost every time I left the house, I still had reason to fear, even here, by Turtle Creek. Sarah Kemp, who’d been killed by a bear that week, was a girl my age. I’d be going to her funeral in a day. So it was that with every rustle in the undergrowth my body tensed, with every crack in the bush I listened. But this time, this time, the sound of something following became a shushing through the grass, my fear at play. I let out my breath and kept on my way, back home.

The sky over the farm was ablaze with birds. Seagulls and crows jabbered and cawed over the barn, the manure pile, the stack of lumber and fence posts, and the heap of rocks that marked the graves of the homesteaders’ children. Starlings chattered on the poplar that grew through the front end of my father’s old Ford truck. Barn swallows darted between the handful of ewes in the orchard pasture that bordered on the Swede’s property, and over the lake of violet flax past the house. They looped up and formed a circle in the sky for an instant, before diving down for insects between the bodies of the sheep. Swallows zoomed over the heads of my father, my brother, and our hired men, Dennis and Filthy Billy, as they coiled alfalfa hay into haycocks, by hand, with pitchforks. The starlings in the poplar flew up in a great breath, then landed on the roof of the house, enraging the rooster into crowing, and sending the little black lizards that lived around the yard scuttling into hiding. The chatter of birds was deafening, and because of them, I knew we had guests.
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BERTHA MOSES and her daughters and her daughters’ daughters were standing or sitting around the kitchen table drinking coffee left from breakfast. One of the daughters was ladling hot water from the reservoir on the cast-iron stove into the coffeepot. I’d polished the woodstove with stove black the day before to protect it from rusting, and it shone as black as the daughters’ hair. I backed out the screen door and searched around the yard for my mother. When I found her in the barn, shoveling out the stalls, I called, “Mrs. Moses and her family are here,” and went back to the house to set out more cups and spoons, cream, precious sugar, and a plate of oatcakes. Bertha Moses and her family were walking from the reserve into town — when they went to town they often stopped at our house on their way.

My mother entered the kitchen wiping her hands on her skirt. She wore her milking clothes, a brown housedress and gum boots, and her long, long hair was tucked away in a blue kerchief, so you’d think she had no hair at all. She smelled sour from the dairy.

“Bertha,” she said. “Good to see you.”

Bertha Moses dressed altogether differently from my mother. She had salt-and-pepper hair done up in a single braid that lay down the back of her red dress, and her sleeves were scandalously rolled to the elbow. She wore black stockings and moccasins decorated with porcupine quills and embroidery, strings and strings of brightly colored beads, and even now — out visiting — a pink apron filled with tobacco and papers and matches, bits of fabric, threads and beads, and a few dirty, crumpled dollar notes.

Nevertheless Bertha and my mother had a good deal in common. My mother had driven an ambulance and nursed during the First World War, and, until my father’s jealous rages had flared up over the last year, she’d been called on by white farmers in the valley to nurse away simple ailments. Bertha was a midwife for women on the reserve and for white women too, farmwomen who lived in the valley. Bertha had known me before I’d known myself. She’d attended my mother at my birth, a potentially difficult birth because my mother was forty. Bertha wasn’t that much older, but the deference her daughters treated her with and the authority she carried in her walk made her seem much older. She had lost her status as a Treaty Indian at fourteen when she’d married an elderly white man named Watson who owned a farm next to the Turtle Creek Reserve. She had three daughters by him. After Watson died of simple old age and was buried in the reserve graveyard when Bertha wasn’t yet twenty, Bertha married an Indian man who’d taken the white name Moses. They lived on the Watson property, Bertha’s property. A year into their marriage, Moses shot himself accidentally as he climbed over a fence with a gun, and died a half mile from home of blood loss, but not before he’d fathered a son Bertha would name Henry.

