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    Chapter One


    September 9, 1985


    Jack McCarthy’s crooked foot scuffed along in the gravel as he walked slowly down the hill from the mine site. Strands of black hair, fuzzy from the yellow hard hat, hung over his arctic-blue eyes. His sweaty knuckles were seared with black and grey muck after a long shift underground. A crumpled piece of pink paper, curled like dried shrimp, was held tight in his slender hand.


    This morning he’d lost his job.


    He hadn’t told his wife.


    I could go have a drink at the Hall before supper, he thought. Or have a game of darts or cards. I should go straight home and tell Angela. He would go straight home and tell his wife — but after the way Mooney’s wife had reacted, he didn’t know how to tell his.


    “Mooney, my god, what’s wrong,” Jack had asked him this morning as he passed him on the hill. Mooney had just finished a night shift and stood wilting under the weight of the news — his whole body brittle against the shadow of the large, indomitable shaft behind him: black paint peeling, rusted iron girders garish and bold. He was a mucker like his father — and his father before him — and he was constantly dirty. He’d wiped his nose on his tattered red plaid shirt.


    “It’s happened, Jack, to a whole bunch of us, me, Tom, and Gary. We were laid off this morning. I gotta get home to me wife, let her know what’s happened.” Panic pinched Mooney’s tired, dirty skin. His first baby was due next month.


    Jack knew at once it would happen to him, too, and tried not to let his fear show. He stood facing the mine and squared his shoulders, all the while knowing that the land was dry and not one of them was skilled at working the sea. They’d all have to go to the mainland or America, perhaps Alberta, or Manitoba and even northwestern Ontario, where gold and nickel mining companies were just starting up.


    He’d heard about a family that had gone to Alberta — Ron Evilly and his wife and three children — to work in a rural northern gold-mining town. The homesickness, the isolation, and the low wages had gotten to him. He’d wanted to come home, even if it meant coming home to nothing. But he hadn’t — couldn’t — come home, and was stuck, miserable, lonely, and weary, far from everyone and everything he’d ever known.


    “Get in there and check your mailbox, Jack,” Mooney had said. He held his hard hat in his shaking hands and pressed his thumbs on the rim, spinning it nervously. Mooney loved to bake; at every softball tournament or figure skating carnival, Mooney would have his pies set out, some still bubbling blueberry juice through the hole in the middle. He looked like he was kneading dough right now, needing money, reverting to his hobby out of habit. Jack glumly watched him pressing, shaking, and spinning his hard hat, his way of earning dough ripped from his hands this morning, leaving him with only a battered grey and dirty hard hat to fumble with nervously.


    “There’s nothing we can do when the ore dries up, not a blessed thing, you and I both know that.” Mooney put on his battered hard hat and marched away from the mine site toward the little yellow clapboard house fifty feet away from where they stood.


    His pretty young wife opened the door. Her belly emerged first, her arms cradled — muscles tight from lugging home big bags of flour and sugar for Mooney’s baking — around her swollen abdomen. Everyone teased her about her unfailing support and hours spent shopping for her husband’s baking, but she shrugged it off. She would haul lumber for her husband if she had to.


    He had handed her the separation slip. She pulled her woolly cardigan tighter around her, brushed wisps of brown hair from her sharp cheekbones, and then looked up at the mineshaft with hard black eyes. Fat tears fell and her chest heaved spasmodically. Mooney gently put his hand on her belly. She brushed his hand away and with paper clenched fiercely raised a shaking fist at the mineshaft. Quiet and obdurate it stood, as if the people who gave it life were condemned or had fallen out of its favour.


    “For the love of God, what will we do?” she screamed.


    “I’ll find work,” Mooney said.


    Jack had turned away quickly and continued to walk up the small hill to the mine site, his head hanging glumly. He could only imagine how Angela, his wife of five years, would react. She’d do more than shake a fist. She’d grow cold, hover in silence, and then charge. Take charge, as if her will and her will alone could — and would — be the only outcome. Jack knew he’d have no say in the matter. His will would be crippled under the weight of her fiery temperament. It bothered him, this inability to make any sort of claim in influencing even the most minor of decisions. He often wanted her to concede to him so he could show her that he was a competent man, a man worth trusting, a man like his neighbour and best friend since childhood, a mining mucker himself, Peter Fifield.


    Peter and Jack had met in kindergarten. Peter started school two weeks late. He was wilful and wily, and his mother couldn’t get him out the door. He’d wanted to stay home and play with his trucks, guard them from his younger brothers, who would destroy everything he had once his back was turned. When Peter finally came to class in mid-September, the teacher presented him at the front.


    “Now children, we have a new student.”


    The children were told to lower their heads and pray to welcome the newest class member. Jack looked up, and Peter was pulling faces at the chubby nun with the prune face — purplish skin, bloated and wrinkled — perched over fingers glazed with remnants of the soda biscuits and butter she snacked on throughout the day. When Peter caught Jack’s eye, the ginger-haired, bucked-toothed, freckle-faced scallywag stuck out his cleft tongue. Jack flushed with surprise at the dent. He thought Peter was part snake. He wanted to befriend this reptilian boy.


    Later that day Jack made a paper airplane and threw it at Peter’s head. Peter stopped ordering the other kids around in the dollhouse, where the play kitchen, nursery, and living room were, and ran after the perpetrator of the paper plane assault. They became tangled in a wrestling match so snarled, it took two nuns to pry them apart. They’d been inseparable after that.


    Jack, walking slower than ever to work, had approached the security gate and said good morning to the guard, Brian Gulliford, who nodded slowly, his eyes heavy, forcing a smile. The man had sensed Jack’s weariness and averted his eyes. Gulliford had been there for almost twenty-five years, a rebellious teen who stayed out all night, drinking at the swimming hole, drag racing on the road to the lake. His parents and the mine foreman thought it would be wise to give him some authority; if he couldn’t follow it, they might use the force of his will for some benefit. He looked as if even his strong will had buckled under the pressure of company layoffs as he’d sat in his glass box, head sagging on a weary neck, back doubled over and strewn limply on his desk.


    Jack had passed through the security gate and climbed the steps to the men’s dry. Within its steamy walls, a group of men, finishing or starting a shift, were either showering or changing.


    “I won’t go, I won’t. There’s six more years of work to go at least, and I won’t go without a fight,” said Johnny Moriarty, a driller, shaking his fists as coils of black hair bounced heavily over his flat forehead.


    “You can’t fight them,” Bernie stated dully. “When money for exploration stops, so do we.”


    “All the shareholder money in the world don’t know this rock like we do. We know what’s left in the mine and we know how many people they need to work it. And let me tell you, they’re making a big mistake letting too many go at once,” Jack said and slammed his fist into his palm.


    “They’re not making a mistake,” Bernie said dully.


    “But some of us will get five more years at least,” Jack said tightly.


    “And some of us won’t,” Bernie added flatly, “and we’ll have to accept it, like men.”


    “Well, I won’t accept it; I’ll fight this all the way. They won’t get rid of me and my family without a fight. Our grandfathers started this town, and my youngsters are going to enjoy it, that’s for sure,” Jack said.


    “There won’t be anything left for the children. They’ll start with the pool, then the bowling alley, then the stadium and cinema. You gotta think about your children’s future,” Bernie said.


    “We’ll stay in Newfoundland,” Jack said desperately. “There’s no way we’re going to the mainland. What’s losing a pool when you could lose the whole ocean?”


    Several high-pitched whistles signalled the start of the shift. The men cleared out of the dry quickly. Jack stood alone in the change room, unbuttoning his jeans, slowly putting on his work boots, afraid to check his mailbox at the end of the hall, more worried now about the other men. What would they do? Some of them were single and would be fine to roam, but what about the men with children? Peter himself had been laid off five months ago and still hadn’t found work. Jack could only imagine what Pete’s wife Wanda was feeling. She must feel so alone, he thought. She looked so vacant lately, like she wasn’t even inside her own skin, missing Peter as he hunted for jobs in St. John’s. Jack was surprised at how easily she’d changed. She’d gotten so big after the baby was born. She was the prettiest girl in Brighton Catholic School and had married the captain of the hockey team, but now she looked like someone’s nanny in old housedresses and slippers as she carried her pudgy baby over her shoulder, all the while wiping drool and grainy white spit-up from her chest. What will come to pass, Jack thought, for us all, and he sighed heavily.


    The mine site will be here longer than any of us. He cursed the loud, dangerous, rough mine, with its cantankerous moods and accidental rock slides that snuffed out human life in seconds, explosions gone awry, and toxic gases that scratched and tore at a man’s lungs. Jack never stopped worrying about making it home to his children. He rarely took risks at work, exhibited great care around heavy machinery, and settled disputes between the miners on shift calmly and fairly, but that didn’t stop the worry. The worry that someday this place, full of rock that loomed above his head like a thick, sharp guillotine, would snap him in half.


    After dropping Katie off at school, Angela walked the hundred yards across town and opened the door to Moira Moriarty’s hair salon. The sharp smell of ammonia singed her nose. Dusty mirrors encased in gold filigree adorned the walls. Moira looked up and smiled vacantly at Angela. She was trimming Bernie’s wife Wavey’s mushroom cut. Nanny Harnum sat under the hair dryer, rollers squeezed tight against her plastic cap, a dark plastic cape draped over her rotund frame. She looked like a clay doll.


    Moira’s wispy strawberry-blonde hair hung limply. Her face was grey and withdrawn. “Johnny came home from his shift this morning with a layoff notice,” she said.


    “Bern, too,” Wavey said.


    Angela’s face fell, and she shifted Lily to her other hip. “I’m so sorry.”


    Nanny Harnum reached out to ruffle Maggie’s hair, and over the din of the hair dryer she yelled, “Your time will come, no use feeling sorry for anyone.”


    Angela nodded glumly.


    Moira brushed Wavey’s small face with a thick white brush. Her eyes were squeezed shut. “Bern figures Jack got his notice today.”


    “He hasn’t called,” Angela said.


    “Angela —” Wavey began to say as Moira wiped the brush forcefully over her mouth.


    “Leave it between the two of them, Wave,” she whispered.


    Wavey picked bits of hair from her lips and remained silent.


    “He would tell me straight away,” Angela said to a room suddenly gone silent, save for the weak roar of the hair dryer and the crackle of Nanny Harnum’s newspaper. “Wouldn’t he?”


    Later that evening, his crumpled lay-off slip lay tucked underneath the front door mat, the only place he could think to put it so Angela wouldn’t find it. He couldn’t tell her what had happened, not just yet. He couldn’t tell her about what made him feel so powerless, this situation that rendered him incapable of providing for his family. That was the worst, he thought, not being able to give his wife and children what they wanted.


    After Angela had bathed and dressed the children for bed, Jack knelt beside his two daughters, Katherine and Maggie — Lily, the baby, was asleep in the crib beside them — wrapped in wool blankets and snug in bed, and told them a ghost story. “There’s a bright-light spirit, way deep down in the black rock, that lives underground. He keeps dark places full of light so men can find their way home.”


    They shivered nervously under the brittle wool blankets as Jack rose to turn out the light. He whispered good night as Katherine, the eldest daughter, asked if the spirit would light up their room after their father turned out the light. Jack laughed and ruffled her hair.


    Jack went to run a bath. As he sat in the tub, his knees bent to his waist, coils of brown and red chest hair were matted with suds. He ran a bar of cracked soap, streaked with grey dirt, over the curled slugs of dirt under his fingernails. His blue eyes were red-rimmed and glassy. What would he say to Angela? How could he tell her what had happened today? She would know exactly what she wanted to do — whether or not Jack agreed. As he sat in the tub, he had a strong sense of what she would do. He wanted to ignore it, this sense. He tried to stifle his instincts but the thoughts festered, throbbed like a cut covered with a tightly wound bandage — the point when the tear in the skin isn’t the problem anymore but the pressure of the solution is, because it’s worse, far worse than the original problem. He wasn’t ready for her to know yet. For her to have a solution before he had a chance to decipher what the problem meant for him. He knew he wouldn’t want to do what she said, but it didn’t matter what Jack wanted.


    He emptied the tub, stood with one foot on the cracked toilet, and dried himself with a torn towel.


    “Hello, my love,” Angela whispered and sidled up beside him. Her blue eyes sparkled as she slipped her arms around his long waist. Her black hair, tied in a loose chignon at the nape of her slender neck, gathered in tiny coils at her moist temples. Her milky white skin, with light pink splotches on plump cheeks, stretched easily as she smiled. Her mouth, offered to him to kiss, was as shapely and pretty as a coiled rosebud.


    She was a Harrington before they married, and they weren’t much different in ancestry; both of their families had come to the tiny town of Brighton, tucked amongst Newfoundland’s green and granite Appalachians, from Southern Ireland and Northern England. They were miners and farmers, immigrants to Newfoundland in the nineteenth century in search of work. They’d run from generations of poverty in nations ruled by the prosperous. They had starved or gotten the typhoid fever from lice while travelling over the ocean, some of them landing and remaining in Boston, St. John’s, and New York. The majority of the Harrington and McCarthy families chose St. John’s, working their way inland in search of what little livestock they could farm, most of them finding their way underground and remaining there.


    Both Jack and Angela’s grandparents were in the first families to settle in the rural mining town of Brighton, in the 1930s, before it became a part of Canada. That was an exciting time for Newfoundland, Nanny Harrington would say; they were on the cusp of becoming Americans, Canadians, or remaining British citizens.


    The McCarthys were those luckless Irish, descendants still sitting in the Irish pubs of contemporary Boston, men and women with pug noses, scarlet cheeks, flyaway fair hair, drunk and screeching on barstools in the mid-afternoon. They weren’t the Kennedy type of Irish, filled with luck and brainpower and a certain cruel edge that forced others to work at a fraction of their worth. These were the Irish that came with nothing, worked for nothing, and generations later still felt like nothing.


    Nanny Harrington, however, still considered herself a citizen of Britain, easily befriending the wealthy professors from England who came to spend summers hunting in and around Brighton, a kinship born purely of perception of shared heritage. She would make Northern English food for them: Yorkshire puddings, roast beef broiled with garlic cloves, and mashed potatoes with whipped butter.


    Nanny Harrington despised Jack. She didn’t think he was good enough for her daughter. She frowned upon him constantly, pointed out his faults, and second-guessed everything he said and did. He could have been a teacher, she thought, but instead he let his friends influence him; they told him teaching was for women and that he should become a miner like the rest of them, because mining was for men. They could have moved to St. John’s, she thought, and gotten out of the rough business of mining altogether.


    “I heard there were a bunch of layoffs today. Any news for us?” Angela asked gently.


    “Nothing yet.”


    Jack put down his towel and led Angela to the bedroom. He nuzzled her nose and stroked her hair. Despite his worries, he loved her, more than anyone else in the world. He’d been in love with her since she found him in the school library, putting a copy of the banned book Beautiful Losers between the pages of an old encyclopedia. He’d bought a copy on a school trip to St. John’s and had to hide it before anyone saw that he liked to read books by a poet — a poet from Montreal at that.


    “What?” she asked as he held her tightly, his mouth opening slowly as if he had something to say. She put her small hand on his face and asked him again. He shook his head, murmured and pulled her on the bed, kicking the door shut behind them.


    The next morning Angela called out to Jack to come to the breakfast table.


    “I’ve made your favourites,” she said cheerfully and held out his chair. Yellow foam hung out from the torn powder-blue plastic seam. A large loaf of steaming homemade bread, a square slab of creamy butter, a bottle of crisp red partridgeberry jam, bacon and fried eggs, and a pot of hot sugared tea covered the blue Formica table. She placed a steaming mug of milky tea in front of him. He sipped it slowly and blew cool air over the lip, the steam rolling away like early morning fog lifting at noon.


    “Do you think you’ll hear anything today?” Angela asked tersely and twisted a napkin over her delicate fingers so tightly, her veins looked as thick as purple velvet ropes.


    Jack looked at her sharply through the wisps of steam. “No,” he said, his face flushed from lying.


    “But we know it’s only a matter of time.”


    “We’ll be safe and sound, my love, one way or the other; I won’t let anything happen to any of ye —”


    “But what about when exploration stops?”


    “I told you I’ll take care of you. All of you.”


    Angela sighed and got up to get a napkin. She dutifully placed it beside him then watched him as he ate, kept her eye on him as he walked to work. Stood up by the window and looked at him as he disappeared into the folds of the mineshaft. She could hear it as it cranked and creaked ceaselessly through their half-open window. The weather-beaten iron shaft jutted out of the dirt, triple the size of the bunkhouses, little square shacks covered in aluminum siding surrounding the sloppy triangular tower. A classic “company town,” all housing meant to serve the purpose of work, with access to and from easy and uncomplicated. No excuses, rain or shine, for not making it to work on time or lasting throughout your shift. If you were hungry, you simply called your wife, and she walked the fifty feet to the mine site and gave you the packed lunch forgotten on the dining room table. If you were drunk or hungover, you simply rolled out of bed and trudged up the little hill to the mine site. If you were sick, other men carried you.


    She couldn’t imagine how they worked all day and all night, in dented hard hats, the flashlight a third eye prowling for minerals. Cold and damp in their torn yellow rubber suits and oversized mucking boots, riding on clanging trucks — they used to carry pick-axes but now explosives were slung over shoulders by the boxful — as layers of soot dried on their faces until the shift change whistle blew and they came home to their wives, patiently waiting by the windows.


    After lunch Angela turned on the news. After only a few minutes she turned it off again. Goodbye Mulroney, Reagan, and Thatcher and your mine strikes, she thought as she sat back down again, somewhat defeated as she crossed and uncrossed her thin legs, the beige corduroy rubbing together softly. The situation in northern Manitoba’s nickel belt looked no better than in Newfoundland — or across the Atlantic, for that matter. The miners’ strike in England had been brutal, corporations making money and getting tax cuts, with devastating results for families living on a shoestring. Angela pondered her fate and that of her children. Could we really stay here if the mine closed? Would it be at all possible? The thought filled her with dread. No, better to head someplace where new development was taking place, better to take their chances with something new. A mine has a good long lifespan if it’s rich. She pulled up the sleeves of her green turtleneck and peeled an orange. Bursts of juice exploded as she inched her thumb through the skin. She sucked on a segment. Katie, Maggie, and Lily were playing at her feet. Katie, the eldest, ashen blonde and frail, like her English grandmother Harrington, was tall for her five years. Her two younger siblings were dark Irish like Jack’s family. Katie was quiet, colouring dutifully, worn out from a morning at school, while Maggie, three, and Lily, almost a year old, petite with big blue eyes and fiery tempers, were engaged in a tug of war with a rag doll.


    “Maggie,” Angela said warningly and peered at them over the thick rims of her eyeglasses.


    Lily cried loudly. Angela reached down from her chair, snatched the doll, and gave it to her. Maggie frowned, crossed her arms, and stamped her little feet.


    “Maggie, Mommy’s got a surprise for you behind her back,” Angela said coaxingly. Maggie stopped pouting and walked eagerly to her mother. “Guess which hand?”


    “This one?” Maggie said and pointed to the right.


    “Yes!”


    Maggie clapped and took the orange in her delicate but animated hands.


    As the children settled, Angela rose to make dinner. She stood in the kitchen rocking back and forth on her heels, humming along with a folk song on the radio, peeling potatoes, carrots, and turnips, dropping them in a scratched orange plastic bowl filled with cold water before she salted more water in a large yellow pot for boiling.


    At five o’ clock the pale blue sky turned a deep navy, looking like a smattering of squashed wild blackberries. Fat grey dustball clouds spilled in and clung to the dark sky. Angela fussed with the white kitchen curtains and peered out the window, looking for Jack. Her boiled dinner was finished: moist salt beef, potatoes, soft and steaming cabbage and turnips in brown sugar were ready to be served. Across the gravel lane she saw straight into Wanda Fifield’s kitchen.


    She was swathed in a baggy polka dot housedress, her hair in tight curls. She opened her fridge door, empty but for a carton of milk. She spooned sugar into her baby’s milk bottle and then put a spoonful in her own mouth.


    Angela put her hand over her mouth quickly. Is that all she’s been eating?


    “Momma, I’m hungry,” Katie said and hovered around the kitchen table.


    “Supper will be ready soon.”


    A bolt of bone-white lightning, crooked as a crab leg, singed the sky. Angela glanced at her clothesline. Out the front door Angela called to Wanda, “Will you give me a hand with these clothes?”


    Wanda opened her door. “Oh yes, sure my dear, no problem at all,” she said and waddled out with her baby on her hip. Circles of dappled flesh were bunched around the child’s bucking wrists and ankles. Sculpted hair in a little finger wave crested on the peak of her small round forehead. Wanda pulled the wooden pins from the electric blue line. Angela asked about Pete.


    “He’s still out looking for work. He’s been in town for most of the month.”


    “Anything on the go in St. John’s?”


    “Not a thing. As soon as we get something — anything — we’re gone. No use staying here out of sentimentality,” Wanda said resolutely.


    Dense rain pelted their legs and pooled at the bottom of the clothesbasket.


    “Help me get these inside,” Angela said.


    Wanda hoisted a handful of facecloths and a bucket of pins on her other hip.


    The girls were on the wooden storage box in the front porch, peering out the window. Inside the house, steam from the hot homemade food surrounded them like a shroud.


    “I won’t take no for an answer. Join us for supper. I got enough food here to feed an army. Katie, go back in the porch and get that extra chair for Mommy. Maggie, come sit down for dinner,” Angela said and buckled Lily into her plastic highchair, the cushion sagging from years of use, bits of dried cereal clumped in the crevices.


    Wanda’s brown eyes, transparent and light as almond skin, brightened as she sat down and lunged toward the big plate of food placed before her.


    “Where’s Daddy?” Maggie asked.


    “He’ll be home soon.”


    Wanda spooned mounds of cabbage, thick carrots, and fluffy white mashed potatoes in her mouth. She tore at the salt beef and spooned bits of potato and carrot into Susie’s mouth. After her third plateful she rose to put her plate in the sink.


    “That was some good. Do you need help with the dishes?”


    “No, go on home, your man might call.”


    “It hasn’t stopped raining,” Wanda said and pulled back the kitchen curtain. She flushed and lowered her head. “You can see right into my kitchen.”


    Angela’s fork stopped in midair. “Can you? I hadn’t even noticed.”


    “Well, I better go, thanks again for supper,” Wanda said and hurried out of the kitchen, head held high.


    As Wanda crossed the yard, she cried for the shame of it, the shame of having nothing. Pete had been out of work for so long, she could no longer bear it. They once had everything, when the mine was prosperous. They were the envy of the province, the town to live in, and she was the happiest girl around with a man like Pete on her arm. “And now, look at the lot of us, in some state,” she whispered. The nerve of Angela, pitying me like that, like this family is in some sort of habit of collecting the pogey, she thought and hurried through her front door, avoiding the downpour. “We’ll get a job, won’t we love?” she said and hoisted Susie from her hip, held her in front of her face, cooed and kissed her cheeks. “We’ll move far from here, far from anyone who knows what we’ve been through the last few months, yes, my love, guaranteed, all will be lovely grand.”


    Long past supper, Angela’s children were in the backyard playing contentedly in the rain: little yellow jackets, hats, and boots their sunlit armour protecting them from the spit of the wrenching clouds. Angela sat in the easy chair sipping tea, fingernails drumming nervously on the edge of her porcelain cup. The clock ticked loudly in the kitchen. Jack’s limp supper was on the table, sealed with steam-filled aluminum foil. Angela went to the back door to check on the children. She tripped over the doormat, damp with the rain Maggie carried in on her ceaseless quest for cookies. A corner of a piece of paper caught her eye. She knelt down to retrieve it, certain it was merely a corner from a colouring book. She crumpled it and brought it to the trashcan. At the last second she saw the Azco Mining Company logo. Her heart constricted and her hands flew to her open mouth. In that second she knew it had happened. The girls at the hairdresser’s were right. Her temples throbbed and a blaze of silver fired across the nerve in her eye. It pulsed and jumped, blurring her vision. A migraine. She was having a migraine. She cautiously opened the letter. Two weeks, it said, Record of Employment forthcoming, recommendation letter available if required.


    Why didn’t he tell me? How long has he known?


    The anger in her heart rose and settled just as quickly. She knew she’d have to take charge. She went to the window. Outside her two daughters stomped in puddles the colour of milky tea. She thought of Susie across the lane, drinking sugar in her milk bottle.