Now Henry, too, was dead and Bertha had no husband and no son. Her house was a house of women. One of the daughters’ daughters was pregnant, another had webbed fingers, and some of the younger girls had blue or green eyes inherited from white fathers, farmhands likely. Each girl’s hair was black, oiled with bear grease so it shone, and tied back with all manner of barrettes and ribbons. The daughter with webbed fingers wore a bolero jacket and skirt skillfully fashioned from an edge-to-edge coat. The sewing was Bertha’s handiwork; with the war on and fabric hard to come by, Bertha was making a good living remaking new ladies’ garments from old. Someone wore violet-scented talc. One of the daughters’ daughters wore boys’ jeans and a western shirt that stretched a little at the buttons across her breasts. She was my age and she wore lipstick and a necklace of bells strung together. I coveted that necklace. She saw me looking at it and jingled it, and the room filled with tinkling notes that lit up everyone’s face. She lifted the necklace a little so light reflected from the bells onto my own face. I squinted and grinned at her. The room grew womanly.

“He any better?” said Bertha.

“No,” said my mother.

They were speaking of my father, of course, as they always did now, on these visits. A head injury from the Great War had left my father sensitive to sound and bright lights and he had sometimes been irritable and demanding. But I had never really feared him, not until the bear attacked the camp the spring before. Now I feared his temper in public. I feared finding myself alone with him.

In the spring of 1941, not a month after the bear attacked our camp, my father had waltzed into the general store and punched Morley Boulee, the teacher’s husband. The Fergusons, who had sold us our dairy herd, were close friends of Morley Boulee, and a week after my father hit Boulee, Mrs. Ferguson had caught me on the street in front of Bouchard and Belcham’s general store and told me I had no right to hold my head up and walk that cocky, not with a father like the one I had, no right at all. I had watched her lips telling me what my father had done. She had one crooked bottom tooth, so tea-stained that it appeared, at first, to be gold.

“All Morley Boulee did was tip his hat to your mother, tip his hat! A neighborly thing! And your father yelled at your mother, right there, in the store, how she’d been flirting with him, seeing him on the sly. Morley Boulee, we’re talking here! What would he want with a farmer’s wife when he’s got the schoolteacher? Morley stepped in, to defend your mother. He had to! And your father knocked him over, sent the stocking rack flying! What kind of father you got? Don’t you hold your head up to me! Hoarders!”

When my father knocked over Morley Boulee and the rack of silk stockings, he’d knocked over our good name. In the year that followed, things went from bad to worse. Now the only visitors we got were the gloomy Mrs. Bell and Bertha Moses and her family.

My mother poured Bertha and herself more coffee and handed me the pot. I went around to the other women to top up their cups.

“I’ve been thinking maybe his blood’s weak,” said Bertha. “That’s why he eats so much.”

“Oh, I don’t think he’s anemic,” said my mother. “That would make him tired, not like he is. He doesn’t stop. He doesn’t sleep through the night anymore. He only takes naps. I don’t know what it is. For all the food he eats he doesn’t gain weight.”

My mother stood and offered the plate of cakes around. The daughter with the webbed fingers held her hand up to the window and watched the strange shadow it left on the floor. She saw me staring and tucked both hands into the pockets of her dress.

Bertha contemplated her coffee cup for a time and then asked my mother, “You going to the Kemp girl’s funeral?”

“I guess the whole town will be going. A terrible thing. It’s no way for a girl to die.”

Bertha Moses nodded slowly for a long time. Fear slipped up on me briefly, even though I knew Morley Boulee, the man my father had punched, had shot the crazy bear who was supposed to have done the killing.

The girl with the necklace put her hand to her mouth as if she wanted to say something, but she kept quiet. I took the coffeepot around again, then set it back down on the stove and watched through the window as the Swede and his team of horses thundered down Blood Road. He was near the swamps at the far end of the fields and was heading towards us, chased by a red tide of dust. The Swede, a man named Johansson, drove a fine buggy with a fold-down top and a curved front pulled by a smart sorrel he called Old Mare, though she had wings on her hooves. Johansson was a short round-faced man with a red complexion, a white bristly mustache, and eyes so blue you had to look at him twice to believe the color. He kept the fact that he was almost completely bald under a wide-brimmed, greasy felt hat that he almost never took off, even in my mother’s presence. The Swede had a son named Jack, a skinny, skittish man with his father’s brilliant blue eyes. Everyone knew Jack was half-crazy, bushed. Jack had taken to living all by himself in a squatter’s cabin on Bald Mountain after an argument with his father, and some time later the Indians began calling him Coyote Jack. He had a way of sliding in and out of shadows, disappearing and reappearing just like a coyote.

The conversation stopped for a moment as everyone in the kitchen listened to the Swede and his horses thunder by.

“The government’s talking about rounding up the wild horses,” said Bertha. “They’re going to slaughter them, send the meat over to the war. They’re talking about giving farmers on the reserve money to round them up.”

On weekends when I wasn’t working on the farm, and sometimes after school, I hiked up to the top of Bald Mountain, where Blood Road pushed up into a blind hill before washing down into the next valley, and watched the horses graze the flat lands of the reserve below. The plain was named for them, Horse Meadows. Sometimes I clapped and the wind carried the sound down onto the plain. The wild horses took off in a group, swooping across the prairie exactly like a flock of birds taking off into the air. The horses belonged to no one and wintered as the deer did, on what they could find; they often ate off the stores of farmers’ hay. Several families on the reserve made their living by capturing the wild horses, fattening them up, breaking them, and selling them.

“I think it’s a foolish idea,” said Bertha Moses. “Once those horses are gone, then what?”

“There’s all those people starving in Europe,” said my mother. “They must be fed.”

“There’s people starving right here,” said Bertha Moses. She tapped the table with her finger. My mother said nothing and we spent a long silence listening to the crowing rooster, the cackling chickens, and the songs of many birds. The women shuffled and looked around and the room began to feel cramped. The woodstove became too hot, and my mother’s prize Hosier cupboard towered over the kitchen table and the women standing around it. I leaned against this cupboard because Bertha’s family had taken up every chair and stood around the room besides. No one else in the valley had anything like my mother’s cupboard. It had a built-in flour container with a sifter, a pull-out cutting board and shelf, a sugar bin, a porcelain counter, and drawers above and below for pots and tins and foodstuffs. The very top shelf was stocked with the remedies for illness: honey and horehound candy wrapped in cheesecloth and tucked in a Nabob tea tin, a can of hot dry mustard ready to mix with flour and water for the chest of whoever got the cough this year, likely all of us; a pile of life-preserving flannel with which to apply the mustard paste and goose grease; black currant jam to make tea for colds; brown sugar to sprinkle over hot coals and then hold under boils, and cedar slivers, to break the infection; soda to mix with water, for stomach ailments.

The silence stretched on, filled with the complaints of chickens. I played with the little bird on the lid of the sugar bowl on the counter. My mother’s best teaspoons were fastened on clips that ringed the bowl. Our everyday teaspoons were scattered over the white oilcloth on the table, leaving brown pools where the women of Bertha’s household had placed them after stirring their coffee.

The girl with the bell necklace looked at me, then smiled at the floor. She drew circles on the floor with her bare feet. I grew shy and looked out the kitchen window at the woodshed and the blue lake of flowering flax. Beyond the flax, in the field of alfalfa, the three figures of my brother Dan, Dennis, and Filthy Billy labored away, shimmering in the heat. I strained to see my father and when I couldn’t I grew uneasy.

I pushed myself away from the cupboard and filled a plate with the last of the oatcakes as my mother told the story of how my father tried to fool the hired help, Dennis and Filthy Billy, who were both Bertha’s grandsons. My father hired older Indian boys who ran away from the residential school. He said he was doing them a favor, but the truth of it was that almost all the young men in the valley, white or Indian, had enlisted and those who hadn’t had taken factory jobs in the cities. Now, with the war on, there was no shortage of jobs. The only men left were the native boys who hadn’t yet enlisted or the old bachelors who couldn’t be worked hard. Even before the war, my father hired Indian boys because they worked for cheap and didn’t talk back unless they got drunk. If they got drunk, my father fired them.

“John brought home a porcupine yesterday,” my mother told Bertha. “He skinned it, cleaned it, and said, ‘It’s chicken.’ I said, ‘That’s not chicken.’ He said, ‘I said it’s chicken, so it’s chicken.’ I said, ‘Fine, it’s chicken,’ and cooked it as if it were chicken. Dennis and Filthy Billy come in for dinner, and John says, ‘Maudie cooked chicken for dinner.’ Everyone helps themselves, and then Dennis whispers, ‘Porcie,’ and Filthy Billy whispers, ‘Porcie.’ ”

Everyone laughed because they knew what my father had become. The laughter became huge and shook the house and hid the sound of my father’s boots on the porch. The screen door slammed shut and my father was there in the kitchen, a giant over us, dressed in the denim pants and jacket that were his field clothes, and his puttees from the Great War. His boots smelled bad, of dog shit.