    Susie won’t have a tooth in her head if she drinks any more sugar in her milk. I won’t let that happen to my children. How could a father let his children starve if there are jobs on the mainland? How hard can it be to leave home? I won’t let Jack do that to me, no matter how earnestly he clings to this old rock. He’s as soft as a snail inside that barnacle of a battered hard. But the strength of the grip he’s got on home, I never heard tell of a man so sentimental before. But I’ll crack him. I’ve got to. Someone’s got to speak sense in this family. She sighed heavily.


    The front door opened and a biting gust of cool air rushed in like the smack of a wave from the ocean.


    Jack entered the living room, his hair awry, muck on the cuffs of his jeans, a smear of dirt on his collar, his mouth tight. He lowered his head and walked straight to the window.


    “There’s nothing like rain. Sometimes that’s all you need, a bit of fresh air and clean water, nothing fancy, just the simple things.”


    “I know what’s going on.”


    “Look at those clouds, moving so quickly across the sky, heading west.”


    “What are we going to do now?”


    He stared out the window and slowly turned to her. “We’re going to stay here, of course. I’ll find another job in one of the communities nearby, close to home —”


    “We can’t do that.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because there’s nothing left here anymore.”


    “There’s got to be something somewhere —”


    “We’re not staying here. Pete is in town right now looking, and Wanda —”


    “I won’t let that happen to you.”


    “Then take us to the mainland.”


    “I won’t. I can’t. Don’t ask me to do that.”


    “We have children to think about.”


    A second of silence hovered. The children.


    They hurried to the back door. The yard was empty. Jack put on his shoes and followed a few little footprints in the mud heading toward Main Street. He foraged his way through the mud puddles in the back lane and made his way to Pebble Drive, which bisected the clapboard homes from the school, church, and library on top of the hill. Jack waited for a few cars to pass. All of the drivers waved and honked at him, slowed down and teased him by pretending not to let him pass. Jack smiled and played along, waved and gestured as he thumbed his nose at his co-workers. When the few cars had gone by, he ran nervously up the incline just as two little yellow coats with flapping arms and faces obscured by big floppy hats disappeared down the slope of the small ravine.


    He ran after them and yelled at them to come back right now. They turned in unison, small mouths agape with pleasure, wide eyes framed by moist eyelashes. They ran the few feet over to him and grabbed his legs, their yellow raincoats and hats dribbling water on his blue jeans. He knelt down and encircled them.


    “Where were you going?”


    “To find the gold the end of the rainbow,” Katie answered and pointed at the arc in the sky.


    “Can we go get the gold?” Maggie asked.


    “Oh my darlings, there’s no —” Jack said, sighed, and lowered his head. He lifted his gaze to meet their innocent yet expectant eyes. “Of course there’s gold at the end of the rainbow, plenty of it, especially for little girls just like you, but the rainbow chooses who gets the gold, and when the rainbow falls over your house, it’s all yours.”


    “Really, Daddy?” Maggie asked and watched him with tear-filled, accusatory eyes, her tiny lips pouting doubtfully.


    “Yes, of course.”


    Refusing to be soothed, Maggie continued to cry. She wanted the gold right now. Jack picked her up and held her tightly in one arm. He grabbed Katherine’s hand.


    “Someday the gold will be all yours, I promise. But right now, Mommy is worried about you, and it’s time for your bath.”


    Maggie curled into his chest like a water-drenched weed. He crossed the street, and his stomach grumbled. He hadn’t had anything to eat since breakfast. Weary with the knowledge that he was about to be unemployed with four mouths to feed, a wife insistent on leaving home, a mortgage, overdraft, and credit at the bank to pay, and no savings whatsoever, his stomach contracted. I can go without supper tonight so the girls can have leftovers tomorrow. I’ll find work in Newfoundland somehow or another. There’ll be something for me to do. Like it or not, we may be one of the families that have to leave Brighton. If we do, we’ll manage. I won’t want to go, but Angela does. I know that now. I knew that yesterday. I’ve known it since the first layoffs began.


    Jack whistled and the children skipped home. His mind raced with worry, fatigue, and that awful sense of dread as the knowledge of what he’d have to do, pull himself away from this town and uproot himself, became clear. Jack’s heart sank, the sky darkened, and more heavy rain fell, as if they were already aboard a sinking ship.


    At the top of the hill Jack’s mouth dropped in surprise and widened into a grin at the man who stood on his front step waving wildly.

  


  
    


    Chapter Two


    “When did you get home?” Jack asked.


    “A few minutes ago,” Peter said.


    “Katherine and Margaret,” Angela wailed and unravelled the children from his arms, “you know you’re not supposed to leave the backyard.”


    “We were almost at the end of the rainbow, but every time we moved, it moved too,” Maggie told her before she whisked them inside the warm house.


    Jack and Peter shook hands briskly. Peter stood over six feet tall, bulky and hairy, with thumbs as big as the head of a hammer, one of the largest miners on the underground crew. He had a self-satisfied air about him; he’d regained his easy swagger, the comfort in his own skin that the layoff had stolen.


    At Brighton Catholic School Peter had convinced Jack to skip countless classes. Peter would always get caught and was harshly punished by the nuns. Burly Pete would cry but wouldn’t squeal on anyone under the sting of the thick leather whip the nuns used liberally. Nothing could make Pete cry now; he was beaming broadly, and his muscular chest was bursting with pride.


    “I didn’t find anything in St. John’s, but I got a letter yesterday, an offer of employment for a small town on the mainland, in Northern Alberta at a gold mine.”


    Jack gulped. “Gold?”


    “Yes, they’ve been developing this for years, and they’re finally ready to let some of us boys at her.”


    “I bet there’d be a lot of jobs.”


    “Yes, and homes, stuff for the kids to do.”


    “You’d go?”


    “Of course. There’s nothing, I’ve looked everywhere.”


    “When are you leaving?”


    “In a month. When your time’s up, let me know, I can help you out —”


    “It happened yesterday.”


    “I’m sorry, buddy. Why don’t you apply, then? Here, here’s the address.” Peter ripped the return address from the corner of an envelope he’d pulled from the back pocket of his jeans. “Call them, send them an application. You can stay with us for a while until you get yourself together.”


    “Peter Fifield,” Wanda yelled from her door, “I haven’t seen you in a month, get home right now.”


    “I’m coming,” Peter yelled. “Think about it,” he urged.


    “Go easy on him, Wanda.”


    Wanda winked. “He’s in good hands.”


    The next morning Angela bundled the girls up in their fall clothes while Jack fumbled with a warm black turtleneck and an old pair of scuffed blue jeans. Combing his black hair flat, he squirted a dollop of thick white hair crème onto his open palm and fingered it gently through to his scalp. Angela hoisted a plaid wool skirt over her slender hips and wrapped a white blouse, with a bib-like ruffled collar, around her waist, tying both ends of the cloth at her side. She tied her thick black hair in a low ponytail, securing the wisps tightly behind her eyes with a tortoiseshell buckle.


    A travelling theatre group from St. John’s had come to Brighton for the weekend to put on a children’s play for the Fall Community Festival. The children were excited and couldn’t wait to see the performance. It wasn’t often something like this came to Brighton; the people of the community usually did it themselves, putting on their own shows with amateur talent, lacking in virtuosity but not without enthusiasm and playfulness, so much so that they inevitably ended up laughing at themselves, which made the show more enjoyable for the adults.


    “How long has it been since you’ve seen her?” Jack asked as he slowly ran a razor blade across his cheek.


    “At least a year. She’s been touring non-stop.”


    Angela’s childhood friend, Sheila, had become a theatre actress, leaving Brighton to study drama in England. She had settled in St. John’s and created the travelling theatre company. Tall, blonde, with cheerful blue eyes, she was a delight to watch. Angela remembered the stories Sheila’s mother told about her great-grandmother, a vaudeville performer from Jersey Island who married an English wartime doctor stationed in India. Outspoken and defiant, this actress once sneered at the Nazis during the occupation of Jersey in the thirties. Sheila’s petite blonde great-grandmother had sat primly in her grade-school chair, held at gunpoint by several Nazi soldiers commanding her to speak German. She consistently replied in French, blatantly disrespecting them. Somehow she had been spared.


    Sheila had the same resilience, and the same gift for the stage.


    “Will her father come to the show?”


    Angela nodded. “Yes, I’m sure he wouldn’t miss it for the world.”


    Doctor Nelson had arrived in Brighton from Jersey with his small British family in the late sixties. Angela’s father, Tom Harrington, a miner who served on the town council, sang in the church choir with the doctor, each taking turns playing tricks on the choir mistress, alternating soprano and baritone behind her back, confusing her ear.


    Mrs. Nelson had died a few years ago, from breast cancer. Doctor Nelson was devastated. She was the only love he’d ever known. An English orphan, he had married Mrs. Nelson when she was eighteen, the daughter of a well-travelled doctor and philanthropic stage actress. He vowed to provide for her in the same way her own father had. Earning a scholarship to medical school, he soon found work in Newfoundland after graduating from Oxford.


    Angela and Sheila had met during one of Mrs. Nelson’s piano classes, each conspiring to play the wrong notes in the devilish hopes of frustrating their teacher.


    Angela smiled; it would be wonderful to welcome Sheila home and take their minds off everything.


    The public school gymnasium was dark. The children were quiet, except for the occasional squeak of an overexcited youngster. The yellow and white spotlight hit the stage and Jane Cranford, president of the Brighton Entertainment series, was illuminated. She was carrot-orange in the light, her freckles and ginger hair overexposed.


    “Hello everyone, and welcome to today’s performance of This Autumn’s Tale, performed by Blackwater Tide Theatre, starring our very own Sheila Nelson!” Jane Cranford clapped airily, papers spilling out of her hands. She bent to pick them up and the spotlight heightened the red that had risen in her cheeks. “Now, children,” she said quietly, regaining her composure, “don’t be frightened. This is a special play for the fall festival. It’s all about a child who is far from home and …” The spotlight snapped off loudly, and after a few seconds the curtain drew back choppily, two pairs of fumbling hands on each side gripping the corners tightly. Jane mumbled apologies for the technical difficulties while being whisked off the stage by one of the primary school teachers.


    The spotlight blinked on, wavered, and went out again. Finally steady, it rested on the figure standing centre stage. It was Sheila, dressed in layers of billowing white satin as the Good Fairy Princess. She held a white owl puppet on her left arm, covered by a red-velvet robe, wearing a king’s crown. Colourful, skillfully drawn murals adorned the stage, and paper foliage was draped loosely across a grand trellis and white gazebo.


    Lily slept, curled on her father’s arm. Katie laughed joyously while Maggie watched it all quietly, her eyes wide with pleasure. Angela leaned on Jack’s shoulder and he smiled wanly.


    “What a wonderful show!” Angela exclaimed.


    “It was great, love,” Jack said.


    Sheila smiled, holding Lily in her arms. Maggie and Kate hugged her legs beneath the layers of her creamy silk dress.


    “Thanks, it was a lot of fun; I don’t get to do children’s theatre very often.”


    “You don’t come home very often either,” Wanda interrupted. “How are you, my love?”


    “Best kind today, love,” Sheila said.


    “Good thing we bumped into you before we leave!”


    Jack stiffened behind her.


    “Where are you going?” Sheila asked.


    “To the mainland. Peter found a job at that new gold mine, and we’re leaving in a month!”


    Angela’s face paled, remembering Pete and Jack on her doorstep the previous evening. She clenched her jaw and turned to Jack, who avoided her gaze.


    Lily fussed in Angela’s arms. Katie and Maggie were tussling over the last stick of gum they’d found in their mother’s purse.


    “Lucky Wanda, you only have one.”


    Wanda smiled, shifted a sleeping Susie on her hip. “But I plan to have more now that Pete’s got this job on the mainland.”


    Angela’s eyes widened in panic. “Good for you….” she said and her voice trailed off weakly. Jack grabbed her hand and held it firmly.


    “Come over for a drink before you leave?” Wanda asked.


    Sheila nodded and smiled as Wanda walked away.


    “Some glad to be rid of her,” Sheila whispered.


    “Sheila!” Angela admonished.


    “She stole Peter Fifield from me when I was seventeen.”


    “Sheila, come on, you’ve got a theatre group in town, an up-and-coming folk musician who is completely in love with you, and you’re worried about some small-town miner with big thumbs?” Angela whispered back.


    “It’s not his big thumbs I’m after,” Sheila said.


    “Some bad you are,” Angela said and tried not to laugh as Sheila wistfully looked at Pete’s full back and thick, long legs.


    “Pass me some screech,” Sheila whispered, drunker than she’d been in ages, or so she said.


    “You’re getting right royally pissed,” Angela said, her voice slurred due to the amount of Jamaican rum she’d consumed.


    They were sitting in Sheila’s bedroom after the show. Jack had taken the kids home to bed and Doctor Nelson sat sound asleep in his study, slumped over a novel.


    Angela grew quiet. “Jack lost his job yesterday.”


    “Oh no,” Sheila said and rolled over on the twin bed, a remnant from adolescence, still covered in a pink gingham bedspread. She rose and went to the window and struggled to open it since it was stuck in the molded pane. This reminded Angela of when they would sit here after school, blowing smoke rings out the window from the crisp, sharp-smelling English cigarettes stolen from Mrs. Nelson’s purse.


    “What are you going to do?”


    “Jack doesn’t want to leave home. He thinks life will be rough up there, but rough we can handle. Starvation — which is what’ll happen if we stay here — we can’t.”


    “Where would you go on the mainland?”


    “I don’t know, I suppose the same place Wanda is going.”


    “That could be good then, living in a town with some people from home?”


    “Yes, it’ll be a comfort, that’s for sure.”


    “But it won’t be home.”


    “No, it won’t be. But I guess it’ll have to do. I mean, we don’t have a choice, do we?”


    Peter sat at the back of the church in his usual spot. The Women’s League was tired of cleaning the dirt on the floor from the sneakers he wore in the summer and salt stains from his work boots in the winter. The other men in town wore their Sunday shoes to Mass, but not Peter. He wouldn’t bother with the charade if it weren’t for Wanda. She made him go. Said it had to do with giving Susie a sense of the world, a sense of service and goodness. So he complied.


    He looked around the small room, a kaleidoscope of purple from the stained-glass windows, the large wooden crucifix draped with a purple cloth and the priest’s vestments. His father had hated purple, thought it was too bright for the sombre occasion of Mass. Peter could still remember his parents trying to stuff him and his two younger brothers into suits for a Sunday Mass and his mother dabbing iodine over the cut on her lip, his father gargling with minty mouthwash in an effort to hide the sour, yeasty smell of more than two days of drinking beer non-stop.


    They’d looked presentable. The suits hid the bruises on the boys and all seemed well. When Mass was over, the whiskey would come out, and that’s when Peter’s father was at his roughest.


    Peter nodded at Jack and Angela as they took their seats a few pews ahead. Angela looked at him sharply. Peter avoided eye contact. She could always see through him, and he knew that half the time she didn’t like what she saw.


    The winter his father caught him having a draw off a cigarette and the trail of blood as he fled from the house. Angela had been trudging home with a few groceries for her mother, the winter after her father had died. She dropped the bag with the eggs in it when she saw his purple face and the blood from his nose and lip.


    “You are coming with me,” she’d said.


    “I’ll be alright.”


    She took charge, stepping over the egg yolks, lying whole out of their shells, like dandelion heads snapped from their stems, and dragged him to her mother’s. The wind meowed and hissed in the bitter cold.


    “Tea and a Purity biscuit for you,” her mother said.


    Angela stood in front of him and patted the wounds with a warm, salty cloth.


    “I can take care of myself,” he muttered. He sat stone-faced and flicked the cloth away like it was a tick.


    “Give it up,” Angela said warningly and held his chin with her small hand.


    The next day Peter wrote Angela Harrington gives good head on the bathroom wall, and she was shamed and mocked by the boys and girls alike.


    “I know it was you,” she said in the playground after school as she wiped away tears with the tip of her pink frosted nail.


    “Quit mothering me,” he said.


    So Angela stopped. Not too many knew the truth about Peter’s home life, and if they did they handled the information awkwardly: laughed, made jokes, or turned a blind eye.


    As Peter sat in Mass, watching his best friend take his seat, he still couldn’t look Angela in the eye. If she looked at him long enough she’d know how desperately he wanted to leave, contrary to all the senseless nostalgia and pining to stay that everyone else felt. He wasn’t sure about who would make it out of Brighton. Some stayed in towns like this long after the industry’s lifespan. Stayed and worked here and there, odd jobs in town or worked as scabs for striking mining companies. Some stayed on the dole for life.


    Peter wouldn’t let that happen to his family. He’d been fighting to get out of Brighton, he would joke with Jack, since they took a trip to Montreal in 1976. What were they? Seventeen or eighteen and in love with the city that served drinks all night, the garish spectacle of the dancing girls, the smoked meat sandwiches at two in the morning, smothered with the best mustard Peter had ever tasted. Then they came back and Jack fell for Angela, watched her in her bikini at the swimming hole, diving off the rock cliff into the deep muddy water below, her long legs tapered to thin ankles, muscles taut under the swell of her heart-shaped bottom, and he’d never looked elsewhere. Shortly after Wanda was available — her boyfriend had died in a motorcycle accident — Peter ditched Sheila and made his move because he couldn’t very well let the prettiest girl in school get away on him.


    Peter looked once again at Jack in the pew, praying intently while Maggie climbed over him, her yellow skirt flaring like a petal. Angela, gaunt and stern, shepherded Maggie to her seat and shifted Lily on her hip, while Katie prayed alongside her father.


    He better make it out, Peter thought. He would do anything he could to make sure of it.


    Jack didn’t look back when he came up from underground for the last time, the skip cage rickety, confining, and sour-smelling, but he shook everyone’s hands and put on a pleasant face. Inside he was angry and irritable. The other miners’ tongues were as busy as ants on his last night shift.


    “I got a job in Alberta,” one said.


    “Me too,” another three or four chorused.


    All night, talking of successfully selling their homes, belongings sorted and packed, going-away parties planned. The only thing louder than the men who had found jobs were the angry ones who had yet to find work.


    “My wife has threatened to go out and work. What do I know about taking care of babies?” someone said.


    “My wife has threatened to move back in with her mother if I don’t find something,” someone else shouted miserably.


    Jack was silent. Sad and still and silent with shock.


    The din from the machinery was the last sound he heard when he came up from underground. It had never sounded so abrasive. It made him angry.


    Above ground, it was a quiet morning. Mid-September mist clotted the air. A ribbon of sparrows trailed one after the other in jagged flight. The song of that bird — he never knew its name — with the high-pitched tweet followed by four notes, descending in pitch and key, always tore at his heart. It always sounded melancholy.


    He’d told Angela not to wait for him or to worry. He was going to go for a walk after his last shift at work. He was going to sneak away to the swimming hole and spend the morning by himself.


    The rising sun sizzled the mist off the rocks; it was a sudden sharp and direct light.


    A swim might be just the thing, Jack thought.


    He walked down the hill and dropped his lunch tin, hard hat, and bag of personals from his locker on his back step and then took off. He quickened his pace, reaching the well-worn skinny path to the swimming hole in minutes. The backwoods quickly swallowed him up. The balsam fir trees were so thick, they looked black. One was so big, its roots stuck up out of the earth like a dried brown parsnip, tapered at the end to form a spindly root, a wheezy tie to the soil. The blueberry bushes were swiped clean. The women in Brighton donned kerchiefs, shorts, tube tops, and sneakers to collect them in late August under the drowsy sun, squatting over the bushes picking bucket­ful after bucketful, leaving very little for the black bears. Jack passed the crop of boulders and smiled. As kids they would hide behind the rocks with Peter’s binoculars and watch the women picking berries. When the women bent over in their tube tops, an inch of white skin, revealed alongside the caramel tan on their necks and arms, would convince the boys they’d seen chest.


    One of the women, Mrs. Hynes, had gotten lost out here. She’d strayed from the group and spent three nights out here alone.


    “It’s the senses that drive you mad,” she’d said for years afterwards while telling her story over a game of cards at the Union Hall. “First it’s your sight; you see things that aren’t there. I saw my son beckoning me to follow him. Then it’s your hearing. You hear things that aren’t there. I heard my grandchildren calling out to me, Nanny, supper’s ready, they’d called, confused as to why I wasn’t coming to the table to eat.”


    Jack was on the path alone now, and it was silent. The sun had risen and he was nearing the falls. A few more feet to go.


    Finally, no one here to tell me what to do.


    Out here he couldn’t feel the swell of Angela’s will or the tether of Peter’s friendship.


    I can’t hear my children, my parents, my wife, or my friends. Free from responsibilities. I could stay out here forever. Let them send out a search-and-rescue crowd.


    They’d sent one out for Mrs. Hynes, found her covered in patches of moss she’d pulled from the ground to make a quilt to keep warm.


    Angela had been unforgiving. “Why would anyone leave the group while out berry-picking? She must have wanted to get lost in the woods,” she’d said and rolled her eyes.


    Angela would go out with her mother every year and fill ten buckets, and they had jam, scones, muffins, pancakes, pies, and cakes all year long. She’d give the girls bowlfuls swimming in milk and sugar for breakfast. She even made tea with dried berries and honey.


    Of course, Angela wouldn’t have strayed from the group. She’d have shepherded them from bush to bush, inspected pails, and created an emergency plan in case of black bears or charging moose.


    Jack’s mother had also been unforgiving. “It was the death of her father that did that to her, made Angela all funny,” she’d say and roll her eyes.


    Jack quickened his pace along the trail. He only had a few hours before she’d come looking for him and drag him back home. He rounded the corner to the clearing. The rocks were thirty feet high, the falls pouring down in a single straight spurt and pooling at the bottom in a twenty-foot hole, fit for diving and swimming. Jack took off his clothes and climbed up the side of the rock wall, footrests smashed by hand a generation ago. His own father and grandfather before him had scaled these walls for the thrill of a dive.


    At the top of the cliff he waded in the cold, silty water. His ankles turned a sudden sharp red. His feet were unsteady on the pebbles but he made it to the edge without slipping. He threw his arms up and jumped head-first. The moment of weightlessness before hitting the water; the sucking punch of the palm of water as it rushed to envelop him. Then the cocooned suspension as the water ballooned out around him. It was a pure joy.


    Jack relaxed underwater for a few seconds. All he could hear was the waterfall hitting the rocks and the blood in his skull.


    I could stay underwater forever, he thought. The minute the skip cage dropped him underground, he always panicked, worried he’d never see the sun again, but not here, not in the water. His was a family that loved swimming, especially in the ocean. They loved to pile in the car and drive to places like Corner Brook or Baie Verte, or the summer they drove even as far as Bonavista Bay. They’d spend the day at the ocean eating nothing but brown bags full of salty chips and chunks of battered cod. Peter and Wanda would follow behind them in their car. One time Peter goaded Jack into a drag race on the highway. Angela had put a stop to it before it even got started, raised a fist and stuck it out the window; Peter slunk back into his lane and slowed down.


    This was before Susie was born, when Wanda, barely twenty-one, fed Maggie from her bottle, changed her diaper, cuddled and held her while Jack, Angela, and Katie cavorted in the waves. She must have been three, Jack thought, when I would slather ocean foam over my face and we’d play barbershop. He’d run his finger over his face in a straight line and ask her if she was next to have a shave. It made her laugh so much, Jack thought and smiled.


    He came up and flopped from side to side like a fish. He treaded water and squinted under the glare of the sun.


    I’ll miss this place the most. He couldn’t count how many times they’d come out here. The time when Angela was pregnant with Katie, she’d sat on a rock, belly swollen out over her black bikini, the reddish swell of a fireball-shaped clump of stretch marks already seizing the skin underneath her belly button. She’d wanted to do nothing except eat tinned peaches. Her long black hair stuck to her back and shoulders as she sweated happily in the sun.


    Jack got out of the water and stretched out on his back on a grassy bank. He dragged his knuckles through the thin black soil. His gut gnarled with grief.


    I can’t believe this is it. I haven’t had a stretch of time to myself like this in a long time. What will I do with myself besides fill out my forms for the dole and look for work? I haven’t worked anywhere else, been there since I left high school, about eighteen when I started. Married two years later. I am afraid to go. I don’t want to go, he thought.