“What’s this about?” said my father. “What are you laughing at?”

There was a pause. One of Bertha’s daughters said, “Nothing.”

My father pushed me out of his way and stood over Bertha Moses. Bertha became an old woman in my father’s shadow. He sucked the air from her cheeks and made her eyes dull. “You told Dennis not to work,” he said.

My mother said, “John,” but he just stood there with his hands on his hips and his feet planted as if nothing could move him. Bertha Moses looked at my mother, then up at my father, and we all listened for a while to the noisy birds. Then Bertha stood and her daughters stood behind her. The sound of their chairs scraping against the floor drowned the birdsong and made my father appear smaller, as if he were an ordinary man. He held his forehead at the sound, flinched at it. The women’s combined shadows pushed my father’s shadow against the wall.

“I said he deserves more for the work he does,” said Bertha. “I said he doesn’t have to work into the night.”

“You don’t know nothing,” said my father.

“There’s a war on,” said Bertha. “Dennis doesn’t have to work for you. Billy neither.”

“They’ll get no better work.”

“You hire our boys because they don’t know how to ask for what they’re worth,” she said. “You treat them as if they were slaves.”

“Shut up.”

“They’re not slaves.”

“Get out of my house!” said my father.

The women moved forward and surrounded him. Bertha Moses’s shadow gripped my father’s shadow around the throat, forcing blood into his face. He began to shake and his face grew redder and redder until I thought he might explode. He stepped back through the women and pushed open the screen door.

“You get out of here,” he said, and fled from the house.

My mother looked at her shoes. Bertha sighed.

“We should be going,” said Bertha Moses.

“Yes,” said one of the daughters, and the women made the motions of leaving.

“It was good to have you,” said my mother.

The daughters and the daughters’ daughters filed out the door, and the girl with the bells smiled and jingled her necklace as she went by. Each of her eyes was a different color, one blue and one green. She was a half-breed, then. Bertha stayed behind.

“Come again,” said my mother. “Please. He won’t remember. He gets angry and it washes away.”

She tapped her forehead in the place where there was steel, not bone, in my father’s forehead, where a scar marked his injury from the Great War. During that war my father had been running through a graveyard when the shells hit and buried him alive among the corpses. A second round of shells hit, at once unburying him and saving his life, and wounding him with shrapnel. Bertha knew this story, as everyone did.

“No,” said Bertha. “I don’t think it’s that. I think what’s got hold of Coyote Jack’s got hold of your John.”

When my mother laughed and looked puzzled, Bertha Moses took my mother’s hand in both of her own. She glanced at her daughters waiting by the flower bed and lowered her voice. “John didn’t turn until that bear attacked. You said so yourself. Something got him in the bush. You be careful. You and the girl.”

But then she smiled, as if it were all a joke, and winked at me so her face crinkled up to nothing. She took a pinch of tobacco from a pouch in her apron pocket and rolled a skinny cigarette as she walked down the path to where the women waited. One of the daughters, a woman with a large strawberry birthmark on her cheek, lit a match on the side of her shoe and held it up to Bertha’s cigarette. I followed the women a little way down Blood Road; the birds followed them too, attracted to their glittering jewelry and bright ribbons. Purple swallows zoomed around them. Bertha Moses and her daughters and her daughters’ daughters sang hymns of praise all the way into town.
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I STOKED the fire in the kitchen stove, cleared the cups from the table, and scrubbed the sticky spots of evil on the oilcloth where Bertha Moses and her daughters had left their coffee spoons. Mrs. Bell said all dirt was evil, and it was a Christian woman’s duty to scrub away evil and never turn her back on it. Evil was what made you sick. Evil was what crept into your night dreams and made a sinner of you. A dirty house was an evil house, and a woman must guard against the evil men brought into the house on their boots. Mrs. Bell was the one town visitor we got those days, so what did I know? I scrubbed the evil from the oilcloth and from beneath the water tub in which we washed dishes; dusted it from the kitchen chairs, the gun cupboard, the parlor table, and from the family photographs sitting on the buffet; and swept it from the floor under the coat hooks where my father left his boots.

There were no photographs on the buffet of my brother and me, only pictures of my mother’s family and the one photograph of my mother and father, taken on the day of their engagement. I knew little of my father’s history, other than that his mother had died giving birth to him and that he had worked from the time he was ten until he was fifteen leading the pack ponies down into the black mouth of the mine. The ponies knew enough to come back up by themselves, hauling rock, but needed convincing to go back down again. There was a photograph of my mother with her parents, taken during the Great War. My mother wore a nurse’s uniform and stood very tall over her own tiny mother. My grandmother was dressed in dark and lacy Victorian garb and looked very old and tired, but my grandfather, an engineer looked quite dapper. He was smiling and had his hand around my mother’s waist. Neither my grandmother nor my mother was smiling. About the time my mother became a woman, my grandmother took sick with an unexplained series of niggling illnesses, stomach complaints and headaches, weakness and malaise. My mother became the woman of the house then, making the meals and tending her mother and looking after her two younger sisters. As my grandmother became increasingly bedridden, my mother also became her father’s escort to plays and concerts. She became his favorite of the three daughters. He bought her silk stockings, boxes of candy, and called her dear. There were two photographs of my mother’s sisters: Aunt Lou, who sent Christmas packages each year from England, and Aunt Amy, who lived with her pastor husband in Australia. I had never met either of them, and my grandparents were long dead. When the great fire of polio still raged over Australia, my mother carried Aunt Amy’s letters into the house in the manner I’d seen her carry out dead rats. She put the letters in the roasting pan and into the hot oven for a time, not so long that the letters burned, but long enough to kill the polio spirit that might have lived in them. When we were very young children, it was my mother’s worst fear that she might put Dan or me to bed healthy only to have one of us awaken with a useless arm or leg that we could no more command than we could command a chair to dance. Infantile paralysis was what they called it then, and next to nothing could be done for it, though people believed in all manner of cures. The things you could believe then … that heating up a letter from the bottom of the world would stop a deadly bug from entering your house. If you could believe that, you could believe in ghosts. My mother did that too.

That other photo on the buffet, the one of my mother and father, was the one I dusted longer and gazed into with a kind of wonderment because all my history and all my future were captured in that moment. My mother was dressed in the drab nurse’s outfit she wore to drive the horse-drawn ambulances during the war. My father wore his army uniform and the same puttees he now wound around his legs to do farm chores. In the photograph, his head was still bandaged. They had met when my mother drove my father from one London hospital to another. How my mother came to visit him as he lay for months in that hospital, I never knew. As the eldest daughter, my mother had nursed my ailing grandmother right up until the week of her own wedding, so perhaps she was at her strongest, at her most sure serving sickness. Later I would come to believe that she was.

I put down the photograph of my mother and father, went back into the kitchen, and took up my mother’s scrapbook. There was a new page in it, made from brown wrapping, onto which she had glued Sarah Kemp’s funeral notice from that week’s newspaper. Beside the notice, my mother had added a story warning of bear attacks and an increase in livestock loss to coyotes. Next to this my mother had written my name, “Beth,” in bold lettering, followed by an exclamation mark.

I slapped the scrapbook shut, convinced that my mother knew I peeked at it and that she was trying to lecture me in this sneaky way about walking alone in the bush. I placed the scrapbook as it had been, sitting on the rocker, and guiltily, angrily, I wiped down the oilcloth on the kitchen table all over again and washed all the spoons and cups.

Bertha’s visit had set the day back; she’d come at a time when there were chores to be done and, as if she didn’t know it, she and her family had waltzed themselves into the house, drunk our coffee, and wasted the time away with talk. Now chores weren’t done and supper would be late and there’d be hell to pay when my father came in from the fields. Earlier, before I had started to clean up, my mother had grumbled all these things under her breath to her own mother, who’d been dead twenty years but was still watching over her, as she caught up a chicken in the coop, then killed it, cleaned it, and sat it in a bucket of cold water in the pantry. Then she’d saddled up the little mare, Cherry, and taken her up to the benchland to bring down the cows while I’d cleaned house. There’d been a coyote in the chicken house; coyote tracks and bloodied feathers were all over. The chickens were panicked, chasing each other in circles as if one of them had a worm. The rooster didn’t have any rooster left in him. Most times he leapt up and showed his spurs to any passing shadow, but now he hid in a corner, nursing a wing. Lord knows how a coyote got in the coop, but he did, and how many he got was anybody’s guess; there’s no counting in a coop full of chickens.