    He slept for an hour or so, waking to see that the sun had moved halfway across the sky, his skin white from cold.


    Angela will kill me if she knew I was swimming so late in the fall, he thought. He got dressed quickly, stood for a minute at the base of the falls, then turned around and quickly got on the path. He wiped water from his eyes and forced himself to walk forward. He didn’t look back once he’d rounded the bend.


    Angela and Jack whispered good night to the babysitter, hired for the evening so they could attend Peter and Wanda’s going away party, and trudged up hill to the doctor’s place. His grand house was hidden from Main Street by a clump of birch trees — peeling white bark scabbed with black moss. Remnants of Mrs. Nelson’s garden welcomed visitors at the front walkway. Lilacs and roses, once abundant, flopped from side to side, grieving for the gentle touch of their keeper’s hands. The wilting flowers made the grandeur of the bright and charming interior a splendid surprise. Dr. Nelson’s housekeepers, a roster of intern nurses from St. John’s, kept clean the oak floors, ornate spiral banister, five bedrooms, sitting room, dining room, and a modern kitchen with dangling copper pots suspended above a marble island.


    Sheila shepherded them inside. In the dining room the musicians were draped over the furniture like fruit at a banquet. Snerp, an acne-prone skinny bag of bones, the custodian in the men’s dry — responsible for mopping the floors and changing the garbage — held an ivory, silver, and charcoal-grey dented squeezebox on his lap. His long, curly hair flowed like bunches of grapes. Mooney’s round face, cheeks flushed apple red, was ablaze with joy as he plucked away on the mandolin. The neck of Gulliford’s guitar was held by a strap with a banana-yellow muff that rested across his shoulder, his chest concave as his fingers strummed softly. Doctor Nelson stood and stomped, a cracked and scratched fiddle — as old as he was — tucked underneath his jowly chin, skin flapping as he raked the bow across the taut strings.


    Sheila and Angela whistled and clapped. Peter clumsily whirled Wanda around the room, and Wanda blushed, conscious of her weight. She smoothed her skirt and hoped to hide the folds of fat that had grown comfortable across her hips. Peter wheeled her into a corner and she broke free, almost tipping over on a loose beer bottle.


    Gulliford’s wife started to chant, “Sing us a song,” and goaded the crowd into the same. Wanda cleared her throat, stepped forward gingerly, and began to hum the first few notes of “Tell My Ma.”


    “When I get home, the boys won’t leave the girls alone,” Sheila and Angela sang, drunk and slurring and well off-key.


    Jack hung about the fringes of the party, sallow-faced and morose, limbs stiff. I’ll need to get good and drunk to relax, he thought. He accepted another bottle of beer that came his way from the tray of drinks passed around by one of the nursing interns, cajoled into service by the charms of Nelson.


    After the song ended, Dr. Nelson shouted, “My dear friends from Brighton, thank you for helping me give our good friends Peter and Wanda a warm sendoff. As always, Wanda sang beautifully — some things never change — and was a well-behaved drunk. Let’s just hope that never changes. It’s been a pleasure having you all here tonight. This may be some of the last few times we all have together” — his voice quivered — “but I must say, I’ve loved getting to know each and every one of you over the years in my capacity as doctor and member of this community. I know, we are on the brink of change” — he looked around the room tenderly — “but I know that wherever you go, you will stick together.”


    “I’ll drink to that,” Gulliford’s wife shouted. They all raised their glasses of rum.


    Together, Jack thought. How would he keep it together with so many friends gone? How would he keep it together with no work and no idea of where they were headed? He’d be lost without Peter, he knew that much. No one to joke with, no one to drink with, no one to spur him on. He took another proffered beer and shot of rum. And a few more. He’d have to hide behind the swish of alcohol tonight. Let it flush over his flesh, turn his tight mind into mush.


    At the end of the evening, good and drunk, Jack chased Angela down the street toward home. He teased and grabbed her waist and buried his face in her neck.


    “Stop it, savage,” she said and broke free, scurrying down the street toward home, past the yellow, blue, green, and white clapboards, all lights extinguished, every window black except for the sky salted with stars, in a town that looked merciful, homely, and safe, except for the mine site, which looked morose, complex, and industrious, a cruel father forced to make painful, solitary decisions, choked of all emotion.


    She ran to the end of Pebble Drive and headed toward home on the gravel laneway. She made it to the back porch. Jack growled and nuzzled her neck then pulled the elastic that held her long black hair loose with his teeth. She struggled to get away, broke his grip with her hands, went inside, and slammed the door in his face.


    The next morning the sun rose gently over Grandmother McCarthy’s house as she sat in the kitchen nook peeling potatoes. Her crinkled, pale white hands, speckled with light brown age spots, expertly carved the earthy brown potatoes. Her powder blue housedress, seams in loopy threads, spread out underneath her. Her dyed-black hair curled around her small ears. Her soft, pink mouth hung gently open.


    Her husband stood by the window watching for his grandchildren. Two lines of flesh between unruly grey eyebrows formed a tent-like triangle above his square nose. Waves of crinkled flesh fanned out from the corners of his eyes. His overbite displayed front teeth marbled with barb wire-grey ribbons of rot. His bulbous, bald, shiny head dominated his features. Wild pockets of brittle black and white hair poked out of ears and sat clamped over cheeks like zebra mussel shells.


    The children rushed in, followed by Jack and Angela.


    “Nanny and Poppy!” they yelled in unison.


    “Well, hello, my loves! Want tea and a Purity biscuit?”


    Angela served while Grandmother McCarthy finished the potatoes. Mr. McCarthy’s loud voice crackled throughout the kitchen.


    “Well, good morning, son. Angela,” he said and nodded in her direction.


    “John,” she answered politely.


    “How are you today?” he asked and slapped Jack on the back.


    “There’s something I want to tell you. Girls, go play in the yard, please.”


    “Watch my flowers!” John said.


    His beautiful garden, packed with plump roses, lazy lilacs, and charming crocuses, always placed first in the local garden contest. He spent hours and hours in it, and it was a tranquil space that the children loved to run around in and play make-believe. Inevitably they would get rowdy and knock over a lilac stem or two, trampling a few of his prized flowers like little rabbits.


    “Mom, Dad,” Jack said and settled into a chipped wooden chair, “I lost my job. I’ve got two weeks.”


    Grandmother McCarthy nodded slowly.


    John’s chest sank.


    Angela placed the tea and biscuits on the table.


    John poured a cupful for everyone and drained his tea out into his saucer. He wondered what his son would do. He knew the boy wasn’t that strong. Jack buckled under pressure. Thank God he has Angela, he thought. He let his tea cool before he picked it up to slurped it slowly.


    “I’ll try to find work here,” Jack said.


    “No, you won’t!” Angela said and glared at him.


    John stopped drinking his tea and placed his saucer on the table. He looked at his son and daughter-in-law evenly.


    “John, Marg,” Angela pleaded, looking from one to the other, “tell him there’s nothing here for us, close by or in town. Tell him we have no choice but to go to the mainland.”


    “You’ll have to go. Angela is right.”


    “But,” Marg gasped, “the girls.”


    “He’ll have to do it for the girls. You don’t want your grandchildren to suffer, now do you?”


    Angela smiled gently. “I know it will be hard, but we must go, there’s no future for us here. You’ll find work. Pete Fifield found a job.”


    “Where?” Marg McCarthy asked.


    “In Foxville, Alberta, a gold-mining town in the north,” Jack said and pulled the address on the scrap piece of paper from the back pocket of his jeans.


    “How long have you had this?” Angela hissed and snatched it from him.


    “Only for a day or two,” he said tightly.


    “I don’t care. That’s one or two days of your severance gone.”


    “Now dear, it’s alright,” Marg said. Then she sighed and added, “I’ll go get the girls. Angela, you sit. John take out the roast, Jackie, set the table for us all, your brother Bill is coming too, with Rose and the boys, so bring out the extra table.”


    Jack poured Angela another cup of tea, and she wiped the tears from her eyes.


    After a silent, tense supper, Jack and Angela carried their drowsy children down the hill toward their front door. They took off the girls’ patent leather shoes, blue raglan jackets, white tights, and cotton floral dresses and pulled Winnie-the-Pooh pajamas over each of their heads.


    When the children were asleep, Jack and Angela sat in the kitchen in silence.


    “I’m off to bed, my love,” Jack said wearily.


    “I’m going to read for a bit,” she said and picked at the lint on her cords, avoiding his eyes.


    As soon as Jack turned out the light in the bedroom, Angela tiptoed into the bathroom, slipped her hand into the back pocket of Jack’s jeans, and pulled out the mining company’s address. Back at the kitchen table, she wrote a long letter, outlined her husband’s work history, and signed it with his name.

  


  
    


    Chapter Three


    On a rimy Thursday morning, Angela stood on the front steps in her mint-green housecoat. The frayed ends of the coat fluttered in the cool air. Brittle leaves whipped around her ankles. The grinding wind, sharpened and split by rock, had pushed late autumn’s warmth away, sucked the warmth from the town, and left tension and irritability in her bones.


    She waved Jack off as he headed to the unemployment centre to comb the job boards. She came back inside and closed the door. She looked over her shoulder, crept to the bedroom, and opened the closet door. She riffled through bras and white socks in the top dresser drawer, socks full of holes, with dark grey stains on the bottom — she shook her head at the state of them — and reached for her Chinese lacquered keepsake box hidden behind the pile of underwear.


    Inside the box was an unopened letter. It had come the day before with the evening mail. Lloyd Pinsent had handed her the stack with the Noraldo Mining Company letterhead on top.


    “Some lot of these letters around here in the past few weeks, Mrs. McCarthy. Daresay we’ll all be up there in one way or another,” he’d said. She’d answered distractedly, fingers trembling as she held the letter.


    Mr. McCarthy … your qualifications sound ideal for Noraldo … we’d like to interview you … a recruiter will be in St. John’s on October 15th, the letter said. Angela clutched it to her chest and smiled.


    After breakfast, they walked Katherine to school. Angela waved across the lane at Wanda and Peter. They were busy packing towels, blankets, clothing, and furniture, and discarding knick-knacks, dishes, books, and newspapers. They were flustered yet worked happily. They were sure of themselves, gestures and features strong, not weak and slack like Jack’s, or frozen and worried like Angela’s. Our time is coming, Angela thought, and smiled smugly.


    She looked at her two daughters trudging up the little hill toward the school. They all had beautiful hair, gleaming white teeth, soft clean skin, and cheeks scrubbed clean, shining like waxy apples. A surge of love tore through her chest. She’d do anything for them. So would Jack, she thought. Of course he would do what she wanted — he always did.


    At school, Katherine reached up to give her mom a hug. Lily cried when her sister disappeared inside the heavy, solid door.


    “We’re going to Nanny Harrington’s house, Lily,” Angela said soothingly. Lily smiled at the prospect of seeing Nanny. Maggie walked a few paces behind, timid and uncertain. Angela knew Maggie worried about visiting her mother. Her mother was less than kind to Maggie; she considered the child spoiled. When they reached her doorstep, Lillian Harrington opened the door. She was a smiling, rosy-cheeked, robust woman in a lilac floral housedress, her short, curly strawberry-blonde hair poking out of a frayed red kerchief. She invited her daughter and two grandchildren inside with a wave of her fleshy arm. Her hands and apron were dusty with dried flour. She’d spent the morning baking bread and making Yorkshire puddings for a roast beef supper.


    “Hello,” she said and pried Lily from Angela’s arms. She held her tightly and coddled the child’s cheeks with her dusty fingers.


    Maggie wandered into the pantry adjacent to the kitchen and noiselessly searched for chocolate pudding. Nanny’s pantry smelled like caramelized icing sugar. The clean chrome shelves were fully stocked with tins of fruit and dry cake mixes. She sat on an overturned silver mixing bowl on the serrated linoleum, chrome blender and eggbeater on the shelf above, and had tea with imaginary friends.


    Lily sat on the kitchen floor and played with the crusty old calico cat. It barely raised a paw to scratch or a meow in protest when she tugged on its tail.


    An old black stove in the corner, a relic from the forties, grumbling and moody, dominated the room. Above it on the wall was a solid wood block in the shape of Newfoundland, with various small spoons with enamel pictures of provincial flags, coins, or small animals on the tip of the arm, resting in special nooks. The rooster clock on the yellowing white wall ticked noisily.


    Lillian Harrington eyed her daughter silently, her hands resting primly on her upper abdomen. “You’re after eating six of those cookies,” she sneered.


    “Mom, I’m —” Angela said, her mouth full of chocolate.


    “Pregnant. I could tell weeks ago. You swell up some quick, especially around the mouth and neck, you always do.”


    Angela swallowed her cookie and wiped the crumbs from her swollen lips.


    Lillian sighed deeply and shook her head. “I don’t know how you are going to do it. Jack won’t be working after the next few days, and UIC won’t feed the current lot, let alone another mouth.”


    Here she goes again, badmouthing Jack, Angela thought. When Angela and Jack had started dating in their teens, her mother would warn her about the McCarthy family. “Little foxes spoil the vine, she’d say,” quoting scripture — her weapon of choice for the self-righteous way she had of proving herself right — as she stood in the kitchen baking. “It’s the little things he’ll do that will let you down,” she’d say and loudly tap the flour bowl with her wooden spoon. “He’s a follower, he’ll never think for himself. He’ll allow others to get him into trouble, and then what will you do? No, my dear,” she’d say, putting her hands on her hips, “you can’t count on Jack McCarthy.”


    Angela would tilt her head to the side, stare at her mother with one eye closed, and try not to laugh. What did her mother know anyway? She’d been holding a grudge against the McCarthys for years. Jack’s father John had been calling her “Lily-white-arse” ever since she was ten.


    Lillian’s father, Aloysius White, had given the boy a trimming for cursing at his daughter, and when they grew up John McCarthy would nickel-and-dime Lillian on plumbing jobs and use spoiled, rusted pipes in her house instead of new ones.


    “A letter came yesterday from a mining company up in northern Alberta.”


    Maggie meandered out from the pantry, chocolate pudding smeared on her face and fingers. “Your appetite will be spoiled,” Lillian said, appraising the child derisively.


    Maggie grinned mischievously, chocolate stuck to her front teeth.


    “Let her be,” Angela snapped. “She can eat whatever she wants.”


    “Not in my house she can’t.”


    Maggie stood, nervously knotting her black pageboy with her chocolate-covered fingers, innocent and bewildered blue eyes wide and round as those of the cows in her colouring books.


    “Don’t bother with the tea. If my kids are hungry, I’ll go home and feed them.”


    “I’m sorry —”


    “No need to explain,” Angela said and rose to pick Lily up from the floor. “We’ve worn out our welcome here.”


    Angela slipped on her coat, wrapped Lily in a shawl, and nudged Maggie toward the door. Outside on the wooden step, she turned back toward her mother at the door, her face slack and sad.


    “Don’t worry, we’ll be gone soon, and you won’t be bothered —” she said bitingly as Maggie kicked stones halfway down the gravel driveway “— by the child,” she continued and covered Lily’s ears with her hands, “that looks exactly like the man I married.”


    As she walked away, she brushed a few tears from her face. It’s bad enough that she doesn’t like my husband, but to take it out on our daughter? That’s unforgivable, she thought sorrowfully. It will be great to get out of here, to get away from her. She’s a horrible, miserable old woman. She thinks she knows what my husband’s faults are? She doesn’t know the first thing about Jack. He won’t let me down. He’s promised to do everything for me and the children. I don’t doubt him. He listens to me, he always has. It’ll be good for the children to not have to grow up with her condescension. God knows how I survived it myself.


    Angela thought back to all the hours she’d spent arguing with her mother over every choice she’d made or wanted to make: all her life, badgered about her preferences from skirt length — in high school — to hairstyles, choosing baby names, and finalizing wedding details. She’ll have no say in this new little baby’s life, Angela thought, and her eyes cleared. She sniffled and wiped her nose with her sleeve. “We’ll be far away from her. Hopefully sooner rather than later,” she whispered to Lily, asleep in her arms.


    Jack took his time taking the last few steps from the unemployment centre toward home. He couldn’t believe it: she was pregnant again. He’d heard her throwing up this morning. She’d tried to hide it with the running water and a lot of loud coughing. He let out a low whistle, unable to believe that another baby was on the way.


    Another mouth to feed, Jack thought and gulped as he halted mid-step. He looked around, hoping for someone, anyone, to be heading home. He’d like to find someone to go play darts with or have a game of cards. He didn’t want to face her. Or face this. How could this have happened? Why weren’t we more careful? He wanted to run back to the mine and burrow underground. Or swim away, jump into the Atlantic and go to Ireland and search for his roots, his other family, and other men in his gene pool: roughnecks who quite naturally had deserted their women for the drink or for the freedom to chase other women. Or he could shove off to Boston, stay with his uncle who owned an Irish pub in the university district, take a course with his bar-tip money and become a history teacher like he’d always wanted to be. He could still make that choice; there was time. Angela hadn’t seen him come down the road yet.


    Suddenly Maggie’s eyes flashed into his mind, her beautiful blue, full round eyes, stubborn and righteous, innocent and wise. He couldn’t bear the thought of her in the care of some other father, a man who inevitably would come along and be moved by Angela’s beauty and would quite naturally want to provide for her and the children in place of the nasty old black Irish husband who had deserted them. But there’d be one child the new husband wouldn’t like. It would be Maggie, of course, because she looked so much like her father. And she would grow up and want to be a schoolteacher, just like her father, whom she believed had left them for that very purpose. She would tuck her grief away, like the hair she would tuck behind her ears, clipped in a tight bun, place glasses over it, to smother and drown all of her twisted, convoluted feelings for men: deep love and hate for the man, her father, who had deserted her, and a certain emptiness she’d feel toward the stepfather.


    No. He couldn’t do that to his little Maggie; she was too precious. They all are, especially Angela, oh Christ … Angela …he thought. He put one foot in front of the other and continued toward the house, a bright smile on his stiff face.


    After supper she paced the room while he sat in the easy chair, a hot cup of milky tea in a saucer on the tea table beside him.


    “Well, what are we going to do?”


    He took her in his arms and hugged her tightly. “Whatever you want, my love.”


    She smiled and let him hold her. “There’s something else I have to tell you.”


    His stomach tightened. “Yes?”


    “You’ve got an interview, Jack, in St. John’s with Noraldo.”


    He stiffened and his heart thumped. Worry drained the blood from his face but he forced a smile. “This is great news,” he said and squeezed her hands tightly. “How did this happen?”


    “I applied. I sent in your resume.”


    “Well, I’m glad one of us was thinking,” he said and rubbed her belly, “otherwise we might’ve missed the interview.”


    “You’re not upset, are you?”


    “No,” he said as his stomach and jaw tightened simultaneously. “Don’t worry, my love, everything will be fine. I’ll have a job before you know it.”


    On the morning Jack went to St. John’s for his interview, Angela stood at the kitchen sink and held a box of table salt at an angle, ready to pour the contents into a small clear glass shaker. The salt was held in a white cardboard box with ochre and electric-blue rows of oversized polka dots that faded as the dots got bigger. It trembled in her thin hand, the salt spilling onto the chrome sink.


    “We go through so much salt,” she mumbled and shook her head. She pinched the grains between her fingers and rubbed them lovingly. She dipped the end of her tongue into the white crystals. Saliva dripped from her cheeks and the glands in her neck cramped with pleasure.


    There’s so much salt here, in the fish, in the water, in the rain, on our tables. Too bad it isn’t worth anything, she thought. She had read an article one morning while tidying up the girls’ bedroom in Katie’s junior science magazine she’d found lying on the floor. The article contained all kinds of interesting trivia about salt. Salt had once been used as currency, it said. Roman soldiers were given salt rations known as “solarium argentum” or a salary, and before they went off to battle they rubbed themselves with salt. After reading the article she had gone to the kitchen and had thrown salt over her shoulder, superstitious and silly, but the article also noted the importance of salt in religious rituals. Throwing it over your shoulder casted out evil, because salt was a symbol of incorruptible purity, the article had said.


    I should have rubbed Jack with salt before he went off to town for that interview, keep him incorruptible and pure. He would think I’m crazy, and I probably am, a married woman licking the salt from her hands, standing by the kitchen window. If Wanda were next door, it would be her turn to pity me and want to feed me, under the guise of asking me to help her pack or pull laundry from her line.


    Wanda had left a week ago with Peter at the wheel of a U-Haul truck, setting out for the long drive up to Alberta, due to work two weeks from the day they left. Her home looked animated now that they were gone, taking with them all the gloom and dolor of a family dealing with unemployment, leaving in its place, underneath the receding shroud of anxiety, what had always been there: a beautiful yellow clapboard with chocolate-brown shutters and window frames sitting primly around easy windows, flower boxes spilling an assortment of perennials, yellow tulips and daisies. It was a sweet little house, not quite as large and spacious as Angela’s, with her high, pointed, arched, vaulted ceilings, and the large front porch with a wood-burning stove, spacious kitchen, large living room, and two bedrooms with old-fashioned coiled radiators. Even Jack’s wooden shed was almost twice the size of Peter’s, but it was cozy, rustic. Angela wasn’t sure, but she figured Jack was smarter with money than Peter, who liked to play cards and spend a lot of money on the drink. Jack rarely did either. She was grateful that he was a simple family man, not the least bit tempted by things he had outgrown in high school, or so she told herself, and so she hoped, as she pictured her man in St. John’s by himself, surrounded by the beautiful women of the city and the women down by the wharf, waiting for the Portuguese sailors to dock.


    But this was her husband Jack she was thinking of. She needn’t worry about him; he was faithful and loyal. Unlike her own father, apparently. She remembered her mother telling her the story of how her father Tom stormed out of her grandmother’s house when Lillian had told him she was pregnant, how he had avoided her for the full nine months of pregnancy, how Lillian had watched him date, break hearts, go through almost every available girl in town, even when Angela’s oldest sister Cynthia had arrived. Lillian had wheeled her proudly around town in her four-wheel navy blue, silver-rimmed carriage, her curly blonde hair springing out from under her baby bonnet, agreed upon by the female old guard to be the cutest baby they ever saw born in Brighton.


    Lillian had resigned herself to Tom’s withdrawal and absence, gradually forgetting about marrying him, growing more content, alone in her routine with her newborn daughter, comfortable with just her mother’s help, until one day Tom Harrington passed her on the sidewalk, looked straight at the baby, stopped the stroller, and reached in for the baby, and when she grabbed at his nose and kicked at his chest, Tom told Lillian that he wanted to marry her and raise their child together.


    Lillian’s mother had protested, mumbled obscenities at the wedding reception, cursing that “stun-arse” of a man her youngest would marry and bear more children with. He was no good, not for her or anyone else. There was a distinct lack of female presence at the wedding; all of the young women in town were too hurt to watch Tom Harrington walk down the aisle.


    Lillian had loosened up somewhat over the years and for the most part was as well-behaved as could be expected for a feisty old woman who had raised three daughters, for the most part on her own after Tom died in an underground mine fire.


    On the morning that Jack had left for his interview Angela put the box of salt away, screwed the cap on the shaker tightly, crossed to the stove, lifted the lid off a boiling pot, and sprinkled in salt, round the pot of potatoes in circles, over and over again. She heard Lily wail as she woke from her nap. Maggie put down her crayons at the kitchen table behind Angela and asked, “Can I go see her, Momma?”


    “Yes, my love, here,” Angela said, put the lid on the pot, and grabbed Lily’s juice bottle. “Give her this.”


    The next morning Angela awoke to the incessant shrill of the telephone. She stumbled out of bed, snaked her way through the jumble of toys on the living room floor, entered the sun-filled kitchen, and picked up the phone. “Jack?”


    “I got a job offer. We’ll be in Foxville by the end of the month.”


    Joy welled up in Angela’s chest and her eyes watered. “Oh, thank god.”


    “We’ll have an income and a new home in no time. There’s a nice new school there and people from all over Canada, I hear.”


    “Thank you, my love. You’ll see how much fun we can all have together again, Wanda, Pete, you, and me. It’ll be just like home,” she said.


    “I’m sure it will. Go back to sleep before the girls run you ragged.”


    “I love you,” Angela whispered.


    The evening Jack returned from St. John’s, Angela asked him to go get milk from the corner store. The autumn air was crisp and stars crowded the sky. Brighton lay tucked between a slight Appalachian mountain range. The wind was stunted by rock. The main road curled around town and connected the handful of necessary businesses: the cinema, the hockey arena, the grocery store, and a bargain department store. The corner store stood behind the library and school, close to Fung’s, the Chinese food restaurant. A car passed. Jack smiled at the driver but avoided his eyes.


    Jack shuffled along, head down, hands crammed into his jeans pockets. The heaviness in his belly made up for the loss of appetite. His big blue eyes were cloudy, his lips downcast. His wide face pinched the skin on his long, thin nose. He stared at his boots, dusty and heavy, and kicked rocks sharply as he walked, looking to vent his anger on the smooth bodies of the pebbles.


    In the smoky, scented store, as Jack made his way to the milk cooler, Mr. Pinsent, the owner, a cigarette clamped between his stubby lips, waved and nodded. As Jack reached for a carton he bumped into Doctor Nelson and dropped his milk carton. They watched the liquid inch slowly, directionlessly, across the linoleum.


    “No use cryin’ is there?” Doctor Nelson said and raised the toes of his leather shoes away from the spilled milk.


    Jack lowered his head and rested his fist on the glass. He took a step forward and lost his balance on the wet floor.


    “You alright?” Nelson asked and hauled him forward, centimetres from his thick salt-and-pepper beard. Doctor Nelson’s beige raglan crinkled against Jack’s dirty denim jacket.


    “Come for a drink,” Nelson said.


    Jack’s leg twitched. He gulped as if he’d swallowed netting that had siphoned off his breath. He could barely speak and could hardly hear what Doctor Nelson had said, but he found himself nodding, agreeing to go to the doctor’s to talk privately. All the while, Mr. Pinsent, the cherry-nosed, stout and balding grocer, discreetly passed his mop underneath the feet of the two men.


    Purity tea stepped in the long giraffe-neck silver carafe. Hot buttered scones steamed on a silver tray. Nelson passed one to Jack, who sat fidgeting in his jeans and navy cotton T-shirt. He felt naked without his denim jacket; it had been politely taken at the door and promptly hung by the prim young nursing student.


    “I don’t want to leave,” Jack said softly to the man who had delivered him and all three of his babies, the man whose house he used to egg on Halloween night and laugh about later on with Peter.


    “I know,” Doctor Nelson answered and stirred his tea in the herringbone china cup, his pinky extended and crooked gracefully. “How do you think I felt, falling in love with Sheila’s mother, Jane, with no background, family, or money, living in post-war London?” He laughed. “I knew I’d have to leave home too. So I worked hard. I had one shot at rising up, and I went for it, took the scholarship to Oxford and went for gold.”


    “It worked out? I mean, of course —”


    “Well, yes and no. I won the woman I loved, that’s for sure. A brat like Jane wouldn’t have married a commoner like me otherwise. Don’t get me wrong,” he said and slurpped his tea loudly, “she loved me the minute we met. I was serving hors d’oeurves at one of her mother’s arts philanthropy parties. I told her I was going to marry her and that I was going to be a doctor like her father.”


    “Do you enjoy medicine?”


    “I don’t love it, but it comes fairly easy to me, and it serves society, so I did what I thought was best, knowing full well it would take me to different parts of the world, far from home in London. Jane knew that too, but she accepted it.”


    “Did you ever want to go home?”


    “Yes, of course. But I chose to support my wife and family, and I was rewarded, and I’m not talking about the contents of my over-stuffed house, or the frames on my wall declaring to the world my worth. I’m talking about spending my life with my wife and child. I wouldn’t have changed that for anything.”


    Jack finished his tea. He rubbed his palms on his thighs, jiggled his feet, and sat with arms clamped under his armpits. As Doctor Nelson talked about the miners’ strikes in England and Thatcher’s latest response, Jack silently decided he would prove to Angela that he could take care of her. He wanted to be like Doctor Nelson. He wanted to spend the best years of his life with his wife and children, even though he’d be far from home, far from his mother and father, and all of the comforts of being established in a community that knew and loved him for who he was.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Four


    It rained the morning Jack and Angela loaded up the car to catch the ferry in Channel-Port aux Basques. Jack at the wheel, nervous in the fog, watched for the mud brown of the moose’s hide, prone to charging, plowing vehicles of all weights and sizes off the road under the girth of its weight.


    He thought of his brother Bill, driving to town with Rose, barely ten minutes out of Brighton when a moose charged past the front of the car, smashing the windshield to bits. Bill had clamped his hand on the horn and driven back to their father’s house, Rose immobile, shattered glass over her face and thighs, her legs trembling with fright. The horn sounded sharper in the panic, neighbours clamouring to get a look out their windows, tired miners just finishing their night shifts hauling curtains closed, angry at the bleating horn.


    When they’d pulled in the driveway, Jack had been the first out the door, steadying Rose on his shoulder, shaking and pale, her legs rubbery as a vinegary bone from the shock.


    Now on the road to Port aux Basques to catch the ferry, Angela said, “We’re well past dawn, honey,” and offered Jack a can of cola. She knew he was worried about hitting a moose. But she also knew there was little chance of the animals being on the highway at this hour, even during a foggy fall morning.


    “We’ll be in Port aux Basques before dusk,” she said.


    Besides which, she felt blessed and protected. She had driven to St. John’s when she was pregnant with Katie, and it had been nothing short of a miracle. She’d gone with her mother to shop for baby things. Angela already four months along and fat around the face and hips. They’d spent the night with Angela’s sisters Cynthia and Marie, both bartenders on George Street.


    “The apartment will be quiet,” they’d promised since they’d both be working the night shift. It was a loud downtown apartment close to George Street, the thumping bar noise intolerable, horns from traffic, drivers drunk and confused pulling into Water Street backwards, disrupting traffic.


    When Angela and her mother had driven to town, a moose had come out of the forest, charging so quickly, Angela was instantly engulfed in its shadow. It came so close she could see its underside, shaggy hairs matted with muck and bits of spring green moss. Its hind muscles were bulky against lithe bone. Suddenly, without prodding, the hulking beast changed course, sparing the lives of Angela, her mother, and the baby.


    “An Act of God,” Grandmother McCarthy said and crossed herself repeatedly.


    “Moose never, ever change course,” everyone said.


    They could have been killed.


    Angela thought the moose had sensed the baby’s rapid heartbeat. Compelled by instinct, it had swerved to preserve the young life it sensed. Angela knew nothing about animals, or moose, but that’s what she thought.


    So on the day they drove to catch the ferry with Jack brittle and nervous at the wheel, mood as sharp as glass, she worried little, lulled into a sense of grace by the rapid heartbeat in her belly.


    “Moose come out at dawn and dusk, don’t they?” Angela asked.


    “You’re thinking of mosquitoes,” Jack said sourly.


    “I’ll keep an eye out,” Angela mumbled and took her eyes off the road to assemble lunches of cheese and sandwiches for the girls.


    After lunch they stopped for gas just outside of Stephenville.


    “Washroom key’s at the till,” the high-school boy pumping gas said. His beanie was emblazoned with a Quebec Nordiques emblem.


    They bought a small brown paper bag filled with penny candy, yellow and orange chewy cones and five-cent sour jelly candy drenched in coarse sugar. The store smelled of flour. There were fillets of dried salt cod, gutted and spread like stingrays, in cardboard boxes next to the till.


    “Can I get you some?” the chubby cashier asked and gestured to the cod.


    Angela and Jack both shook their heads.


    “God only knows the next time we’ll have dried cod,” Angela said.


    Jack looked away.


    They’d had cod last night at their going-away party. It had never tasted so fresh — buttery soft, chalk white, and saltier than the ocean — it was one of the best meals they’d had in a long time. The party was held at Jack’s parents’. It was a bleak evening, cold and rainy, sparsely attended — not too many left in town to see them off — no music, no grand speeches, awkward and depressing, save for the food.


    Angela ran her finger over the edge of the cardboard box with the cod in it. She wanted to take the silvery wet-dog scent of the dried fish with her.


    “You sure you don’t want any?” the cashier asked.


    Back on the road, the fog had lifted. They cruised through several bay towns and saw lovely homes, all in shades from a springtime palette, almost Easter-egg looking, pass by, homes snug by the shore or at various altitudes against rock cliffs overlooking the ocean.


    When they arrived at the ferry, Jack paid for their passage with a small packet of bills he took from his wallet. He had all the money for the trip allotted into envelopes marked for their purposes. This one said FERRY in block letters across the front. He had others marked HOTEL, FOOD, and GAS. His fingers shook nervously as he handed over the money. He’d better have calculated correctly; this was all he had.


    As they waited with the queue of cars leaving Newfoundland, Jack stared straight ahead while Angela sang with the girls and played “I spy with my little eye.”


    Too much green, he thought, watching the hills in the distance, crowded with balsam fir. Too much blue, he thought and watched the vast ocean swelling before them. Rats leaving a sinking ship, he thought as he drove the car onboard. All of us, scurrying away, in desperate hope for something better.


    Once aboard the ferry they went up on deck to let the girls watch the water.


    The metallic grey steel and cranberry-red-trimmed ferry hissed in the winter air, icicles hanging off the upper deck and railways like crooked, arthritic fingers. The deep Atlantic churned and spat underneath the motor.


    Harried moms, resigned dads, and excited children lounged on deck. They watched the land recede from the heavy boat that crawled across the channel to the mainland.


    Angela had gone to the tiny café for snacks. Jack sat slumped on the upper deck, Lily in his lap, Maggie and Kate beside him. They hung over the rail to point at the great granite rock dotted with emerald trees, covered with the filaments of the first snowfall.


    Tears drifted down his face and mixed with the salty spray from the ocean, flung up by the stir of the winter wind and the force of the engine underneath him.


    Angela returned with bags of salt and vinegar chips. She avoided his eyes and gave him a few moments to stare uninterrupted at the grey block of land, shrunk to the size of a mere pebble — a stone skipped across the ocean — before it was swallowed by sky.


    The girls ate their chips quickly, clumps of salt on their fingers, eager to run and play in the open air. Lily drifted off to sleep in Angela’s arms. Angela rummaged through her bag to find one of the leftover sandwiches. She found one and tore off chunks of bread, manoeuvred the sloppy meat and lettuce into her mouth, losing the crust altogether. She was feeding the baby in her belly, which continued to swell like high tide. Strangely saddened by the prospect of this new baby, who would most likely be delivered in Alberta, not in Brighton by Dr. Nelson and his team of enthusiastic student nurses from St. John’s; who would not hear Newfoundland music on a daily basis, or smell the ocean or taste the salt cod and fresh potatoes with drawn butter or eat beet salads and pickled beets, or suck on Purity biscuits or peppermint knobs.


    Her little Albertan would eat beef, lots of it, probably, and be raised amongst strangers in a strange new land, filled with local customs that Angela would be oblivious to, and would most likely embarrass herself and her children as she tried to adapt to them. She knew, of course, what the women would be like. She’d been to town dozens of times, noticed the women in the fancy stores on Water Street and at the Avalon Mall, who spoke a little quicker, flourished about a little more dramatically. She knew she stood out as someone from “out-around-the-bay,” and she knew they’d stand out even more around Western strangers.


    A few hours later Cape Breton Island came into view, flatter than Newfoundland, humble, obedient, and peaceful, its dales shallow and round as a ripe belly. Impish and mysterious, Cape Breton Island looked warm and inviting with soft, rolling hills and gentle shores.


    One of the ferry workers, an old man with a Stephenville accent, walked slowly onto the upper deck and swept debris into the dustbin, all kinds of soiled napkins, clear plastic sandwich wrap, and discarded Styrofoam cups with used tea bags inside that huddled like a dead animal behind a clump of wet leaves.


    He was short and skinny, clean-shaven with a slack mouth, the corner of which was reserved permanently for the simple pleasure of a dangling cigarette. His lips were twisted, the lips of an old-timer who can smoke and talk at the same time, muscle habits honed from years of salted conversations with sailors and deck-men.


    He tapped Angela’s foot lightly with his broom. She opened her eyes and lifted her head heavily from Jack’s slumped, protective chest. They had fallen asleep, Jack propped up against one of the ship’s railing posts, the girls still leaning over the edge of the boat, staring curiously at Cape Breton Island.


    “Missus, are you done with your lunch? I’ve got to clear up, so if you’d move them legs a little, my love.”


    Angela moved her leg away from his prodding broom.


    “Where you goin?” he asked and his blue eyes twinkled.


    “Alberta.”


    “Miners?”


    Angela nodded.


    “I’ve seen a lot go up there over the last little while, and I’ve seen just as many come back,” he said and chuckled softly. “I daresay I wouldn’t be able to make it up there on my own, but if I had a pretty wife like you by my side, well then I just might be able to.”


    Angela smiled and laughed She looked expectantly towards the shoreline and avoided Jack’s flat face, full of defeat and fear.


    The ferry docked amidst a circus of aluminum, an industrial area with a slew of tarnished cars parked along the waterfront. Weather-beaten vehicles, punctured by wind, rain, and snow. Driving off the ramp, Jack felt agitated. This was it. They’d left. One last glance back at the navy-blue ocean, white thumbs of foam incessantly twiddling over themselves. The hand of fate had slapped him to this shore, this city on the edge of the country. From here they’d have to drive for days, possibly weeks on end over a cold, slithery, grey road that snaked across the country through forest and rock, over rivers and lakes, and in this weather.


    They found a motel and Angela stretched out on the bed.


    “We’re hungry,” she said and rubbed her belly.


    “Fried chicken?” Jack asked.


    Angela nodded.


    He drove for ten minutes and found a fried chicken spot.


    “Newfie?” the woman at the counter asked.


    “Yes,” Jack said.


    “My husband is a Newfoundlander from Harbour Grace,” she said.


    Jack felt a pang of nostalgia. He’d been out there once as a child. His Uncle Martin lived there. He remembered the half-sunken ship in the bay, tilted to one side, rusted and dented, with whale-sized holes in the stern. How they’d skip stones for hours, try to sail the rocks through the holes. They’d stay all day until the sun itself seemed to sink into the ocean.


    Jack’s loneliness eased. This plump woman, smothering chicken legs in a flour and spice coating, apron flecked with hot grease splotches, had warmed his heart.


    “Enjoy,” she called out.


    Jack cradled the bucket of chicken under his arm and waved. The woman winked as she wiped down the saltshaker and pricked the encrusted holes with a toothpick.


    The next morning they were on the road. The car was slathered with slushy winter rain. The wipers heaved through the mire with all the might of a plow. Jacked pulled over at the first gas station and they sat in the coffee shop, waiting for the weather to clear up.


    “The girls want more hot chocolate,” Angela said.


    Jack pulled a few dollars from his pocket. Chocolate turned into lunch, and lunch turned into snacks, and snacks turned into dinner.


    “We’ll have to go back to the motel, try again tomorrow,” Jack said irritably.


    Angela took a deep breath, plastered on a smile, and nodded.


    By the next morning the wet snow had relented into dry flurries. Jack didn’t stop driving once they were on the road. They made it all the way through the forests and pulp mills and lakes to the edge of New Brunswick.


    Katie read aloud the road sign that said EDMUNDSTON.


    “Are we there yet?” Maggie asked.


    “Not yet.”


    “But Katie said we were in Edmonton,” Maggie said.


    Angela and Jack smiled and winked at each other.


    The next afternoon they arrived in Quebec. The St. Lawrence River was a light airy blue; cascades of ice had wrinkled the edges. They stopped at a diner just outside Quebec City. Angela ordered the fattest slice of pecan pie she’d ever seen. The filling was a deep mud brown, not light amber like she would have back home.


    The waitress frowned at the children. A French pop song played on the radio.


    “I’ve always wanted to learn French,” Angela said.


    “Oh,” Jack said absent-mindedly.


    Angela watched him quietly and licked her fork, a candied husked pecan split down the middle, porcelain white flesh like a dislodged tooth, wedged in the prong.


    “More tea,” he said to the waitress who hovered about with mop in hand, ready to clean up the mess made by the children.


    Jack kept his tea off the table, held it, and rotated the cup around in his palms, warmth spreading through his knuckles. Being on the road for this long was strange to him. The tension in his neck, nerves in his groin tightening and releasing as he kept his foot tight over the gas pedal. The carrying on Angela did with the kids, the noise, the games, the crying.


    As they filed into the washroom, Jack relished the break. When they returned he put down the empty teacup and rose to get the door. Weary and aware of the task ahead, he put on a smile and hoisted Lily on his neck. He carried her to the car and strapped her into her car seat.


    That night they stayed in a motel outside of St. Jerome. Jack had longed to stop in Montreal and show Angela the shops, old Montreal, and the Basilica. She’d love the big church. But he’d kept driving; it was snowing and the roads were getting clogged.


    “Snow’s no better here,” Angela said, emerging from the bathroom, a towel wrapped around her wet hair. The television was on, and the forecast predicted more snow all across southern Ontario and the north. “Do we have to keep going?”


    “We’ll just have to plow through,” Jack said.


    The next morning they drove steadily, making it west of Ottawa by lunchtime. Along the highway Maggie had spotted a pair of golden arches. The girls begged Jack to stop. He pulled over at the next service station along the highway and reversed, heading back east to get to the McDonalds. Katie and Maggie sprang from their seats and ran into the restaurant. The smell of starch and hot grease enveloped them, the shrill buzzing of the fountain pop machine and the slush of ice cubes. Katie and Maggie ran around the interior then returned, their faces tear-stained and bewildered.


    “What’s wrong?” Angela asked as she buckled Lily in the ketchup-stained high chair.


    “Ronald McDonald and Grimace and Hamburgler aren’t here,” Maggie said.


    “Don’t worry, my love, we’ll get you a toy version,” Jack said. He returned a few minutes later with a tray of Happy Meals, Cokes, and burgers for Angela and himself. He slipped on an open pack of vinegar and the tray upended. The mess of food was drenched with cola; ice cubes squashed some of the steaming fries. The head of the toy Hamburgler snapped off and rolled under a vinyl booth.


    Angela bit her lip. Jack sank to the floor as the girls wailed and clamoured around him in the hopes of rescuing the food. Angela wanted to curse. She wanted to smack him. The manager came over. Angela looked sheepishly at him.


    “It’s alright, we’ll get you another order,” he said and asked one of the high-school kids to clean up the mess.


    Jack sat down and avoided Angela’s eyes. The manager returned with a full tray of food.


    Jack ate silently, the girls happy enough with their plastic toys, Angela with no more time for anger, the burger satiating the pangs in her belly.


    By nightfall they were outside of Orillia. They stopped in a motel and in the morning swept the cloddish drift of snow from the windshield and drove until they were outside of Sudbury.


    “Anyone you know working in the nickel belt here?” Angela asked.


    “Used to be, but the mining strike has turned this town upside down,” Jack said.


    The sable roadside rock looked as if it had been painted with soot.


    “Mining did that,” Jack said and pointed at the rock.


    The ebony hills allowed the world above to get a glimpse of the mining world below: the charred rock, scraped of all its worth, so much like the deep, dark canyons underground that the miners colonized, gnashed, and tore at, year after year, for survival and providence. Posterity unheard of, you took from the rock all you could, and all you could now, never worrying about the future or how some town or city would look when you were through. Raven hills be damned.


    The scant snow seemed gauzy, a light webbing spread over the town and rocks, temporarily dressing the wounds left by miners, a snow easily blown away by a driving wind. It swirled over the windshield. The growing cold formed a damask-patterned print of frost on the windows of the car as it slunk slowly along the highway.


    “We should stop for the night,” Angela said.


    They pulled in at the next motel. The room was cheap, airy, and cold. They spent the night under woollen blankets Angela had pulled from the trunk — itchy and thick as dried scabs.


    It took the better part of the next day to reach Sault Ste. Marie. The leaden snow had covered the roads. Plows removing snow and spraying salt moved at glacial speeds. The children, barely visible behind a mountain of toys, fought over each toy the other picked up.


    “For the love of —” Jack shouted angrily.


    “Honey,” Angela said soothingly.


    Jack turned up the radio to drown out the noise. A nerve in his leg was throbbing. It was time to stop and find another motel and get something to eat. At the dimly lit restaurant in the roadside motel on the outskirts of Sault Ste. Marie, the waitress placed Jack’s order before him. He bit into the small butterscotch brown pie crust. He thought it would be filled with beef. It was sweet and sticky and tasted of cinnamon.


    “The menu said mincemeat pie,” Jack said. Angela had a loose string of mozzarella cheese hanging from her chin. She took a bite of his pie and her nose wrinkled.


    “That’s not ground beef,” she said.


    When the waitress returned with apple juice and soup for the girls, she told them it was, in fact, a mincemeat pie.


    “It can’t be, it’s not ground beef,” Jack said.


    “A mincemeat pie is made with raisins and currants and spices,” the surly waitress said. She walked away languorously, collected used plates and cups, dropped peas on the floor, and smashed them underfoot with her salt-stained Ski-Doo boots.


    Jack shrugged. Baffled, Angela raised her palms.


    Things are called different here, Jack thought. It’s like a whole new language. Like French, only harder because you’re supposed to know what things are. That mincemeat isn’t ground beef. If you thought otherwise you’d be looked at like you had evolved no higher than the ground yourself.


    He was suddenly gripped by a stitch of embarrassment. Shame for his kids who would be expected to know all kinds of words they’d never heard before. They would be mocked in that cavalier way children have when they are unwittingly cruel. He gulped his tea and made sure Lily had enough arrowroot cookies and juice. He lowered his voice and tried to decipher the slang in the language the contrary waitresses used. He would learn, and he would learn quickly.


    The next morning Jack looked at the wrinkled map, a paper cup of acrid tea in his hand. The road ahead seemed to bend and curve around a misshapen lake. It would be a challenge.


    “The snow seems at its worst yet,” Angela said, standing by the motel window. The car looked like it had a white plastic carrier on top, so thick with undisturbed snow that had fallen overnight. The sparse, leafless trees with spindly branches looked like cotton plants, round balls of snow on their edges.


    Jack thought of the roads, the lake, and the snow. This leg of the trip worried him. When they got on the road they drove the slowest yet. It took them all day to go around the lake. The north shore of Lake Superior, with its solid brown roadside rock drifts and run-off, frozen in mid-air, looked like iced waterfalls. The towns scattered along Lake Superior seemed dangerous and wild, devoid of population, yet abundant with natural riches, wildlife, and as Jack had pointed out, lumber, pulp mills, and newly discovered minerals.


    He thought about the amount of explosives it had taken to blast through these cocoa-bean-coloured rocks. How many backbreaking hours of blasting had it taken? How many hours of hauling and dumping — and where was the pit? Where was the leftover rock thrown? Jack pictured the men, snot-nosed, beards full of blackflies in the summer, frozen with spittle in the winter, clearing out when the rocks exploded, trucked back in when the rocks were reduced to chunks, strewn all over the intended road, clawed out of this rugged land.


    They had been driving for hours, winding and curving round Lake Superior’s choppy coastline. They turned a corner and suddenly they came upon a lone moose, stark and still in the middle of the highway. Jack slammed on the brakes and the girls heaved forward, books and toys falling to the floor with a thump.


    “Jesus,” Angela whispered.


    “What a beast,” Jack whispered and eyed the tremendous antlers, snout shaped like a butternut squash, spindly legs, and massive rump. The moose eyed them lazily, reared its mammoth brow and trotted off back into the woods.


    “Can we stop now?” Angela asked.


    “Yes, of course,” Jack said firmly.


    They were just outside of Thunder Bay. He took a left turn off Highway 17 and drove into town past Current River. It was a frothy mess of moving water tumbling rapaciously over itself. As they approached the waterfront they were awestruck by the slab of dark rock shaped like a supine man.


    “Let’s get some sandwiches and have a picnic,” Angela said.


    Jack drove until they found a supermarket. Angela ran in and grabbed a loaf of white bread, peanut butter, jam, milk, and bananas.


    They parked near the waterfront and ate noisily, famished and tired.


    “The clerk told me that it’s called The Sleeping Giant,” Angela said and gestured to the mound of rock.


    They watched the sun set over the Sleeping Giant and the girls fell asleep in the back. The dappled sun grazed their cheeks, making them look like bobcat cubs, spotty shadows brown and sharp orange.


    Angela wanted to nuzzle them, curl up beside them, and hibernate for the rest of the drive.


    “Let’s get another motel,” Jack whispered.