My mother had carried the chicken, our supper, by its feet and wing tips so it would calm down before she reached the chopping block behind the house. A chicken that flaps its wings flaps itself into panic, and there’s nothing as frustrating as trying to kill a panicked chicken. Mum took up the ax, laid the chicken’s head over the edge of the chopping block, and eased the chicken back until its neck was stretched out. She slammed the ax through the chicken’s neck into the chopping block, and flung the chicken’s body onto the grass in front of the root cellar so it wouldn’t flap itself into the mud. The chicken body danced a circle in the grass, spewing blood every which way, and fell on its back. The air left its lungs in a squawk, and the head still lying on the block opened and closed its beak as if trying to claim the noise. I watched the chicken head, waiting to see the point of death, something I was never certain of.

Mum was a master at the art of cleaning a chicken, and if you don’t think it’s an art, you watch, you just watch Mum heating up the kettle until it’s good and hot but not boiling, and pouring the water into a bucket and dunking the chicken into it to loosen the feathers, but only for a few seconds. If the water boils, it burns the chicken skin. If you leave the chicken in the hot water too long, the skin tears when you pull off the feathers. The art is in the motion of it, in taking the bird by the legs and plunging it in the hot water without burning yourself; in swirling the bird around in the bucket, as if cleaning the bucket with the feathers; in grabbing the bird’s flight feathers and letting it drop, all in one motion, so the bird’s means of escape come off in your hands.

My mother hung the bird on the wash line by one foot, where, earlier in the day, she had hung our underwear out to dry inside pillowcases so they would neither entice nor offend a man who might come into our yard. Her hands flew over that bird, plucking the downy feathers and pin feathers until you’d think it was naked, but it wasn’t, not quite. For the chicken’s final humiliation, Mum lit a torch of rolled brown paper wrapping from the perpetual fire in the kitchen stove and ran it along the chicken, burning off the fine hairs that remained without burning the skin, heating the loose skin so that even now, in death, it drew back in horror and puckered tight. She pinched the flesh at the wishbone and cut out the crop, then cut the naked bird down by bending and cutting off its feet. The chicken was nothing now but meat. To clean out its insides, she took the bird into the house, laid it on the cutting board, and, with a knife that she sharpened right then and there, she sliced the bird from breast tip to pope’s nose. This is the feel of the inside of a creature that was alive just a half hour ago: hot and wet, jelly and snakes, soothing for achy human hands. Cleaning a chicken wouldn’t be anything but scrubbing out a particularly messy pot of noodles, if it weren’t for the smell. The smell is what stirs the nausea, but the blood lust too. That lust crawls up the back of your neck and plants itself on you, an old beast excited by the smell of warm blood, the smell of coming-on-sick time and warm liver, of something hungry.

Once the cleaning was done, my mother rinsed off the chicken, dropped it in a bucket of the coldest water available, and allowed the chicken to stiffen in the pantry off the kitchen because a chicken that isn’t left to die properly isn’t worth eating; it’s as tough as an old laying hen and has no flavor.

When I’d swept and washed all the evil from the house, I picked the sweet young peas from the garden and sat on the porch and shelled them, popping the end off the pod and running my thumb down the row of peas to loosen them. Peas on the vine are designed to fool you. Go down a row of peas once and you won’t see a pod. Go down a second time and pea pods appear out of nowhere. Go down a third time, and still more appear, where there were none, as if looking for them creates them. I filled a white ceramic bowl with the sweet green peas I’d imagined into existence and picked a few leaves of mint to boil them with.