    Transport trucks with yellowed logs piled like rolled cigarettes plugged the highway from Thunder Bay to the Manitoba border. Pulp mill towns along the shoreline emitted grey, woolly streams of thick smoke that filled the air with the smell of boiled eggs. It took the full day to get to Manitoba. They seemed to glide across the province in one straight slick line.


    “Where are we?” Angela asked over a plate of hot spaghetti.


    “Outside of Brandon.”


    Back on the road, the tight chug of a train, the doleful whistle, and the scrape of the wheels on the algid track. The train ran alongside the highway, across what in summer would be flax fields. The flatness of the city limit farmlands was a relief from the rugged Canadian Shield of northwestern Ontario.


    In the morning they reached Saskatchewan, bypassed Regina, and drove straight through to the rural areas. Bales of hay, frosted with ice and snow, hedged the highway. Lone grain mills stood strong and defiant in the face of the acerbic wind and snow. Weathered barnyards looked drafty and cold.


    “We’re almost in Alberta,” Jack said.


    Angela felt a twinge of excitement. “We’re almost there, girls,” she yelled over her shoulder.


    A few hours outside Calgary, Jack pulled into a roadside diner. It was close to suppertime and the family had been driving all day. Angela was restless. She’d been trying to read in the front seat and had kept her feet curled up underneath her, so her muscles were numb. The children were cramped and tired. Jack was exhausted from the week-long drive across the country.


    “We’re in Brooks, Alberta,” Jack announced as he looked at the map.


    Angela got out wearily. She stretched and yawned, warm breath visible in the cool Albertan air. “Are we staying the night?” She sat across from him in the booth, plates jumbled on the tabletop. Jack nodded and shook salt over his meal for the third time. Angela smiled and the children cheered, excited by the prospect of jumping on the motel beds. Angela knew they didn’t have much money left; most of the moving expenses had gone on the credit card since the company didn’t offer re-location assistance.


    She smiled at Jack between mouthfuls in the hopes of demonstrating patience and faith, but he was unreachable, far-off. Worried about where they were going, she assumed, but focusing awkwardly on the girls, trying to make it fun for them.


    He pantomimed and the girls howled with laughter. He crossed his eyes and juggled his potatoes. He stopped when he noticed two men in the next booth staring at him.


    “Good day,” one said as he tipped his black leather cowboy and smirked at Jack.


    Jack nodded slightly, reddened, and mumbled, “Yeah, my kids, driving all day.”


    The two cowboys seated across from each other laughed.


    “Where are you coming from?” the dark, tall one asked, his face as wide as the rear of a truck, his nose long and thick like a horse’s neck.


    “He must be from out east, ‘down home’ you say, eh?” the smaller one said, smiling. His eyes were wide and slow, and they blinked lazily as he passed a toothpick from side to side in each cheek.


    “Newfoundland,” Jack said slowly.


    The bigger cowboy appraised Angela. She held her fork midway to her mouth and pushed black strands of stray hair away from her face with her left hand, tightened the collar of her pink winter coat, and smiled weakly at the burly men.


    Jack cleared his throat. “Where are you from? Round here?”


    “Well,” the large man said, his eyes on Angela, “we work on a ranch a few miles south of here.”


    “Are you coming out here to work?” the smaller one asked.


    “Yes, we’re going up to Foxville to work, to live, I mean.”


    “Well, well we got us a real Saltwater Cowboy,” the bigger man said and winked at Angela. He faced Jack and his gaze travelled up and down his pinched face. “Real fishes out of water, eh?”


    His small friend smirked.


    “Up here working on the ranches, the oil rigs, the rock up north, hell, we’ve even got some of you pumping gas at the Shell, eh, Mike?” the bigger said and looked at the small one.


    Mike nodded.


    “Wrangling a piece of the pie up here in God’s country,” the big man said loudly and spread his massive arms.


    The children stared at the big man in silence as their feet dangled underneath the table; their legs scraped the chair’s red vinyl, sounding like salt crunching under snow. Angela’s upper lip stiffened. I’ve got four babies to protect, I’m not going to let you push us around, she thought.


    “Welcome to your new home,” the big man said as he lowered his arms and slapped his palms on the table. The ice cubes clanged against glasses. “The name’s Rob. Where are you guys staying tonight?”


    “At the motel across the highway,” Jack answered.


    “I got plenty of room on my ranch if you’d like —”


    “That’s nice of you, I’d be —”


    Angela kicked him underneath the table. “We’ve already paid for our room,” she announced brightly.


    “She sounds like she’s straight from Ireland. She your good-luck charm?” Rob said and laughed. “Listen, my sister’s singing country and western tonight at the bar motel. Why don’t you join Mike and me for a beer, that is, if your lovely wife don’t mind?” the big cowboy asked and winked at Angela.


    “Oh, for the love of Christ, do what you want. It’ll give me a chance to put the kids to sleep.”


    The cowboy let out a long slow whistle. “She’s got a sharp tongue, that woman,” big cowboy said and grinned. “We like them wild out here in the west.”


    Angela stabbed at her plate and shovelled food into her mouth, forced it down her throat through clenched cheeks. Leave it to Jack to go out with the boys his first night in the province, she thought. I want him to stay with me. He’ll only get in trouble with this crew, and the children, they need him right now. I need him right now.


    Jack walked the few feet from his motel room to the bar on rubbery legs. The nerve in his groin throbbed, the pain gnashed away at his hamstring all the way to his knee. His hair, wet from a quick shower, had frozen into thin, icy spears. Eager for a drink, he felt a quick stab of guilt for leaving the girls with Angela. But she’d insisted he go, blow off some steam she’d said, and assured him she’d be quite comfortable watching an episode of Coronation Street if she could find one. He knew she didn’t want him to go. Not really. She’d have preferred it if he’d cuddled up with her and the kids. But he knew she’d let him take a break. A break he really did need.


    He pulled open the bar door. A pile of dirty slush raked along as he stepped inside. Mike and Rob nodded, Rob’s arm on the back of a chair, motioning for Jack to join them.


    “Some cold,” Jack said.


    “Devil of a winter,” Rob said.


    Rob ordered beers and they each savoured their bottle of brew.


    “Which team you go for?” Mike asked.


    “Flames. Oilers a close second,” Jack said and winked.


    “My kind of fan,” Rob said.


    They raised their bottles and laughed. After a few rounds the volume on the hockey game was turned down. A lithe brunette backed up by guitar and drums sidled up to the microphone. She belted out a few twangy country standards. After her set, she strutted around the room. She accepted hugs from the crowd and allowed wheedling men to pour her drinks.


    “Had to meet and greet,” she said and pulled up a chair next to Jack.


    “No problem, sissie,” Rob said and plunked a beer in front of her chair.


    She was chewing cinnamon gum and the smell was sweet and woodsy. Jack inhaled. Her hair was thick, brown, and curly. Her black leather pants looked as if they had been branded on with an iron. Her rump was tight and heart-shaped. Jack tried not to look into her drowsy brown eyes.


    “Another?” Rob asked.


    Jack nodded, gave him the thumbs-up, and raised his bottle to clink it with Renee’s.


    She told the filthiest jokes Jack had ever heard anyone — man or woman — utter. Jack couldn’t help but laugh.


    “You’re filthy, love,” he said.


    “Dirtier than dirt,” she said and winked.


    Jack laughed again and his legs relaxed. The nerve in his leg stopped banging against muscle and bone.


    Six hours later Jack stumbled back to the motel room. He stank of Irish whiskey and beer. He fumbled with the door and dropped the keys. Between his legs he saw a figure moving toward him. A few feet away in a hip-length fur coat stood Renee.


    “Hiya,” she said and licked her full red lips.


    Jack looked at his hands. “Dropped my keys,” he whispered and jingled them good-naturedly. “Found them!”


    “Would you like to have another drink with me?”


    He stared at her silently.


    “My room is just around the corner, the other side of the motel.” She hitched her thumb to the left. “They give me a room whenever I’m out here performing. Free mini-bar.”


    He stared at her silently.


    “Sure is warm in this coat,” she said and opened the sable fur to reveal a tight-fitting, sequin-encrusted red satin top.


    “Missus,” he said weakly.


    “Renee.”


    “Renee,” he repeated politely, “I’m married, my wife is inside, so are my children —”


    “We can have a good time, though.”


    He again just stared at her.


    “Sure as hell hot in this big old coat,” she said and removed the red polyester kerchief around her neck. “You sure,” she drawled, “you won’t have a drink with me?”


    “I can’t, good night,” he said and wriggled in through the small space in the door, trying not to let too much light or cold get in at his family, sound asleep, vulnerable in their beds. Angela encircled Lily protectively. Remnants of a bedsheet tent hung from the headboard. Maggie and Katie’s arms dangled over the sides, fingers curled delicately, wide-open like little petals on nocturnal flowers.


    He tiptoed over to the bed and stubbed his toe on the wheels of the cheap metal bed frame. He sucked back a howl and clamped one hand over his toe, the other over his lips. He pulled back the covers and slid in next to Angela.


    “You stink,” Angela hissed in the dark, “like whiskey and cigarettes.” She threw her arm over her side and pushed him away. “You’ll be tired tomorrow during the last leg of the trip, and if you yell at my babies, so help me Jesus, I’ll —”


    “My love, I’m —”


    “Shh! You’ll wake the girls.”


    “Sorry —”


    “At least you didn’t go for a drink with that woman outside the door.”


    Jack’s stomach bottomed out. “Oh, my love, I’m —”


    “I found it amusing, listening to see how far she’d go. I knew she wouldn’t get very far.”


    “My love, I’m —”


    “Go to sleep.”


    He curled into her and held her as she fell asleep. He lay awake for hours. Everyone in Brighton knew I was married, he thought. No one would have dared to do what she did. It was tempting, though. This temptation shamed him. He felt dirty. He felt like a cheat. Even though he hadn’t done anything, the thought that he could have — if he had wanted to — scared and confused him.


    He missed home more than ever at that moment. He missed the stability and predictability of it all as he lay beside Angela, the wind and snow sloshing against the window, his head thick with drink.


    The next morning Jack’s throat was cracked and dry and the veins in his head throbbed, his blood sluggish. The girls were watching Mr. Dressup draw animals on coloured craft paper. Angela sat at the little desk, wrapped in a white towel, and drummed her fingers on the thin slab of panel board that served as a desktop. She cleared her throat loudly. “Good morning, Mr. McCarthy, ready to join the land of the living?”


    Jack moaned, rolled over, and covered his head with two thick white pillows. “Jesus, Angela, do they have to watch TV this early?”


    “Yes,” she answered icily, “they’re children. If you get to go out at night and play, you can’t expect them not to. We’re going to have them in the car for the next twelve hours so they deserve a bit of fun beforehand. Let’s show Daddy how to have fun!” she said and they piled on Jack and smacked him with pillows.


    Jack cupped his throbbing head in his hands and shot Angela a stern look. She saucily smiled back at him. “I’ll get you back,” he mouthed.


    “We’ll see,” she mouthed back.


    He got up quickly and pinned her underneath him. The children fell from his back and torso like ripe apples from a sinewy branch, screaming and laughing.


    “Maggie, go get Daddy some ice from the bucket, please,” Jack asked sweetly.


    “No! Don’t do it,” Angela said pleadingly.


    Maggie jumped off the bed, ran to the ice bucket on the table, and pulled out two small half-melted cubes. She scurried back over to the bed and presented them proudly to her father. He winked at her and dangled them above Angela’s face. She protested and wriggled but he lowered the cubes and she shrieked. He popped them in his mouth and kissed her neck and face. She screamed again and he growled at her.


    Lily started to cry. They stopped and looked at each other in surprise. “Rirry,” Jack mumbled, his mouth full of ice, and slid off his wife. She got up and wrapped Lily in the white bed sheet as Jack gave her a big bear hug.


    Jack slowly pulled out from the motel parking lot. Renee stood in a motel room doorway in her red negligee, kissing the small cowboy. “Isn’t that your friend Mike? Oh, and your friend, what was her name?” Angela said and waved goodbye to Mike and Renee.


    “What the Jesus —” he asked as Angela mussed up her hair and crossed her eyes.


    “Waving to her.”


    “You’re crazy.”


    Angela bucked her teeth and waved like an oaf.


    Renee’s pixie nose wrinkled as she stared at Angela.


    “Oh for the love of, stop it, Mike’s looking,” Jack said and waved meekly. He rolled slowly out of the icy parking lot and gunned the motor, to little avail, speed being impossible on an iced northern salt-and-gravel-peppered road. He looked back apologetically through the rear-view mirror as Mike and Renee stared quietly at the advancing car.


    “They’ll think we’re some strange.”


    “I don’t care,” Angela sneered stubbornly, tucked her feet up in the car seat, and reached over to turn up the radio and the heat.


    As they drove through town toward the highway, CBC Alberta played a local country and western band: rough country with affected southern twang accents. Angela liked it; it suited this place as they moved from the foothills deeper into the grasslands and parklands. An area filled with aspen, poplar, and some sparse grassy areas. Rabbit tracks along the side of a low foothill were thwarted by wolf paws. A grey patch of fur stuck to a bush. Scant roadside stops save for a few gas stations with tiny coffee shops selling lukewarm coffee and plain doughnuts. Sudden rugged sounds in the music, with lonely open acoustic solos, Not at all like our upbeat lilting Irish folk, Angela thought. This music was haunting, morose, and achy. Aching for what, she hadn’t a clue. Connection? Others?


    It was the solitude up there that was overwhelming, with only the wild wolves and foxes on the side of the road, ptarmigans and crows zigzagging across the highway, animals that looked slightly mad themselves, alone or in packs. She’d never felt this deep sense of solitude in Newfoundland, although she should have on that cold little island, separate from Canada, in the icy Atlantic all by itself.


    On the mainland, in one of the richest provinces, sandwiched between two other provinces, one mountainous, the other grassy, filled with valuable wheat, and a population twice as large as Newfoundland, she’d never felt more alone.


    They stopped for lunch just north of Calgary. The Rocky Mountains in the distance were beautiful, peaks as white as meringue. That’s some rock, Angela thought. Lulled by the motion of the car, she drifted off. She slept for most of the drive and when she woke up they were in Fort McMurray. As they drove through they saw a blue Chevy parked outside a service station with a bumper sticker that read Let the Eastern Bastards Freeze in the Dark.


    “What’s that for?” Angela asked.


    “Albertans don’t like the Liberal government’s energy program. Oil revenues have been subsidizing the Maritimes,” Jack said.


    “Mulroney is getting rid of it, though, isn’t he?”


    “Supposed to,” Jack said.


    They drove in silence through the town with many signs out advertising homes for sale.


    “Everyone’s leaving this town too,” Angela said.


    “Seems the haves are in the same boat — sinking ship more like it — as the have-nots,” Jack said and snickered.


    They found a motel on the outskirts. It was an unkempt aluminum-covered square shack, with ten motel rooms stretched out in an L-shape to the left of the office. He parked beside the office. The door chimes fluttered when he opened the door. Light brown and white panel board covered the walls; green vinyl chairs lined the lobby. It smelled of smoke. The carpeted floor was damp under his winter boots.


    He touched the tabletop bell. It let out a smothered clack. A young man came out from behind the counter, his blue eyes bright and shiny, brown hair limp over his hairy eyebrows. He grinned crookedly.


    “Room for five, please.”


    “Heading up to Foxville to work at the new mine?”


    Jack nodded.


    “We’ve seen a lot of people come through in the last little while. A new boomtown, eh?”


    “Yes. Can’t say we know quite what to expect.”


    “It’ll be fine. A lot of us Albertans have gone up there. You’ve got nothing to worry about. You’re from down east, eh?”


    Jack nodded and smiled shyly.


    “A lot of people come up lately from the east coast. Never met a friendlier bunch. The name’s Pat, by the way.”


    Pat punched in the credit card number. The transaction failed. Pat apologized and tried again. Jack shuffled his feet and placed his hands on the counter. Pat tried for a third time, and it failed again.


    We’ve gone over our credit limit already? Jack thought. This is all I have. He began to perspire. Pat called the help line and the voice over the phone told him the card had reached its limit.


    Jack didn’t know what to do. He’d call his father. He’d call Pete. He’d crawl back into the car without waking Angela, drive all night until they get to Foxville, then he’d borrow money from Pete, or his father. He didn’t know how he’d feed the children supper, or breakfast in the morning, either.


    Angela squeezed in through the wind-pressed door with Maggie on her hip, and mouthed the word “Washroom.”


    Pat’s face softened and he presented Jack with a key. “Well, here you are. Room number seven, to your left.”


    Jack stared at him, his forehead crinkled. “But —”


    “No buts about it,” Pat said and lowered his voice. “Take a room, have a hot shower and some dinner. Pay me when you get to Foxville. The mailing address is on your receipt.”


    Jack hung his head in shame. He looked Pat in the eye and grabbed his hand to express his gratitude. I don’t know why he’s doing this for us. He doesn’t even know us, but it means so much to me — us — Angela will be so happy. Angela must never know, Jack thought. He wouldn’t let her know that his attempts at providing for her so early on in the journey to their new life had already failed.


    Jack opened the door and the wind pummelled him to the ground. He got up and brushed the snow off his arms, relieved Angela hadn’t seen.


    “They were some nice,” Angela said, looking out the side window, waving to Pat and his wife Trudy as they pulled out of the motel parking lot, heading north to Foxville.


    Jack nodded. “They’re a good bunch.” He couldn’t believe Pat’s graciousness. He’d paid for the hotel, fed his family, and when he checked out, Pat had handed him a packed lunch, “To see you the rest of the way,” he’d said.


    After they’d put the children to bed last night they’d played cards with Pat and Trudy.


    “Wave a final goodbye to Pat and Trudy, girls,” Jack said and they poked their little faces against the glass of the U-Haul and waved through the steam their breath made.


    They were once again driving alone on a lonely old northern Canadian highway. The motion of the car, slow and rhythmic, lulled Angela into a deep, comfortable sleep. She dreamed of this new town of Foxville, encircled by wild foxes, treacherous, sly beasts, intent on betrayal. Their sharp teeth glistened and dripped juice from their kill of flapping freshwater fish. They scratched the floor and the walls of her new home. One fox lay like a sphinx on a woman’s thighs, paws on her belly, tail swishing over her breasts and eyes; it was Renee, her red clothes destroyed — shredded — by the foxes.


    “Jack,” she said softly when she woke up hours later, “you can’t see a blessed thing!” They were in the middle of a whiteout, inching along the highway, dragging pounds of snow with them. They couldn’t see anything out the front or side windows, and the rear-view mirror revealed nothing but snow.


    The children were asleep in the back, their foreheads matted and slick with sweat. The heat blasting through the vents kept them warm, despite the cold outside. The windshield wipers roared like a snowmobile as it kicked aside pounds of snow, before it retreated in defeat and skidded back across the clear glass, ready to arm-wrestle the newly fallen snow that had quickly accumulated.


    Jack drove in silence. Angela sat upright in her seat, her hands crossed tightly over her belly. They drove that way for two hours before the car was pulled onto a black ice patch. Jack lost control and they skittered to a stop, bumping against a snowbank.


    Angela turned to him and started to whimper. He got out and packed the ice with snow and the red yarn he tore from the head of Maggie’s Raggedy Ann doll. He pulled it apart with regret, pained to know he’d wrecked her favourite doll, the one his mother had given her for her birthday in the spring. He thought of that warm spring in Brighton, so far off now, so far away from where they were today, stranded out on this highway. He tried not to think of it, the cake, the warm candles, the barbecue steaming, and the hot sizzling wieners Maggie had requested for her birthday meal. The ketchup she’d drizzled so liberally on her bun had dribbled all over her new white dress. She’d been upset, worried that her new dress would be stained. “Don’t worry, my love,” he’d said, “you look just like Raggedy Ann now, all dressed in red and white.” That had cheered her up somewhat. Her finding her doll in the state it would be in by tomorrow morning was not something he looked forward to. But of course he had to do it, they needed it for traction, and the yarn was the hardiest material they had. But what kind of reason could he give to his Maggie?


    He got back in the car, his face grim and wet with snow.


    “Don’t worry, love, I’ll get us there safely,” he said. It was the last thing he’d say for the rest of the drive. He stuck to that mantra, determined to deliver on his promise and get them to Foxville safely.


    The car was sucked off the road by three more ice patches, and he had to stop, pull the car from the snowbank, and manouevre the vehicle back onto the slippery road. He was exhausted and Angela was white with fear, but he didn’t say a word. He focused on the road ahead.


    They rounded a corner and the car’s headlights illuminated a silver pole towering from the snowbank.


    “Foxville, five kilometres,” Angela whispered as she read the road sign.


    They drove over a bridge, black water frozen solid underneath suspended weeds and foliage like petrified mummies, each branch wrapped in layers, bandaged with ice. As they crept along Angela read out the names of the streets: Wild Rose Avenue, Foothill Road, Plains Street, Aspen Crescent, and Birch Road. They found the address they were looking for and pulled the car into the driveway. Jack hadn’t even turned off the engine when both doors to the cab were yanked open and Peter pulled each of them one by one from the truck and bustled them inside. Wanda helped bundle the children up into fresh, warm clothes and tucked them into a mattress on the floor.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Five


    He woke up at five o’clock, bolted upright and clamoured for the steering wheel, calming down only when he realized where he was: on a mattress, in the living room of his life-long best friend’s new mobile home in Foxville, Alberta.


    He’d looked over at Angela curled up against the pillow, her T-shirt stuck under her breasts, her belly like swollen fruit, the skin yellowed, tiny capillaries in the sides stretched and visible. Jack had stared at her stomach in disbelief, scratched his head, and leaned over to gently rub her warm belly while she slept.


    He made his way to the kitchen and sat at the table made of imitation oak, surrounded by four chairs with puffy vinyl-backed chairs, emblazoned with a mixed floral pattern: purple, mud brown, leaf green, and dull yellow. The chair emitted a burst of air when he sat on it, a pinched sound, an old man’s tired sigh. That’s how Jack had felt on his first morning in Foxville: tired and defeated, ages older than when he’d started the journey northbound.


    He stood up, went to the stove, turned on the kettle, and looked out the window. The blizzard had stopped, but piled high, obliterating the town from view, was an eight-foot snowdrift. The entire trailer was wrapped in snow.


    The kettle sputtered silently; filled to the brim with water, it drooled and oozed over the lip. Jack hurried over and poured himself a cup — two bags, two sugars, and two milks, strong, sweet, and milky. He drank the hot liquid gratefully, and the heat settled his cold, clattering, nervous bones.


    An hour later Pete woke up and they shovelled the snow within forty-five minutes. After showering, Pete left for work, easing his truck slowly across town toward the gravel highway that led to the mine site. Jack left a house full of sleeping women to trudge through the snow to see about housing and a new Raggedy Ann doll for Maggie — he couldn’t forget that.


    He hadn’t told Pete or Angela this, but he wanted a house. He didn’t want to live in the trailer park, in one of these small, cramped, boxy homes. He wanted something bigger, prettier for Angela, with a wooden staircase and a basement for the children to play in.


    In Pete’s black, zip-up, one-piece snowsuit and boots two sizes too big, Jack made his way through the streets of Foxville. The town was sterile and silent. Homes were wrapped in wide snowdrifts that swept upward into stiff peaks. They looked like icebergs, immovable and tomb-like. The houses in town were tiny, one-storey, hastily erected “company homes,” mainly wooden, a few brick, but most were made with cheap aluminum, in warm shades of buttercream, white, and grey. Pete had told Jack that the mine manager, the mayor, and their wives lived in two-storey homes on top of a gentle hill on the northern edge of town. Homes that were surrounded by thick gardens with pretty white gazebos.


    The miners’ homes bustled with activity inside. Women were getting their families up, nursing small children in armchairs, frying bacon in big black pans.


    Jack wondered where they came from. Were some of them just starting out, leaving very little behind? Or were they like him, reluctant and despondent, missing their homes more than anyone could guess?


    As he walked through town, two forked roads cut through the trees; one road led toward the mine and the other dirt road toward the town dump. He could see the smoke rising from the dump and the highest point of the mineshaft, which claimed its space aggressively. The bulk of the Canadian Shield spread out behind Foxville, stretching farther north into a desolate area interspersed with bogs, very little soil, and foliage. Not like Foxville, which was filled with aspen, poplar, birch, evergreens such as white spruce and pine, and many varieties of moss and northern lichens.