Dennis and Filthy Billy came into the house, took their boots off at the door, and sat down at the kitchen table. I didn’t look at them, didn’t even say hi, and kept my head on what I was doing. I washed my hands in the bowl on the bench by the door, made tea the way my father forbade, from the hot water in the stove reservoir, and put tea and cream and cups down in front of the men. I started cutting up the chicken for frying because that chicken was as stiff as it was going to get that night.

Dennis was also a grandson to Bertha Moses. He was just filling out, cocky as only a man of eighteen can be, and Indian all over. As most young Indian men did then, he wore a cowboy hat, a red plaid flannel shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots, and I suppose like all the young men left on the reserve he hoped to ride the rodeo circuit once the war was over and life could go on. The Indian boys too young to enlist still rode the wild horses for the empty stands at the reserve corral, though there was no one to watch or coach them but the old women and tired young mothers whose men were so far away they could no longer imagine their faces.

Dennis sat with his hands behind his head and watched as I tossed chicken pieces in flour and fried them in the big cast-iron spider pan. His watching made me conscious of how my skirt pulled across my bottom, how my breasts shifted under my blouse. He made me think of my own body and I didn’t know what to make of that.

“Chicken again tonight?” said Dennis. “That was good chicken we had last night, eh, Billy?”

I looked up and he winked at me.

“(Shit) I took some of them (fuck) chicken quills home for (shit) Granny’s moccasins,” said Billy.

Dennis stood up and leaned against the cupboard beside me.

“You going to be my girlfriend?” he said.

I looked past him, past the screen door, out to the barn.

“He’s still in the field checking the corn,” said Dennis.

I went back to the business of frying chicken.

“How come you’re not going to be my girlfriend?” he said.

I gave him a mean look.

“No, really,” he said. “You could be my girlfriend.”

“You got hands like sandpaper,” I said.

Filthy Billy wheezed out a laugh that, for the moment, overpowered the swearing. Unlike Dennis or Dan or any farmhand we’d ever had working for us, Billy cleaned his nails and shaved daily. He wasn’t as Indian as Dennis was. He had fairer skin and odd blue-brown eyes. He and Dennis shared Bertha Moses as a grandmother, but Billy’s mother was a German woman who’d married Billy’s father, Henry Moses, during the Great War. When the German woman came back with Henry to the reserve as a war bride, she panicked at the squalor and their marriage quickly fell apart. She’d worked as a cleaning woman in town until she’d raised the money to leave on a train, but not before she gave birth to Billy. She left him with his father, Henry Moses, on a cold day before Christmas when Billy wasn’t a year old. But just as his father had, Henry Moses took his own life, on purpose or by accident. He got drunk on beet wine and fell onto a broken wine bottle and died from lack of blood or too much cold. The Swede found Henry’s body in the snow-covered pasture across Turtle Creek, where we grew our timothy hay. Johansson had followed a trail of beet wine spilled in the snow, thinking it was blood and thinking it might be from a deer shot but not dead, or from something else he could cook for supper. He followed the beet wine to the body of Billy’s father and to the deeper stains in the snow that were blood, true blood.

“I thought some animal had come eat him,” the Swede said when he pulled out this story. “Blood all over and there were coyote tracks all around the body, great circles of tracks. I must have chased the coyotes off with my coming. Off in the bush I could hear them, snuffing and yipping around. Then one howls, and you know how they are. One coyote howling sounds like a bunch of them howling, like a chorus of them.”

After the Swede found the body, Bertha Moses raised her grandson, Billy, along with the other casualties of domestic war on the reserve. Billy got the name Filthy because he didn’t own his voice. It made him say words no one liked, and the best Filthy Billy could do was make the renegade words come out in a whisper. He ate with us, but rarely said a word during the meal, and when he was done eating, he ran out the door and all the way to the cabin, yelling the words he’d been holding back.

This night he had to hold in those words while my father and brother took off their boots and cleaned their hands in the tub on the bench by the door, while my mother went into the bedroom and changed her sour milk clothes for a clean blue skirt and white blouse, while she brushed her long hair and wound it into a fresh bun, while my brother harassed me, stealing bits of chicken, tugging at my apron strings, while I set a jug of water at my father’s place, and put the cooked peas sweating butter, the biscuits, and the fried chicken on the table before him. Billy held his breath and waited with his eyes closed, and his face red. When I set down the chicken, he grabbed a leg bone, my father’s favorite, and a couple of buns, and ran out the door, knocking over his chair on the way. My father winced at the sound, held the scar on his head, and yelled at my brother, “Pick that goddamned thing up!” But it was Dennis who picked up the chair and put it right, and I watched him doing it, watched the bones in his big hands. Nobody talked for a long time after that. We listened instead to Billy hooting swear words at the owls.