    To the west lay a gravel road that led out of town, which crossed over the confluence of Peace River and Lake Athabasca. It led to Fort McMurray and eventually on to Edmonton and Calgary. The southern tip of town sat on the shore of Lake Athabasca, a beautiful, rugged, sparkling blue lake full of black islands, dark, dense trees, and haggard rock that cast shadows on the moody lake.


    As he approached the centre of town, the russet oxidized-iron Civic Centre dominated the space. It contained the school, library, council chambers, and all of the small businesses in town: the pharmacy, Hudson’s Bay Company, The Coyote Diner, the post office, and a two-hundred-seat cinema. It housed several multi-purpose rooms that were converted into churches on a Sunday (every denomination in town got its hour and a half), the small clinic and hospital, the grocery mart, bank, and the Royal Canadian Mounted Police detachment.


    It was an open-concept building separated by ramps and winding corridors built out of pine on lightly stained brown tile floors. Bright, round, exposed lights hung from high ceilings. There were plenty of common areas to sit in and socialize — and a wooden grizzly bear sculpture in the centre of the shopping area.


    Jack hauled open the door at the Civic Centre. It opened slowly and swept back a ridge of snow. He stamped his boots together to push off the snow, patted the snow off his arms, and took off his black ski mask. He noticed the door to the Chamber of Commerce and went inside.


    He was greeted by a realtor named Dwayne. The tall, broad-shouldered man, with a full round belly squashed tightly in the waist of faded denims, cinched with a Western cowboy belt buckle, sold him a mobile home. The leather from his cowboy boots, imported from Texas he said, chafed his thin, squat legs as they jiggled while Jack signed the mortgage. Grey, curly hair poked out of the white open-collared shirt. A solitary curl looped over his wide forehead, the rest of his hair slicked back greasily. He must have been an attractive young man, but he’d grown old early. Wealth and hard work had etched a certain trenchancy on his face, leaving him sagacious and smug, unconquerable.


    Jack sat at Dwayne’s desk and stared at the real estate documents. He was afraid to pick up the pen. They needed to leave Pete’s. They needed to find their own home, but Jack didn’t want to call this place home. If they purchased the mobile home there would be less chance of leaving. This would become home, permanently.


    “All set?” Dwayne asked.


    Jack nodded to Dwayne’s secretary as she presented Jack with a pen.


    “Go on, my love, the missus will be pleased,” she said. She was a miner’s wife from Springdale.


    Dwayne smiled. He was happy. New faces appeared on the streets every day, all of them rural dwellers, most of them from Newfoundland. He’d hired his assistant because she was from Newfoundland; he barely understood her due to her brogue, but he’d heard she’d work for next to nothing, and she did, in on time every morning, sharp-minded, efficient, and the last to leave at night. All of them would be looking for new homes. Houses were much too expensive for them, though. The duplexes would go to management at the mine, and businesspeople in town, not to blasters, drillers, and muckers.


    Jack couldn’t help but feel like he’d failed. He knew Angela wouldn’t like a mobile home, not after what they lived in back home, he knew that she — like him — would rather have another house. He thought of Doctor Nelson. He thought of the children and Angela. He took the pen from Dwayne’s secretary and signed the documents.


    “You did the right thing,” the secretary said.


    “Your place will be ready in a month,” Dwayne said.


    “Month?” Jack asked.


    “Yes, I mentioned that initially,” Dwayne said and cocked his head to one side.


    Jack hadn’t been listening. “Right,” he said and stood up slowly to limply shake hands.


    Later that night, Jack couldn’t bring himself to tell the truth. “The mobile home will be ready for us early next week,” he told everyone, hung his head, scuffed his weak foot, and placed the doll he’d found for Maggie underneath her pillow in the little tent the children shared. He fell asleep soon after. He started work in the morning.


    On the first day of work at his new job, Jack sat in the cavernous grey room, surrounded by wheezing pipes and clanking boilers, sweating and cramped inside his fresh yellow rubber work suit. His feet were numb inside heavy work boots. His hands were cold and clammy and rested on the table in front of him, flat and frozen with fear. A clean hard hat sat on his head, free of scuff marks, the plastic band clasped tightly. He stared straight ahead as if a new recruit in the army, not daring to look at any of the other men.


    Twelve other men sat around a splintered wooden table, training day for new members of the crew, each of them avoiding eye contact. They would leave this room and join their crews, Jack to the blasting crew, the man beside him to engineering, the other to his right would head for the geology department. Men from all over Canada sat around the table: men from Manitoba, Nova Scotia, Saskatchewan, and British Columbia. There was a man from the Philippines and one black man from South Africa. Those men were the quietest, almost as if they weren’t really there, as if their summons to this corner of the earth was not simply a choice for a better life. They had been lured by the promise of money — bait that kept them squirming and worming their way through the rock — but an acceptance of punishment, an exile from their homeland, a fall from grace into the low bowels of the cold, cruel, unforgiving Canadian north.


    A burly miner was telling a joke. “A surveyor, engineer, and miner were sent into a room, one at a time with a pool table and five balls on it to see what they would do in five minutes. The surveyor came out and he had all five balls in a perfectly straight line. The engineer came out and had the balls in the shape of an atom. The miner came out and only three balls were left, one was broken and one was in his pocket to take home.” A few of the men laughed while the rest sat quietly like children on the first day of school, no friendships formed or alliances bartered for, each wondering who the bully and his teammates would be. Jack feared this unknown force, feared it more than the explosives he would soon detonate. He had no backbone for that, no clue how to stand up for himself. He’d always left it to Peter to watch out for him, and now here, amongst all these strangers, he’d have to learn pretty quick.


    “Gentleman,” said Rick Bowers, the health and safety officer. He stood in front of the room in a grey work suit, a pair of new safety glasses over his warm grey eyes. Jack grunted in assent like everyone else at the table and didn’t smile and nod or wink as he’d like to, in friendship and familiarity. He felt shy and uncertain this morning with not a familiar face in sight.


    “Good morning, and welcome to Noraldo Operating Corporation. As you remember from my letter, today we’re going to do some basic workplace safety training. Each of you please fill out these forms,” he said and circulated several papers throughout the room. “Now —”


    “Sorry I’m late,” a woman at the doorway said.


    “Excuse me?” Rick said. “Are you where you’re supposed to be? Administration is one floor down,” he said helpfully, warm eyes twinkling.


    “I’m a miner,” she said and extended her hand. “I’m Bobbi Lake, I’m here for training.”


    Some of the other miners sneered. She reddened brightly and sat down stiffly, her head held high. She was pretty, with long blonde curly hair, creamy white skin, a small nose, and hard, tough, flinty blue-grey eyes. She had big hands, a solid jaw, and hefty shoulders. Splotches of scarlet colour were in her cheeks.


    “Where is your uniform?” Rick asked gruffly.


    “I couldn’t find the woman’s dry, so I left it in the lunchroom.”


    “There is no woman’s dry. You’ll have to use the women’s washroom in the administrative department.”


    The miners glared at her with hard faces. It was pretty clear to Jack who would be the first to be bullied.


    After the morning-long training session, they hustled out to go to their separate crews. Jack wandered through the plant. On the way to the ground floor, he passed administration. A young athletic-looking man in a grey suit, with copper-coloured hair and big brown eyes, led a group of plump women in floral dresses and big droopy glasses through the workings of what looked like a new financial data machine. It was huge, cumbersome, and bulky. Jack couldn’t stand those machines. To him they were like big chunks of stubborn rock themselves, full of data that was as precious as gold itself, but he yearned to run from those number machines, to blast them all to bits.


    As Bobbi walked with the crew, she was completely unresponsive. Her gaze was cemented forward. She was unsmiling and stiff, a soldier protecting her rich yet vulnerable territory.


    The foreman stood at the bottom of the stairs and called out names. He led the men to their appropriate places. When Jack’s name was called, he approached the blasting crew foreman, Russell Knox, a burly red-haired Ontarian, who, Jack was told later, had led a blasting crew in the abominable pre-Cambrian shield and wrenched more gold free from those boulders than any other blasting crew since. He was tough, commanded respect, yet he had a high-pitched nasal voice. Jack stifled a laugh at the sound of it. Russell eyed him savagely. Jack clamped his jaw shut and his smile withered.


    Jack joined the crew ready to load the skip-cage. The other men were steeling themselves for the descent into the black, rough, rocky earth. To spend the day in the hole in the ground that would swallow them whole and spit them out, hands dirty, nostrils and lungs full of dirt, skin paler than a freshly peeled potato at the end of the day. Their pockets would be full of the fruits of the ore, the kind that made a certain few rich and others even filthier with the dirt of wealth, while the men who worked it simply got filthy, tired, and resentful. Resentful that it was you and not that handsome, tanned, copper-haired gentleman from Finance who was going underground, risking everything, taking a deep breath before full descent, knowing that this could be your last taste of fresh air if something went wrong underground.


    Crowded into the skip-cage, pushed up against four other men — and one tough-faced woman — Jack wondered if they would look after one another, watch each other’s backs the way they had back home. He peered up at the last bit of light from aboveground and held his breath. He savoured the last bite of clean air before he had to inhale air forced in from ash-encased piping and hoped they would be a good team of drillers, blasters, and muckers. He could only imagine what could go wrong if they weren’t attentive to this exacting process. This process as told to him by his trainers and other miners, a language handed down through generations of men who’d given their lives to the work.


    Jack would load the dynamite into the casing and shove it into the holes made by the drillers and their long-hole air drills. Engineers had mapped out where the veins of gold were in the rock, due to the geologists who’d studied the ore samples. On Jack’s stope, seventeen holes, three and a half inches wide, six inches deep, were to be stuffed with dynamite with enough force to blast hundreds of tonnes of rock. After the rock was blasted, muckers like Pete Fifield and his crew used a muck machine to transfer the ore to cars headed for the main shaft and then above ground to the mill. The mucker’s waste rock was shoved back underground through a hole that seemed bottomless, a hole at the end of the stope where miners had to strap themselves to an oversized iron chain cemented into the side of the underground rock if they wanted to take a look down at the hole, the hole that seemed out of this world, with the strange iridescent light that seemed to come up from the bottom, the strange light the miners mythologized and made up stories about its origins.


    In the mill a crusher would reduce large chunks of ore to smaller gravel-sized pieces. The mill would pulverize these small rocks to bits the size of sand. The factory would add a water-and-cyanide solution and another mill would grind it into a mud-like pulp.


    This pulp would flow into settling tanks. The heavy, wet solids would settle on the bottom of the large tanks. Water would be drained. The wet solids would then be transferred to an agitation tank and air blown in. The oxygen would set off a chemical reaction between the cyanide and the gold trapped in the ore; that would dissolve the gold and leach it into the surrounding water. Drum filters would then separate the water from the solids. This water would now join the wastewater.


    Zinc powder was added to harden dissolved gold. To smelt the gold, chemicals such as manganese dioxide, fluoride, silica dust, borax, and sodium nitrate would be added. That would separate the gold from impurities. The chemical-and-gold mix would be poured into a smelter at 1,600 degrees Celsius. The smelter would rotate constantly so that the contents heated evenly. For two and a half hours the heavy gold would sink to the bottom while the impure material, called “slag,” floated to the surface. Slag would then be poured out.


    The gold would be cast into bar-shaped moulds and left to cool in tubs of cold water. The gold bars would be extracted from the moulds and cleaned of any slag residue. Waste would then be sent to the tailings pipe and disposed of, chemicals like arsenic, cadmium, and lead would be sent to a man-made segregated pond — a pond covered with netting and routinely monitored to deter wildlife from feeding and drinking — where it would then be cleaned as best could be and prevented from entering the water supply. This was the miner’s routine, shepherding this process, day after day. In frequently dangerous conditions, working with toxic materials.


    At the end of the workday, Peter Fifield sat behind the wheel of a battered grey truck with his filthy fingers on the wheel, dirt under his nails as thick as an eel. His boots and jacket were black with soot and grease.


    Jack passed through the security gate and protectively hugged his metal lunch tin to his chest.


    “How was your first day?” Peter asked as Jack swung open the door and hopped in the cab. Peter put the truck in gear and they headed off the property.


    “Oh, best kind,” Jack replied and smiled falsely. He didn’t want Peter to know how lost he’d felt all day; no use looking like a sook.


    Ten minutes later they pulled up in front of Peter’s mobile home in the east end. Both of their wives and all of their children had huddled around the front window watching, waving, and smiling. Maggie jumped and waved so excitedly, she tore the plastic storm window covering. The puncture spread quickly and a large piece fell from the window and flapped against Wanda’s narrow and pinched face. She looked as if she’d eaten something rotten and sour.


    Jack gulped and apologized.


    “She’s only a child,” Pete said and climbed out of the truck. His lunch tin banged noisily against the wheel. Jack and Peter mounted the steps, opened the door, and walked into the open arms of their wives and children.


    “Mr. Fifield,” Wanda said through clenched teeth, “will you fix that torn plastic, please?”


    “Yes, missus, as soon as we’ve eaten,” Peter said, light-hearted and cheerful, winking at her as he made his way to the kitchen table. “Large family of eight, come, sit at my table,” he said and opened his arms wide and high in affected graciousness. “Let us break bread and proclaim the mystery of life,” he said solemnly, making fun of Father Donnelly, the Catholic priest from Brighton, who’d just become bishop.


    Wanda’s features broke and she smiled in spite of herself. The children scrambled for a seat next to Peter. They sat on phonebooks stacked on mismatched chairs.


    They cut their beef steakettes with dull knives, spooned buttery mashed potatoes, carrots, and turnips into eager, hungry mouths. For a while they were quiet, everyone eating contentedly with little to worry about. Wanda offered tea and trifle for dessert, after which they sent the children to the living room, thick crayons in their pudgy hands, to work in their colouring books. The adults set up for a card game. Jack and Angela teamed up against Wanda and Peter and lost shamefully.


    Jack scowled at him. Pete had always been the winner; he’d won all the hockey games for the teams he played on in Brighton, he’d won swimming contests, jumping contests, running contests, car racing, and “chicken” contests. Jack had never won a thing. He was always on the losing hockey team, choked on the winning swimmer’s wake, couldn’t jump higher than a foot, and his gangly skinny frame and his limp leg made him the slowest in any type of walking or running race, the veritable chicken itself when it came to car racing on the back roads of Brighton and its outskirts, frightened to go too fast and petrified of trying to force an oncoming vehicle in the same lane to switch sides.


    “What’s wrong?” Peter asked Jack.


    “Nothing,” Jack said and slapped his cards on the table. He pushed back his chair and crossed his arms in front of his chest.


    “Come on now, Jackie, it’s only a card game.”


    “It’s easy for you to say. You always win.”


    “What’s the matter, did the baby lose his bottle?” Peter said and everyone laughed. The children had wandered in from the living room and laughed along, not because they knew what was funny, or because they knew they were laughing at their daddy — if they did, Maggie would be the first to join her father, stand by his side, cross her arms in front of her chest, and shoot sullen looks at the adults who dared to mock her precious dad — they laughed simply because the adults were laughing and they knew nothing better than to follow what they were doing.


    Tears gathered in the corners of Wanda’s eyes, she was laughing so much, no longer so cross and vexed, giddy from the tea and trifle — and the pleasure of a successive streak of winning at an evening of cards with her lucky husband and their oldest friends. The laughter grew until Jack slammed his fist on the table and yelled at them to shut the hell up.


    They were immediately silent as Jack’s wild eyes roamed from face to face. Peter’s eyes were pinched and narrow in puzzlement, Wanda’s wide in alarm, while Angela looked away with shame and fear that her husband had upset the people they relied on for refuge in this cold, new, strange, northern town. The children stopped laughing. Susie’s crinkly, rough, warbled cry issued from the back of the mobile home. Wanda pushed back her chair to tend to the baby.


    “The mobile home won’t be ready until the end of the month!” Jack said and hung his head.


    “Jack, why didn’t you —” Angela said and stopped as her children’s eyes volleyed back and forth between them, absorbing all words.


    “Bath time!” she said and rose to bustle off the girls toward the rear of the trailer. Maggie reached up to give her daddy a hug.


    “I’ve just had a long day at my new job, honey. Everything will be fine. Run along now and get in the tub. I’ll come and tuck you in,” Jack said and hugged her tightly.


    Jack stood with his back to Peter, who sat quietly at the head of the kitchen table, twisting a black ace and a red queen between his large thumb and forefinger. Jack slowly turned and dropped his arms to his sides, his mouth puckered and lopsided. He wiped the perspiration from his brow with the back of his hand. He sat in the chair brought from home that wheezed like an old man.


    “Why didn’t you just say so?”


    “I didn’t want to be a burden.”


    “You’re my best friend. It’s cramped and I’m sure our women are going nuts, but listen, buddy,” Peter said and leaned closer to Jack, “I’ll watch your back, alright? Nothing will ever change that. Not a week of getting on my nerves in my home, not a month of getting on my nerves in my home, or even, for chrissakes, a year of getting on my nerves in my home.”


    “You won’t regret helping me.”


    Wanda returned and said, “Stay as long as you like. I’ll have patience with the youngsters. Fix that storm window tonight or I won’t have a drop of patience left for any of you.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” Peter answered. “Let me take you out for beer after, hey, Jackie?”


    A crude wooden sign hung above the chocolate-brown door. Scorched black sunken letters welcomed all to the small cream-coloured aluminum shack called Chinook’s Tavern. The interior was clean and new, with white linoleum skid-free floors, brown wooden tables draped with plastic runner, and an enclosed bar in the corner — with a cut-out window so the waitress could pass out drinks and dodge flying beer bottles.


    “Mick,” Peter called.


    A man in the corner of the bar rose and ambled toward them. He cracked a peanut between his feeble teeth and extended a bony hand. “How are ya, Pete?”


    Peter introduced Jack. “The friend from back home that I’d mentioned.”


    Mick tipped his ball cap and nodded. He drank his beer slowly and removed his ball cap to scratch the top of his head every hour or so, but kept his eyes on the hockey game.


    Mick, Peter explained, was a contractor up from Calgary, but originally from Newfoundland. He had an eye for investments; he’d made a fortune last year in mining stocks alone.


    After the game, Mick whispered something indecipherable to Peter.


    Peter’s eyes widened.


    “What was that about?” Jack asked as Mick ambled off.


    “My investments are about to triple.”


    Jack stared at him.


    “When we first came up I invested a little with him. He’s got a friend who owns construction companies and they’ve even got mining equipment under patent. In this boom town we’re sure to make money.”


    “You don’t even know him. Why did you give him money?”


    Peter squared his shoulders. “I’ve got a good feeling about this.”


    “A good feeling?”


    “You want in?”


    “I ain’t got a pot to piss in, let alone money for investments.”


    “Try and get a loan from your family. Honestly, the money he’s made, we can make too.”


    “I don’t know. It seems fishy to me.”


    Peter shrugged and took a swig of his beer. “Suit yourself,” he said and raised his fist as the Winnipeg Jets scored against the Maple Leafs. Midway through the evening the room had divided into two camps. One side cheered for the Leafs while the other side cheered for the Jets. A few construction workers up from Edmonton sat at the table next to Jack and Peter. After the game the construction workers pulled their chairs up to Jack and Pete’s table.


    “Lots of work up here for you guys?” Peter asked.


    “We’ve built most of the homes, finishing the school now,” a shaggy blond worker said.


    “Not too many single women,” one said and winked.


    The men laughed and the barmaid returned with a tray of beer bottles. The shaggy blond, Charlie, whistled at her.


    “Don’t waste your time, I’ve got hair on my chest,” the barmaid said and rolled her eyes.


    The men laughed again and raised their bottles.


    “There’s a nice-looking blonde miner here,” Peter said.


    Jack felt a lurch of possessiveness grip his gut. He gulped as much beer as he could in the hopes of drowning his feelings. By the end of the evening the division in the room that the hockey game had created had dissolved and everyone had bought a round. Jack and Peter, drunk and tired, climbed into the truck and drove home.


    “What I wouldn’t do to have a home like one of those,” Wanda said wistfully as she appraised the split-level homes with heavy wooden siding and decorative panes around large bay windows on Wild Rose Avenue.


    “We’ll never see the likes of that,” Angela said and laughed.


    The youngsters were wrapped in puffy silver, blue, and white snowsuits with pink scarves around their mouths and red cheeks. Tiny, bird-like eyes, lashes crusted with ice, blinked rapidly as they sat on a wooden sled, bodies stiff with padding. A clot of frozen snot hovered above Susie’s lip. Wanda held the straight wooden stick that pulled the sled in her gloved hand and wiped her watery eyes with the other. “If Peter works hard enough, why can’t we have a house like that?”


    Angela shifted her weight to her left foot. A sharp piece of plastic had broken free from the layer of felt inside her snow boot and had scraped the back of her ankle. “No matter how hard our husbands work —”


    “Dream a little,” Wanda said and winked as Susie sneezed.


    Angela grew silent. It was no use with Wanda; she was a silly dreamer and always had been. She was like most people, though, just another young newlywed who had spent way too much on a wedding, a car, and a nice home full of new furniture. She needed to have everything right away, living on credit, thinking her husband invincible and his position at work irrevocable. Hadn’t the last year taught her anything? She’d had to live so frugally and at the mercy of the withering job market for so long, hadn’t it sobered her thinking in the slightest? Angela suppressed a sigh. No, it probably hadn’t taught her a thing. She’d probably imagined herself a princess of some sort, waiting to be released from the sequestered room she’d been sentenced to wait in, subsisting on sugar lumps while Peter was out looking for work.


    The door to one of the houses opened and a woman in a fox fur coat emerged, a young copper-haired man beside her. She sang out a pleasant hello and approached Angela and Wanda with her hand outstretched.


    “That’s Tanya Ann, the mayor’s wife, and their son, Tyger,” Wanda whispered to Angela. “Missing home yet?” she said to Tanya Ann.


    “We do miss Calgary, more than you can imagine. There aren’t any manicurists here or cowboys to open doors for me while I’m out shopping,” Tanya Ann said and laughed.


    Wanda laughed a little too loudly. Angela smiled weakly.


    “We’re hoping Tyger will settle down. He’s got a great job as controller of the mine. He lives down the street from us, in that brown house,” Tanya Ann said and pointed to a rustic home with floor-to-ceiling glass windows. Wanda’s eyes glistened.


    “Do either of you play bridge? Most of the women I’ve met want to play bingo, and I can’t stand that game,” Tanya Ann said and laughed again.


    “I play bridge,” Wanda said and adjusted her bay accent ever so slightly to match Tanya Ann’s.


    Angela tried not to laugh. Wanda hated bridge.


    Tanya Ann asked if Angela would join them. Angela shook her head. “I have three children, not much time for activities outside the home.”


    When Tanya Ann and her son drove off in their Jeep Cherokee, Wanda squealed with excitement.


    “You’ve always hated bridge,” Angela said and shook her head.


    “Doesn’t matter, I’ll pretend I like it,” Wanda said.


    “Why?”


    “We want to fit in here, don’t you?”


    Angela shrugged; she hadn’t given it much thought. All she wanted was a roof over her head and hot meals on the table. With that, she was fine.


    The month passed quickly: the men worked all day, Wanda and Angela took turns making supper and served it when the sun set at four o’clock, followed by a card game in the evenings. Katie told stories about her new school. In the afternoons, with the children in the sled, Angela and Wanda explored the town on foot. Every day more and more U-Haul trucks moved families into town. The trailer park filled up until finally Jack and Angela moved into a mobile home of their own.


    The oblong mobile home sat on the curve of the crescent. It was cream aluminum with milk-chocolate-brown trimming. There was a small plot of land in the front for a lawn and a small backyard that backed onto the endless forest full of wolves, rabbits, and foxes.


    “A small sand-dune succession in the summertime,” Dwayne had said.


    Angela stood on the front stoop. “It’s really quite lovely,” she said awkwardly.


    “It’s not big enough for you,” Jack said.


    Jack opened the door and they trundled in. Lily was promptly put down to crawl over the new linoleum floor. Maggie ran to the kitchen and plunked a new plant — a fern, the cashier at the grocery store told her — on the bare windowsill.


    “Frost will eat that,” Angela said, motioning to the plant. “Move it to the living room and we’ll put it on the table when we get one.”


    Jack brought in the bags from the car and put them in the living room. “Well?”


    “It’s fine, my love, the new baby can sleep in our room. The girls can take turns sharing and then each experience having their own bedroom. What more could we want?”


    Lily climbed in the suitcase and fell asleep curled into one of Angela’s summer scarves, the one with the shiny red cherries and green twigs on it. Angela unrolled the foam mattress, unpacked dishes and plates and cups, spread out sheets and pillows.


    “We’ll have a picnic,” she said and dished out a stew Wanda had made and stored in a mint-green Tupperware container. Jack had brought a loaf of bread at the supermarket when they picked up the fern, and they dipped the crusts in the murky broth with onions and oil rings floating on top. They sat around the fern and carolled.


    “Christmas is coming,” Angela whispered to Jack. He nodded and they both sighed.


    “Another expense,” he whispered back.


    By nine o’clock they had fallen asleep in a clump, all five of them on one mattress.


    The next morning they woke up seemingly all at once, a ripple of movement from someone’s leg and an arm while a foot untwined itself from someone’s calf. Blankets were bunched like snakes, wound through thighs and necks and the crooks of bent arms.


    Jack, the first to sit up, smiled and tickled Maggie’s nose. Lily sat up and rocked from side-to-side on Angela’s chest. She handed Lily over to Jack and got up to make cream of wheat for breakfast.


    At last, she thought as she stepped onto the cold scuff-free linoleum, a kitchen of my own. Half the size of what she had in Brighton, but it was hers. To decorate how she pleased, to cook in and eat when she wanted and to keep as messy or as clean as she wanted. She turned on the new stove, and bright orange curled through the coil. Then she turned on the tap, and toffee-coloured drips of water sputtered out.


    “Jack,” she called.


    Jack came in the kitchen and crawled under the sink.


    “The pipes froze,” he yelled, on all fours with his head buried in the cupboard. “Don’t worry, I’ll call Pete, we’ll fix this.”


    Angela turned off the stove, buttered cold bread, and brought it to the living room for the children to eat.


    After their first week in their mobile home, Angela felt settled. When Jack arrived home from work on Friday at four-thirty, Angela and the children greeted him in the doorway. He smiled lovingly at her when she wrapped her thin arms around his neck. Kate wore plaid gauchos, Maggie thin, stiff corduroy pants, and Lily a brown-and-beige gingham Holly Hobbie dress. They scrambled over the fabric of their outfits, hugged his knees, and giggled in unison.


    Jack was suddenly very proud. He felt satisfied, loved, and secure. He had done the right thing by taking them away from their hometown, out here to the west; they were warm, fed, clothed, and together as a family.


    He looked to his left toward the kitchen with the brown-and-white linoleum; each square had foliage in each corner and a flower in the centre with three petals. In the centre was a wooden kitchen table, beside which gauzy yellow curtains hung from the small window. The countertops were white and brown, speckled with yellow and gold. They held a few brand new appliances: a sterling silver toaster and a white microwave oven, several upright canisters with the letters F for flour, C for coffee, S for sugar, and T for tea sat in the centre, rendered in raised white coloured plastic.


    The kitchen stove and refrigerator were mustard-yellow and bulky (they’d come with the mobile home) and nested cozily in the room, the fridge beside the main door and the stove between the sink and cupboards. Above the stove hung a tiny rust-coloured macramé owl with big brown knobby beads for eyes. Angela had brought this from home. It reminded Jack of Angela’s mother, big, old, wide open, always-fixated-on-Jack eyes, an unsatisfied, wise old beast, peering knowingly into his soul, stirring the guilt that she could so easily brew.


    Jack moved his eyes over the top of Angela’s head. She was resting comfortably on his chest, rocking gently back and forth. She smelled like freshly chopped onion and savoury, the sweet green packet of spice they’d brought from home and used for the dressing in the chicken. He surveyed the living room, the thin, flat, rust-coloured carpet, the rust, brown, white, and plaid chesterfield — sofa or couch they called it on the mainland, but to him it was a chesterfield — and two wide chairs, one flat-bottomed, the other a fashionable recliner. They had a coffee table and two end tables. They couldn’t afford the lamps this time, so they’d wait until they’d paid off their credit account at the local Hudson’s Bay Company at the Civic Centre.


    The Bay manager had been quite welcoming, eager to give all the new mining families liberal credit accounts. A small man from Edmonton, he was jovial, enthusiastic, kind to the children when they entered the store. He asked a young salesgirl to escort them and watch them in the toy department, telling them they could each pick out a Smurfette doll of their choice, compliments of the store, of course. He had assured them they would be fine, and a newly relaxed Angela and Jack had picked out far too many new things for their new home.


    Jack’s eyes moved slowly through the living room, admiring the new purchases, not very expensive but stylish and up to date. He felt proud. Their bedroom extended off from the living room at the far right of the trailer, and to the left of the trailer, through a hallway off the kitchen, was the bathroom, a small linoleum-lined playroom, and side by side, two small bedrooms for the girls. Kate had one to herself, while Maggie and Lily shared the other. They’d bought bunk beds, dressers, and small shelves for the girls. Jack had put a fresh new wide chalkboard on the wall. He’d nailed it to the panel board last night, much to the delight of the girls.


    They were dancing around their parents now, three little linked petals, arms and hands moving around like seawater, waving. Their rose-pink cheeks, wintry static hair — which stood up at the bangs and at the crown of their little mushroom cuts — were nothing short of adorable, their parents were entwined in the middle, locked in an embrace. Beneath the cooking smells on her skin, Jack could still smell Angela’s perfume. It was cinnamon, doughy and sweet, resembling a vanilla-and-caramel coffee cake, the kind her mother liked to bake, or a cinnamon bun with cloves, the kind Peter Mooney back home liked to bake for community fairs.


    Angela suddenly broke free and rushed over to settle the pot of potatoes boiling over on the stove. The children settled down and Jack took off his winter boots.


    “In class today we put baking soda and vinegar in a Coke bottle and it exploded,” Katie said.


    “I made a snowman. It didn’t explode,” Maggie said, competing for attention.


    “Is that right, my love?” Jack said and helped set the table. The five sat down to a hearty meal of roast beef, potatoes, peas, carrots, and dressing.


    Back at work the next morning, Jack sat slumped on a yellow, aluminum-legged chair at a splintered wooden table. Workers’ names, dirty jokes, and crude cartoons of male genitalia were scrawled in black marker across its surface.


    Members of the blasting crew opened their metallic lunch tins. Most of them ate bologna sandwiches on thin squares of white bread, smeared with dull ochre mustard, or spotty pink Klick sandwiches — ribbons of white fat dominant — with light green lettuce that had dried darkly at the edges. For dessert they ate their wives’ homemade sweets or small plastic packets of chips, and drank cans of Coca-Cola that sweated in the underground heat.


    Jack snapped open the lid of his cola to guzzle the fizzy, sweet drink. He bumped the small man beside him, Charlie Watson, five-foot-four and from northern B.C., who wore his hard hat tilted as far back on his head as possible.


    “Watch it,” he said gruffly.


    “S-sorry,” Jack stuttered.


    “I was a crack-filler before I went into mining,” Watson said.


    “I bet you were,” Wisnoski, the large, gap-toothed miner next to him said suggestively.


    “Tough work it was, putting hot tar into cracks in the highway all day long. One day the flag girl sent out the wrong signal to the other flag girl on the other side of the one-lane highway. We had a fleet of cars coming on both sides of the lane. The first car pulled over to the gravel shoulder and the rest followed, nearly had a smash-up, we did,” Watson said.


    Wisnoski let out a long, slow whistle. The others nodded, appreciating the danger and the wherewithal it took to work on the highway repairing the tears that heat and cars and cold weather could easily etch on the concrete.


    The room was stiflingly hot. The miners finished their drinks and loosened their clothing, mopped their brows with handkerchiefs, the balled up red-and-white cotton grimy from the muck and machinery grease.


    Bobbi walked into the underground lunchroom. She’d washed the grime from her face and hands. Her blonde hair was in a loose ponytail and her blue eyes were twinkling. She held her hard hat between her hip and bent arm. One of the men whistled and her face tightened.


    She took her lunch tin out of the fridge, sat at the end of the table, and her hardened face — a tough concrete mask — crumbled when she opened her lunch tin. The miners had placed a picture of a naked woman in a hard hat drawn with black marker inside the lunch tin. The men jeered and snickered. She picked up her lunch tin and stumbled out of the lunchroom, kicking empty cola cans and scraps of wax paper amid the men’s catcalls.


    Jack slowly pushed his chair back, reached for his lunch tin, and left the room. He slipped through the dark corridors of the mine stope as trucks drove past him. Blinding light beams sliced the dark to reveal slumped, tired men behind the wheel, cigarettes dangling from clenched lips, dark eyes vacant holes as they trudged through another day. A large rat scuttled by, Jack jumped and his heart tightened, grateful it was dark so the other miners couldn’t see him. He found the men’s washroom, with one toilet, urinal, a sooty, cracked mirror, a dusty light bulb suspended from an iron plate in the rock, and a small bench, where Bobbi’s crumpled figure slouched over her lunch tin.


    “Missus —”


    “Go to hell.”


    “I’m sorry they did that to you.” Jack stopped and reached into his lunch tin. He silently offered her one of Angela’s homemade muffins, arm outstretched gently, watching her patiently.


    She looked up, snatched the muffin, and mumbled weary thanks. “Why aren’t you with the rest of them? You know how they’ll treat you now.”


    “I’m not afraid of them,” he said, brazenly lying.


    “Well, you should be,” Bobbi said sharply. “I got a feeling they’re a tough bunch.” She straightened her shoulders. “I’ve been a blaster for five years. My dad and brothers are miners too. I’ve been on two other crews, and this is the toughest one yet.”


    “Why?” Jack asked.


    Bobbi wiped her nose with a dirty scrap of a grey sweater sleeve worn under her yellow rubber suit and nodded. “What you saw today isn’t even half of what they’ve been doing over the last month.”


    “Isn’t there someone in human resources you could talk to?


    “How do you think I get mining jobs, anyway? I don’t use Roberta on my resume, I use Bobbi,” she said bitterly and swallowed the last thick chunk of her sandwich. She snorted back the snot in her nose, hocked it up, and spat it on the rocky floor.


    As Jack stood up and turned to go, she rested her hand on his arm. “Hey, thanks,” she said warmly and smiled. The softness in her eyes startled Jack; she looked suddenly very beautiful, doe-like, and sincere. Jack nodded and moved away quickly, surprised by the warmth travelling through his stomach and groin.


    “No problem, my love,” he said and moved out of the bathroom, looking back to see Bobbi’s head cocked to one side in amusement at his dialect.


    After lunch, side by side on the stope, Jack asked her where she was from.


    “Thunder Bay,” Bobbi said. “My last name is Lake. In Finnish it’s Järvi. That’s my father’s family name. There’s a lot of Finns around Lake Superior. I’m making Finnish food, Karelian pastries, which are thin rye crusts filled with rice, tonight for supper. I’ll bring some for you tomorrow if you’d like to try something other than fish and chips.”


    Jack smiled. “Sure,” he said, “I’ll give it a go.”


    The next day they sat on a wooden bench near the washroom and shared Finnish food for lunch. The light on their hard hats illuminated the pastry Bobbi broke with her grimy fingers. The dark was thick and impenetrable. It felt like a solid box around them, a box with no sides or no bottom or top. Oppressive and invisible, full of weight and solid gloom, the walls were indistinguishable from the air. Jack felt as if they were sitting in tar.


    He didn’t like the pastry but felt compelled not to say so. The sharp, sour bread was too tough, not gooey and sweet enough like his wife’s white bread.


    “Some good,” he said and asked for more.


    Bobbi gave him the biggest piece and kept a paltry serving for herself.


    “Did you hear Russell this morning?” she asked.


    “What was he on about?”


    “Giving Wisnoski flak for too many trips to the warehouse. He just doesn’t like Wisnoski,” she said.


    “Who does?” Jack said and she laughed again. Coffee spurted out of her mouth as Jack imitated Russell’s high-pitched voice.


    “The man sounds like a whistle,” he said.


    “Screechy.”


    She finished her lunch and wiped her hands on her workpants. Jack helped her to her feet. She leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.


    Jack reddened, dropped her hand, and backed away.


    A coquettish smile played across her face as she watched him shuffle away, his foot turning in slightly.


    Back on the stope after lunch, Jack stood beside her and loaded his casings. She caught his eye and smiled at him; he returned it with an apprehensive nod. Then he turned away, bewildered.


    “Lake,” someone yelled angrily.


    Charlie Watson was approaching, the light on his hard hat bright, the glare strong. “What the hell are you trying to do to me?” he demanded.


    “What’s your problem?” she said, not once taking her eyes off the explosives.


    “You stole my overtime shift,” he stammered, spittle snapping out of the corners of his clenched mouth.


    Bobbi loaded the casings meticulously and stared straight ahead silently. Watson shifted his weight, waiting for her to respond. He muttered obscenities under his breath.


    “Leave her alone, Watson,” Jack said and put down his blasting equipment.


    Watson raised a fist. “If you were a man I’d knock you out,” he said and walked away, turning over his shoulder to glare at Bobbi through angry, bunched eyelids.


    Bobbi stood motionless and silent, her head held high.


    Jack was impressed by her strength; he’d seen it before, in Angela. It was the same type of strength, the determined way they both had in the face of all odds. Angela carried her tiny frame proudly; the strength of her will was all she had to barter with, while Bobbi was as tall and solid as a bamboo stalk. She was a bear. A single swipe of her paw and you were out, whereas Angela was as crafty as a fox, sly and manipulative when she needed to survive.


    Jack knew he didn’t have their strength or determination. His heart had raced in fear as he’d tried to talk Watson down.


    He reached out, put his arm on her neck, and gave it a soft pat of support. Bobbi melted into his touch; tiny teardrops rolled slowly down her face as Jack quickly removed his hand.


    “This is the second time you’ve seen me cry,” she mumbled and laughed.


    “McCarthy,” Knox, the foreman, yelled from the edge of the stope, his light beam hitting Bobbi in the face, “back to work.”


    “Yes, sir,” they both said and readjusted their safety glasses and hard hats.


    Aboveground after the shift, Bobbi trudged up three flights of stairs to the women’s washroom in the administration department. The floors were polished and white. The smell of fresh coffee hung sharply in the air. The lights were so bright, Bobbi squinted to shade the brightness her eyes couldn’t easily tolerate after eight hours underground. It was three-thirty and the ladies from administration were on a coffee break. They looked at Bobbi, clicked their tongues at her dirty cheeks, and started to whisper. Bobbi caught words like dirty and slut but was too weary too retort.


    In the washroom, another two women were dusting pink powder on their cheeks, backcombing their bangs, feathering their sides, and picking at their short curls with a hot-pink perm picks. Bobbi was tired. She stripped off her mining suit and boots and peeled off her grey cut-off track pants and sweater to reveal a yellow thong and silky yellow bra with bumblebees and honey-pots scattered over the surface. She threw it all in a gym bag and put on tight blue jeans and a turtleneck.


    She left the stall and watched the smiles of the two women wither as she opened the door. They swivelled around from the mirror and stared disdainfully at the clumps of mine muck, dirt, and ash she’d left in the stall, all over the toilet seat and floor.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Six


    A week later Pete and Jack stood in front of a shiny new silver-grey 1984 Oldsmobile with a black leather interior.


    “Well?” Peter asked.


    “It’s great.”


    “This is the finest car I’ve ever owned. If they could see me back home, they’d never believe it.”


    “Mick must know what he’s doing, then,” Jack said cautiously and inched closer to Peter hovering over the open hood, black grease on his hands and wrists.


    Jack was silent as they drove through town.


    “I gave him an additional twenty thousand dollars to invest in his friend’s construction company.”


    “Where did you get the money?”


    “I borrowed it from the bank. You want to invest too?”


    Jack nodded.


    “Go to the bank, see about getting a line of credit, and use it to invest.”


    “Yeah?”


    Peter nodded. “Mick’s going to make more investments next week. Get in on it, Jackie.”


    Wanda twirled and the fabric rippled like silk in an airy window.


    “It’s some beautiful, Wanda, my dear,” Angela said dully.


    “I couldn’t believe it when Peter bought it for me. It’s silk.”


    Angela wondered how Peter could have afforded a silk dress; he made the same as Jack. After mortgage payments, groceries, and bills, how could he have afforded this?


    “Did you see our new car? Just like the ones parked on Wild Rose Avenue.”


    “That’s great,” Angela said and straightened the milk-stained cushion on her couch. “Jack would have to work overtime to pay for the likes of that.”


    “Do you need any help?” Wanda asked cautiously and sat down beside Angela. The silk brushed Angela’s knees and she longed to reach out and touch the fabric.


    Angela shook her head. “No. We’re fine; we’re not on the sugar lumps yet.”


    “Well, let me know before you find yourself melting cubes on your tongue,” Wanda said and winked. She lowered her voice, “I’ve got more news. We’re moving to a house.”


    “You’re lucky. These mobile homes, my god, they’re like living in a tin of canned fish, cramped, cold, and the cheap floors. Waxing these floors just puts an oil slick on them, there’s no shine at all. How nice to move into a real home,” Angela said and moved to the kitchen. She lifted the pot off the rice pudding, which had bubbled over, and the gurgling kettle from the hot element and poured the water into a teapot.


    “Girls,” she called down the hall, “rice pudding and tea.”


    Maggie, Lily, and tiny Susie pattered down the hallway, faces and hands full of watercolour paints. Angela placed three bowls of pudding and three cups of milky tea on the plastic children’s table at the foot of the kitchen table. White rice pudding dribbled down over Susie’s fat pink lips. Maggie sipped at her milky, sugary tea. Her legs swung under the table and brushed the hem of her navy blue floral dress. Lily innocently put a purple finger in the pudding and swirled it around, her free hand twirling and knotting her flyaway pollen-coloured hair.


    Wanda continued to talk loudly about all that they were going to do — and buy — until Susie fell asleep in her arms and it was time to go home and fix Pete’s supper. Angela rolled her eyes when she was gone.


    “No.”


    “Why not?”


    “Borrowing to invest? No way.”


    “People do it all the time.”


    “Not with salesmen shacked up at a bunkhouse.”


    How could Jack get through to her? Once she made her mind, she’d made up her mind. Nothing he could do or say would change it.


    “You don’t understand. Peter’s been able to save for a house.”


    “We have a house.”


    “No, a duplex. A house — house.”


    Angela sighed and tightened her bun. “This is foolish. Stay away from this altogether. I don’t trust people who promise too much too soon.”


    Peter had been calling Mick for almost two and a half hours. The buzzard hasn’t picked up, Peter thought. He felt a sense of things about to go very, very wrong, like the nausea after the smack of water from a belly flop or the numbness from a hand chop to the neck. The stinging sensation that left you feeling like you had rubbery cartilage. That feeling like you were the bullied kid left behind in the pool or crumpled up under the big kid’s violent whims.


    Mick had missed the third payout. When the first and second payments came, Peter had been ecstatic, half his money back in two months — unheard of. Naturally, when Mick had asked for more, Peter put another ten thousand on his credit card and handed it over.


    So where was Mick? The third payment was due. Mick had promised to bring the cheque over to the house last night but hadn’t shown up. Wanda and Susie had gone to Mass this morning and Peter had been on the phone all morning, calling and waiting. He’d bitten his thumbnails down past the skin, got them ragged and left the corners pulsing with blood, torn skin down past the cuticle.


    Finally Mick picked up his phone.


    “Where are you?” Peter asked sharply.


    “Sorry, buddy, was on the beer last night. Slept in, be there in half an hour,” Mick said.


    Peter hung up and cradled the receiver on his knuckles to steady the twitch in his hands.


    Angela set up the coffee table for a game of TV bingo, a live television community bingo game broadcast from the Civic Centre. She had picked up the tickets today from Mr. Papineau’s Co-Op grocery store. Beverley Snow, from Roberts Arm, Newfoundland, had rung up her purchases. Beverley had come up with the Albertan boyfriend she’d met while he was fishing in Newfoundland two summers ago and wouldn’t leave without her, she told Angela, blushing and gushing, laughing loudly. Beverley was tall and thin and wore tight jeans, hi-top sneakers with hot pink laces, thick ribbons of black kohl around her eyes, and had long, curly black hair with short sides, stiff with hairspray and a high-standing curly tuft on top.


    Jack’s card was wrinkled and dark with purple ink from his bingo dabber. He was on the hitch with one number to go for the blackout. He could win the five-hundred-dollar prize if his number under the N was called. Angela was down to three numbers. They were both sitting on the floor, their cards, six each, taped to the coffee table in front of them. Angela’s legs were crossed underneath the coffee table, while Jack’s were wide open and bent against his chest. They both wore brown cords and thin turtlenecks. Angela wore a red-and-blue plaid shirt, sleeves rolled up, her hair pulled back in a long ponytail. She eagerly dabbed at another number. She was down to two numbers only, under the B and G.


    “Under the N,” the man in the baseball cap said slowly after rolling the steel wheel filled with numbers a few times. He pulled a small pea-green ball from inside, rolled it in his hands, and peered at it. He squinted several times and pulled the ball closer to his eyes then pushed it farther away until he finally found the white number. “B … seven,” he said raspily.


    Jack winced. “Come on give me an N,” he yelled at the television. The man rolled again, repeated his slow perusal of the ball and once again called, “Under the N.”


    Jack inhaled. A low ring was heard off screen, and the man paused.


    “We have a bingo,” he said to the camera. As he looked away from the wobbly camera, the offscreen assistant recounted the numbers, the man nodded and repeated the numbers she’d shouted over at him.


    “We have a winner!” he announced. He paused and cupped his hand around his ear. “Eh? Wanda and Peter Fifield,” he said finally, “are the jackpot winners of this week’s Foxville Community Bingo. Congratulations!” he shouted and smiled into the wrong camera.


    Jack slammed his dabber onto the coffee table.


    Angela looked at him. His legs were sprawled open and his head rested in his folded arms, lying slumped over the table.


    “So you didn’t win,” she said mockingly. “You didn’t win the community TV bingo game.”


    Jack slowly raised his head to look her straight in the face.


    “You go off the head because you lose a card game, now you are upset because you didn’t win the bingo game. Who cares?” she yelled.


    “I want to win for you. I want to give you nice things.”


    “Jack, we do have nice things, we have enough,” she said and bit her lip, trying not to think about the brand-new copper pot and pan set Wanda told her she’d purchased at the Hudson’s Bay Company last week. She spread her arms wide. “We have a roof over our heads. It’s small, but we’ll manage. We have food in our fridge, we have a new chesterfield, the girls have enough clothes,” she said and rolled up her sleeves to hide the holes in her plaid shirt.


    “Really?” he asked.


    “Yes,” she said and tried not to think of the queen-size bed Wanda had tagged in the display room of the Hudson’s Bay to be delivered later that week, a contrast with the one Wanda had given Angela and Jack when they first arrived, the cracked frame propped up on phonebooks.


    A few days later, on a Saturday morning Jack sat in the waiting room at the bank. He had an appointment to see the loans manager. He’d told Angela he was going for a quick walk and slipped out early in the morning. She rolled over in bed, sighed, and batted his warm hands away as he gave her a hug.


    A man sat down next to him and offered him a cigarette.


    “Mr. McCarthy?”


    Jack looked closer at the man. It was Dwayne, the realtor from Calgary.


    “Hey, how are ya?”


    The realtor smiled and picked at the cellophane around the cigarette package.


    “I’ll be in the market for a new house soon,” Jack said smugly.


    Jack waited for him to be impressed. Dwayne sat silently and twisted his cigarette in the hook of his forefinger. Jack reddened. “I’ve got some guaranteed investments with a fellow from the mine,” he said brazenly, determined to show him up.


    The realtor screwed up his face. “You’re doing business with that crook from Calgary? What name does he go by here? Mitch or Mike? Let me tell you something, saltwater cowboy, he’s the biggest swindler I’ve ever come across.”


    “He must have left that lifestyle behind. He’s made good on all of my payouts,” Peter said. They were standing in Peter’s kitchen, strong cups of Irish tea in hand.


    Jack couldn’t argue with that. He’d seen the way Peter had made good on his investment, spending the spoils on all fine things.


    “I just gave him another ten,” Peter said.


    “I don’t know about this.”


    “Go home, it’s fine,” Peter said.