“Crazy man,” said my father. Dennis looked over at my brother and grinned, and Dan grinned back at him. My brother was still in his field denims, and he’d rolled his shirtsleeves to his elbows, exposing his arms, but my father said nothing about it that night. Daniel was a big man, nineteen already, the image of my father (though my father now denied him during arguments, said he was a cuckolded son, no son of his), but with my mother’s sweet smile of apology always on his face, even when he tormented my father by not giving in. He had my father’s broad, heavy jaw and big features and my father’s hands, hands too huge to be believed, made that way by a lifetime of work. For the two years he’d been out of school, Dan had worked full-time on the farm with my father. He was the only farmer’s son in the valley who hadn’t joined up.

“I don’t want that squaw here again,” said my father.

“You like Bertha,” said Mum.

“I don’t like nobody who tells me how to run my farm.”

Dennis and Dan exchanged a look and then went back to cleaning their plates with their bread.

“Goddamned Swede tried digging in the fence again,” said my father. “You see that?”

My brother grunted.

“We’ll fix him,” said my father. “Tonight, you hear?”

Dan went on eating, and my mother played nervously with the rim of her plate. Dennis ate with his face close to his plate and looked from me to my father, from my father to me. I pulled my sweater over my breasts and buttoned it.

“Is your suit clean for the funeral?” said my mother.

“Sure,” said Dan.

“You spilled food on it at the church supper.”

“I wiped it off. It’s clean enough.”

“And you’ve got your blue dress,” said my mother. “You should set your hair tonight.”

“Yes,” I said.

“You still have your boots on,” she said.

“My feet are cold.”

“I brushed down the black suit and put the button back on the white shirt,” said my mother.

My father grunted and kept eating. We ate in silence for a while. Past the barn, Filthy Billy swore at the sheep, God, the Devil, and the stars. Bells on the lead cow and sheep rang out as they ran to escape his profane march through their pastures. My father piled yet another helping of chicken and peas on his plate.

“Good chicken,” said Dennis. “Almost as good as last night’s.”

My brother laughed. My father looked up at my brother and at Dennis and went back to refilling his plate.

“You going to the funeral, Dennis?” my mother asked.

“I didn’t know her, only to see her,” said Dennis.

“Terrible thing,” said my mother. “I’m glad they got the bear before it could get anyone else. That could have been you, Beth, if that grizzly reached you last spring. We were so lucky.”

“I heard Sarah was all scrapped apart,” said my brother. “Her stomach all eaten up.”

“Enough,” said my mother.

“Bears go for your head first,” said Dennis, and his eyes lit up. “They try to rip your head off. Nothing like this one. That must’ve been one crazy bear.”

I put my fork down and pushed my plate away and Dennis grinned at that. Dan leaned across the table and pointed his fork at me.

“They said she was pulled apart from the crotch up,” said my brother. “And the tops of her legs were just gone. Nothing. That’s what would’ve happened to you, if that bear got you last spring. They say her breasts were eaten off.”

“Shut your filthy mouth,” said my father. He pointed his finger at my brother until Dan gave in and looked at his plate. My father went back to eating.

“I heard the bear walked right up to Morley Boulee,” said Dennis. “Walked right up like a tame bear and Morley Boulee shot him dead, like it was nothing.”

I looked over at my father to see if he’d react to Mr. Boulee’s name, but he didn’t say anything.

“I killed a bear with a .22 once,” said Dennis. “The trick is to get real close, then throw your arms up, like you’re challenging the bear. When the bear stands up, on its hind legs, and growls at you, when its mouth is open, that’s when you shoot it, through the mouth!”

“What a bunch of baloney,” said Dan.

“That’s an old Indian way,” said Dennis. “Taught to me by my grandfather.”

“That’s bullshit, is what that is!” said Dan.

“Enough!” said my mother.
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