    With Jack out of the way, Peter got in his truck and drove to the mine site. The bunkers for the temporary workers were lined up in long rows, white aluminum rectangular portable homes with dark green borders around the top and doors. They looked like snow forts. Snowdrifts lay plump as white bread on the rooftops.


    Peter knocked and entered the first one he came to. Inside, four big men were playing poker. The room smelled of skunky beer, musty cigarettes, and greasy hair.


    “Anyone know where Mick is?” Peter called out.


    “He left this morning. Contract was up,” the foreman said, roving eyes on the cards he shuffled with his greasy thumbs.


    Peter took a swift step back and was out the door on the icy stairs, head buried in his hands.


    Peter sat with his chest slumped and defeated, his face pale and immobile.


    “All of it?” Jack asked quietly.


    “Yes,” Peter mumbled, sinking lower and lower into Jack’s sofa.


    “Is he a one-man operation?”


    “I guess so — I don’t know,” Pete said irritably and shrugged again. He crossed his arms and legs. “I can’t pay the mortgage,” he whispered.


    “I’ll help, don’t worry,” Jack said slowly.


    “What am I going to tell Wanda? I can’t pay the mortgage.”


    “Don’t worry, I’ve got your back.”


    “I need a drink,” Peter said. “Let’s go to the tavern.”


    They piled into Pete’s dented brown pick-up truck and drove to the Chinook Tavern on Peace River junction. The bar mistress, a squat, rotund woman, sang out a cheery hello as they entered. She scratched her forehead and brushed a coil from her tightly wound short perm behind her ear. She pushed up her smudged glasses — the size of cup bottoms — that sagged on her damp, overheated face. She was the best waitress they had; she could hold four beers per arm, keep them nestled between the fat on her arm and torso. She brought Jack and Peter, two regulars who tipped her well, a Molson Canadian each.


    Bobbi and a few men from the mine were already there. Jack sat beside Bobbi, her hair loose, eyelids caressed with peacock-blue shimmery makeup. She was wrapped in a long orange skirt with droopy folds like the petals of a tiger lily. Her tight cream sweater had a fuzzy billowing turtleneck.


    They watched hockey and drank for hours until the waitress’s mood turned sour. Harried and grouchy — she’d been clearing bottles and picking up broken ones that had fallen to the floor for most of the night — she no longer wanted to tend tables and fetch drinks.


    Bobbi kicked her feet underneath her skirt as beer dribbled to the floor from the edges of the tables.


    “Oh my goodness,” Bobbi said, “I’m drunk.”


    Jack nodded and wiped foam from his lips.


    Two of the explosives salesmen, cowboys from Calgary, approached their table.


    “Move it,” one said.


    “Eh?” Peter responded.


    “Give us those seats.”


    “Take it easy,” Peter said incredulously.


    Jack watched silently, worried eyes roving back and forth between the sour-faced cowboy and Peter as he cradled his beer to his chest.


    “We were here first,” the cowboy said.


    “I don’t believe so. We’ve been sitting here all night, long before you came in,” Peter said, clearly bewildered by the situation.


    “First, as in Albertans. Give us those seats; we don’t want no eastern bums and creeps stealing our chairs.”


    Peter rose and stood within an inch of the cowboy’s hairy nostrils, pustules on the end of his nose red and inflamed.


    “We will sit wherever we damn well want,” Peter said.


    The cowboy laughed, and a tight speck of wound-up snot flew out of his whistling nose.


    Peter raised a fist and grunted, and the cowboy backed away. Jack stood up sharply and jetted toward Peter, hovering behind his back. The first punch made the cowboy stagger. He took a few steps back and then charged.


    The women in the bar screamed and ran for the exit, stumbling in their salt-stained heeled leather boots. The men crowded around and cheered raucously. The first punch Jack took knocked him flat. A chair was upon him in an instant, four spindly wooden legs like tent pegs around his head. He got out from under the chair to see Peter held up against the wall by the throat, the cowboys alternately pummelling his belly with fierce punches.


    A few of the other miners had pulled the cowboys off Peter, who had fallen to the ground. Jack was dumbfounded. His best friend, the man who had won all the diving contests, the drag races, and who had scored the most goals on the hockey team, lay slumped in the corner, beaten up, humiliated, brought to his knees by the west, no hero here, just a stranger, a newly arrived and unwanted stranger.


    Jack moved gingerly through the debris, lifted Peter’s bloody body from the beer-soaked floor, and perched him on his shoulder. Bobbi approached from the side and took his other shoulder.


    Jack deposited Peter in the truck and sat beside him.


    “Let me drive,” Bobbi said softly and dug through Peter’s pockets for the keys. “He’ll be alright,” she added soothingly.


    Jack didn’t say a word. He kept an arm around Peter, one hand over the bloody cuts, the other pinched around his own nostrils.


    Bobbi got in on the driver’s side and turned on the truck. The forced heat was slow to warm the air. She kept one hand on the wheel and blew into a cupped hand at her mouth. The truck moved slowly across the icy parking lot. The tight wheels creaked and scratched over the ice like a dried-up scuttling winter leaf, brittle and cold. She drove cautiously along the barren highway back to town.


    The headlights illuminated something moving on the side of the road. Jack looked out the window as they passed, straight into the glittering eyes of a sleek red fox, thin and hungry, scavenging alongside the road. It rose and fell on its haunches as it swiped at a few crimson dogberries dangling on a bush.


    “Look, a fox,” Bobbi said and pointed.


    Jack looked from the fox to the blood dripping from his nose onto his hands, crusting on the sleeve of his winter coat and Peter curled up beside him, defenseless and meek.


    “Where does he live?” she asked.


    “First right past Birch Street.”


    The house lights were on at Peter’s. Wanda paced by the window. They carefully took Peter out of the truck, struggled through a freshly fallen mountain of snow, and brought him into the house. They lowered him onto the couch. Wanda stifled a moan and rushed off to get ointment, medicine, and bandages.


    “Hey, buddy,” Jack whispered in Peter’s ear, “you’re home now, you’re gonna be alright.” He headed to the door and climbed back into the truck with Bobbi.


    Bobbi backed out of the driveway and turned left.


    “You’re going the wrong way. I live down the hill from Peter, not this way,” he shouted.


    “I’ll turn around at the end of the street —”


    Bobbi swerved too far to the right and they drifted straight into a snow bank at the top of the hill, bordered by heavy trees on either side. The truck stalled.


    “Oh for the love of,” Jack said and slammed his fists onto the dashboard.


    “I’m sorry,” she said softly.


    He rested his head in his hands.


    Through the windshield they could see the aurora borealis, iridescent green and yellow flicking tongues of light, wobbling above them. They quivered across the sky like a baby’s fingers, delicate yet fierce and full of life.


    “It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “My grandmother Maki, from Finland, used to call the northern lights Fox Fires. They were called revontulet and were thought to be caused by foxes. Look at them,” Bobbi said, pointing upward.


    Jack wasn’t listening. He thought of Peter losing all of his money, the debt load, and the shame of letting Wanda down. Beaten up in a bar by some redneck cowboys claiming territory. Jack’s own shame at letting him down, of not being able to defend him properly, and above all the longing for home, the safety of it, the comfort of it, gone.


    A tear trickled down his cheek, pausing to swell like the bottom of a water balloon then cascading down the side of his face and disappearing into the collar of his red plaid shirt. She moved in beside him and he reached out to touch her cheek. As they curled into one another, heavy clumps of snow, as white as apple flesh, splattered on the hood of the truck. It streamed down over the warm windshield like tears.


    Jack pushed the truck out of the snow bank and watched her drive off. He stared meekly after the grey truck, wondering if he smelled like her, if any of her blonde hairs were stuck to his clothes — thank God she’d had a condom in her purse.


    He walked glumly toward the mobile home in the distance. It looked soft and gentle, like cream-coloured nougat under a nest of thick snow. Flakes and wind were arching and peaking, cresting and rolling on the roof. His heart plunged in his chest. Pangs of fear, self-loathing, and guilt rose sharply, knifed his stomach and tightened the muscles in his face.


    The curtains from the bedroom window were pulled back. Jack quickened his pace. She knows, he thought. She called Wanda, expected me home an hour ago. She’s wondering where I am. Excuses ran through his mind: Pete’s truck broke down, honey, I got stuck in the snowbank, I slipped and fell. Jack reached down and scooped up a handful of snow, wiped it on his knees and backside and rubbed it in, so he was good and wet. I’m full of snow, my love, no need to worry, I just fell and passed out for a bit, too much beer. He laughed out loud, practicing. He reached the trailer, waded through the snow in the driveway, and fumbled as he put his key in the door.


    Jack crossed the living room to the bedroom.


    “Jack —”


    “I’m sorry, honey, I was out with the boys —”


    “Jack,” she whispered, clutching her belly, her face jellied with sweat, “take us to the hospital.” She pulled back the comforter to show him blood, heavy with pink and silvery clots, on the white flannel bed sheets.


    The hospital in the civic centre was on the ground floor, down the hall from the skating rink, curling club, and community gymnasium. Jack had used the emergency exit that faced the street. The lights blinked lazily, one little bulb dead on its hinges, others listlessly clamouring for life. One nurse and one doctor were on duty, a fellow from Vancouver with a fading British accent. They stood behind the counter, swathed in clipboards and stethoscopes.


    “My wife —”


    The nurse looked at him sternly, as if his absence, on a Friday night — out drinking with the boys — had much to do with his wife’s condition. Her shrunken eyes shrivelled inside a tight, bony face. Her hair parted in the middle, sharp and clean, pulled the skin from her face. The bulk of her hair rested on the nape of her neck in a no-nonsense ponytail.


    The doctor smiled sympathetically. “She’ll be fine. We see this at least once a week.”


    “It’s not a high-risk situation,” the nurse said.


    “We wheeled in a large bed for the children,” the doctor added quietly as Jack’s stoic demeanour crumbled before them.


    Jack wondered exactly what else they would see during the week. His mother had been a nursing student in St. John’s before she dropped out and came back to Brighton to marry his father. During her internship, she’d told him, she’d seen many drunken husbands staggering in the hospital at all hours, their wives black and blue, the stink of alcohol rampant. They’d offer no apology or excuse, demand a drink, and get caught trying to steal medical supplies, rubbing alcohol, and painkillers. His mother would catch them pilfering open cabinets and drawers that the student nurses had forgotten to lock up. Or they’d pass out on waiting room chairs, sprawling with their zippers undone and their briefs hanging out, while their wives, silently, passively, unflinchingly accepted iodine and the sting of antiseptic on torn skin. The thick surgical thread needed to stich them up was a painless procedure compared to the blows that had brought them here.


    “Come on, Mr. McCarthy, we’ll bring you to your wife,” the nurse said and put her hand gently on his shoulder. She steered Jack down a wide, dimly lit corridor. Boxy machines littered the hallway, pushed up against the walls, cumbersome and poorly stored outside of examining rooms, the small lab, and patients’ rooms. Cardiac machines on wheels, blood units and intravenous machines with clear plastic bags, half empty, slung on thin, erect metal wires like birds splattered against window panes, abject, abandoned, and lifeless. The hospital smelled horrible, like urine and cheap floral cleanser, bitter and soiled, sweet and clean all at once.


    The nurse poked her head into a small room. “Mrs. McCarthy?”


    “I’m awake,” Angela whispered.


    Jack shuffled in quietly as the nurse flicked on the bedside lamp. Angela’s damp hair was stuck to her temples and cheeks, the length tangled and knotted on her shoulders. Her skin was damp and flint-grey. Her watery eyes were puffy, her lips cracked and dry.


    “I’m sorry —” he said and picked up her pale hand.


    “I’m going to lose the baby,” she said, tears rolling down her cheeks.


    Jack was dumbfounded, speechless. He turned white and threw up in the wastepaper basket by the bed.


    “Are you alright?” she asked weakly.


    Jack wiped the corners of his mouth and held her hand again.


    “The doctor said that once the cervix starts to open there’s nothing they can do to stop it.”


    “Are they sure?”


    “There’s a small chance the baby will survive. It could just be bleeding. We’ll have to have an ultrasound to see if there’s a heartbeat.”


    “When?”


    “In the morning,” she whispered and began to cry.


    Jack wiped her tears carefully with the back of his sleeve, salt-stained from the snow, white marks like waves on his cuffs. He kicked off his winter boots, shucked off his parka, and crawled into the large hospital bed beside her.


    As she slept in his arms, Jack reached over to flick off the lamp, and in the darkness, he lay wide awake, his bones and muscles locked with tension and anger, a smattering of tears dribbling down his cheeks, soaking the top of Angela’s unruly hair.


    Angela lay in bed alone. Jack had taken the girls to stay with Wanda. A pasty-faced nurse with short black hair brought her some tea and eggs. Angela couldn’t eat. She felt like she couldn’t breathe.


    “There was a pop in my abdomen this morning,” she’d told the emergency room doctor last night.


    The cramping was almost like labour until she went to bed at midnight, done pacing the room in vain, waiting for Jack, and then the gush of blood came through her sweatpants and over the sheets. This morning when she woke there were three pink blood clots, thick as snails in her underwear. A nurse came to take the breakfast tray away, another to bring her to ultrasound. The diagnostic imaging room smelt salty, the lubricant like runny egg over the sonographer as it was inserted between her weak and tired legs. The nurse typed and sighed, typed and sighed. Shook her head several times, and then Angela knew. She knew the baby wasn’t alive. There would be no heartbeat.


    She still cried an hour later when the doctor read her the results.


    “I’m sorry,” he said.


    No heartbeat detected, she heard over and over, pulsing through her mind, grinding away the shock and its ability to let you believe in lies.


    “Go home, get some rest. The hardest part is yet to come,” the doctor said sympathetically.


    That night the pain was unbearable. Clumps of red tissue burned their way out in droves. Angela screamed and shook, clutched her abdomen and vomited. She sweated and shivered with cold. Jack silently sat beside her. In the wee hours of the morning Angela got up to use the washroom.


    “Want a juice, love?” Jack asked.


    “No,” she said and wiped her lips.


    After she peed and wiped, a solid pink muscle fell into the palm of her hand. Her three-month-old fetus, one beady eye dislocated, the outline of flipper-like hands and feet, small nubs of fingers and toes already formed, a curled little pink piglet of a body with a misshapen head, deflated, not puffy like the ones in the maternity ward that showed the process of gestation, each fetus in little bubbles, gradually getting bigger and bigger, inside the stomach of an outline of a female body.


    Angela screamed dryly. Jack rushed in and stood by her side, trembling with fatigue.


    “Our baby,” she said and cried.


    He looked on, horrified.


    “I didn’t know it was going to come out — whole,” she said softly.


    “Neither did I,” Jack said glumly and turned away.


    “What do we do?” she asked.


    “Flush it. The ground’s frozen, what can we do?”


    Heartbroken, Angela longed to hold it and keep it with her. Why hadn’t the doctor told her the baby would come out whole? Fully formed like this, distinguishable as a human being. It scared her, this sudden ferocious feeling of anger lodged like a bone in her gut. Why couldn’t she stop this from happening? Why did this have to happen at all?


    “Angela, let it go,” Jack said and turned away, refusing to look.


    When she finally let it go, her fingers trembling and limp, she flushed quickly, covered her mouth, and watched sadly it as it wound itself down the toilet.


    “I’m going to be sick,” she whispered.


    Jack held her hair while she vomited and then carried her back to bed.


    The ringing of the pipes woke her up hours later. They were reacting, she knew it.


    “They’re just popping, it’s cold,” Jack said sluggishly and hauled her back to his side of the bed.


    She had to calm down. Breathe. Curl tighter into Jack’s warm body. Of course the pipes weren’t clogged. Of course the baby wasn’t angry about being flushed and had decided to hold the drainpipes hostage. Of course not.


    Angela felt like she was going insane. Ambushed by sleep, she fell into a fitful doze and clung to Jack until the morning.


    In the morning she woke up and ran down the hallway to check on the children. Their beds were empty.


    “They stayed the night at Wanda’s, remember?” Jack said.


    “I didn’t,” she said and wilted into his arms.


    He held her for a moment then led her back to bed. They stayed in bed for most of the day, quietly holding one another. Angela rubbed her hand across her chest. Her breasts were taut and heavy. She’d nursed every one of her girls, despite pressure to feed them formula as the other mothers in Brighton had done. Angela had loved the little tugs on her breast, how the mouth had moved so rapidly, the muscles a vibrato of movement on automatic while they slept and ate. After three children she’d been ready for another, didn’t mind the heaviness in her breasts, was looking forward to the weight of the little lump in her arms, cradled against the breast, toughening up the nipple while nursing. She loved their little mouths, crying for milk, desperate for a feed. They had the red-fleshed gaping mouths of baby birds.


    She loved being a mother. She had never done anything else; she’d gone straight from her mother’s house to the small peacock-blue clapboard Jack had bought. She’d never had a job; her two older sisters had gone to work early to help out their mother when their father died, but not her, she’d been coddled.


    It infuriated her how much she’d loved this baby — why couldn’t she be blasé about it? Why couldn’t she see it as just a clump of flesh like the more liberal women of the world? The forward thinkers, the women who wanted to see more women in mining, the women who admired Thatcher’s position yet despised Thatcher’s policies? Just a simple woman she was, liked a clean house, a fresh baked chocolate cake in a plastic Tupperware container, and her children squabbling or not, loose at her feet.


    Jack was sound asleep next to her. She lifted his heavy arm off her torso and went to the kitchen for a cup of tea. She turned on the stove, left the kettle to boil, and turned on the television. All over the screen, babies — baby commercials on every channel. The image of a newborn being powdered broke her heart. The scrunched-up scarlet face, flailing limbs and hiccup-like cry, she wanted to reach in the screen and tear the child away, keep it all to herself.


    When Sheila would see a cute infant in Brighton, she would tell Angela to distract the mother over and over again like an official announcing an alert so Sheila could tear the child away and they could keep it for themselves. It would make Angela laugh.


    Now this cavern in her womb, this emptiness and her stretched-out, fattened abdomen noxious with hormones, as empty as a blasted hole in the rock. All the food in the world wouldn’t numb it, all the drink won’t either. She could drink all the red wine she wanted, until the gums in the gaps in her teeth were as dark as black cherries. The pain was like a rake trapped in a thick patch of dry grass, inescapable without a significant amount of pulling and tearing. Her nerves, her mind, her spirit all felt like they were being raked. Pulled and torn.


    The kettle boiled and Jack was at the stove and lifted it from the lava-coloured coil. He made a pot and they sipped away at it all day until Jack went to get the girls, and the hard work of telling them what had happened began.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Seven


    The next weekend the town gathered at the Civic Centre. WELCOME TO FOXVILLE’S FIRST ANNUAL WINTER CARNIVAL, the sign in the gymnasium read. The kindergarten teacher, Miss Adams, had made the sign last week specifically for the festivities. She had requested that the children paint the graphics and asked the shy new girl, Katherine McCarthy — who’d started the school year a few weeks late and therefore tended to hover quietly on the edges of the jungle gym as the other kids played loudly during recess — to paint the bright red coat of the mascot, Fritzy the Fox. Katie had been delighted. She brushed the sign carefully with pumpkin orange and a holly-berry red and spoke animatedly with Lucy Douglas, a classmate who was filling the sign with feathery green strokes of her brush, representing the aurora borealis. In a few hours Miss Adams was happy to see Katherine giggling and chatting with the rest of the students.


    Many of town’s citizens — especially young parents with two or three preschoolers — sat on brown pullout bleachers in the gymnasium of the Civic Centre. They were fussing with their young children’s juice and biscuits, patting diapers for any changes in warmth or density, and giving older siblings handfuls of change to buy homemade treats, chips, and juice.


    The gym was awash with red balloons. They were tied to the children’s wrists with white ribbon, taped to doorways, and twisted up in animal shapes that were meant to represent foxes.


    There was a collapsible stage with microphones, instruments for a four-piece band, speakers, and games for the children at one end of the gym, ice fishing, they called it. Each child was given a little plastic fishing rod to toss over a white divider, an “iceberg,” and then someone hidden behind the screen hooked a little plastic toy onto the line. The children were delighted. Maggie and Katie couldn’t believe their luck. “Every time the line goes over,” they told Angela, “we get a prize!”


    There were other games: leg-wrestling contests, colouring contests, and for the adults outside the civic centre, tea-boiling contests. Supplied with only teabags, a pot, and two matches, teams of adults must build a fire in the snow, find sticks and twigs — hoping that some of them would be dry amongst the kindling available in the wet mulch — start a fire, melt fresh snow for water, and brew a hot cup of tea to satisfy the judge.


    There were bannock-baking contests. Teams had to make a batch of bannock using the flour, salt, and lard provided, and cook it on a stick over that same slow, weak fire. There were also flour-packing contests. Men competed to see who could carry the heaviest bag of flour on their backs. The men had to walk ten feet carrying a sack of heavy flour, moaning and groaning under the excruciating pressure. There were moose- and geese-calling contests; the winner of this particular game was the one who was the best at mimicking the sound of a mating moose or a flock of geese. The next day the dogsled races would start. The races were held on a small river a few miles away from Peace River, with packs of husky dogs and teams competing from as far away as Churchill, Manitoba, and Whitehorse, Yukon.


    At two o’clock, Bobbi Lake strolled into the gym. Her tight jeans were partially covered by a bulky black ski jacket with sporty race car decals and stripes on the chest and arms. Heavy, sultry makeup was caked on her eyelids and frosty red cheeks. Her suede mini-boots rolled low around her ankles. She tossed her blonde hair and wiped fur from her sleeves.


    She’d been at the fire station that morning. She’d set up a temporary animal shelter for some of the stray dogs that had been found nosing around the town dump. When she’d read an article about the woebegone dogs in the town paper, she immediately volunteered to nurse the animals back to health and find proper homes for them.


    Bobbi’s shelter had taken up residence in a large storage room at the back of the station. She’d ordered cages from the hardware store and made bedding out of old sheets and hamster wood chips. She’d also set up small cages for other types of animals. She knew that when people found out she’d set up a shelter, parents would be coming in and dropping off cats, birds, and bunnies, pets they tried to keep but couldn’t on account of having young children in the house.


    Twice before she’d taken friends’ animals; her neighbours in Thunder Bay had gotten a kitten for their three-year-old. The child had liked to squeeze the kitten’s neck until its tongue stuck out. When the child threw the kitten in the toilet and tried to flush it, they’d begged Bobbi to take it. Socks the cat was still with Bobbi. He hovered amongst her socks in the dresser drawer half the time, too afraid to get out and roam around.


    Bobbi never understood why some women wanted children — and always so many, not just one, but two, three, four, and sometimes five children. Children just grew up and turned on you, she had always thought. First they pinned you down so all you could think about was their well-being. You’d put them ahead of yourself for the most part, then they’d chide you for being overprotective and eventually deserted you. Bobbi preferred the company of animals; they were noble and loyal, protective yet subservient. She was the master of an animal, the one in control.


    As she walked through the gym she paused to watch the children ice-fish. Despite her dislike for children, a smile crept onto her face as two young girls removed their toys from the ends of their tiny plastic fishing rods. The blonde child and the other, small, dark, and wide-eyed, were adorable. She couldn’t help but be charmed by them. They looked like Jack, she thought, and assumed that they were indeed his children. She hadn’t seen him all week. He hadn’t met her at their usual spot on the bench for lunch. They hadn’t been assigned to the same stopes. She hadn’t seen him in the lunchroom or as she passed through security after their shift ended. She had been glum all week. She wasn’t sure what the next thing to say or do would be. That night they’d behaved hastily, and it was awkward, to say the least, but their passion had been undeniable, she thought. She wondered if there would be anything between them in the future. The thought of him leaving his wife for her hovered in the back of her mind.


    She crossed the room and scanned the bleachers, looking for Jack, and found him crammed in amongst the other families, waiting for the afternoon concert to begin. His floppy black hair was tucked behind his ears. He wore a fresh new red flannel plaid shirt and well-worn jeans. His face looked soft yet ashen. He sat with his knuckles bunched on his knees. She panicked, wondering if what they had done caused him to feel guilty. Angela sat beside him, her back turned toward a child. When he got up she rushed toward him.


    “Jack,” she shouted and put her arms around his waist. “How are ya?”


    Jack pried her arms from his waist. Her grip made him feel caught in a net with a pincher insect he wanted to squash. He stood limply before her, his crooked foot twitching, and asked how she was.


    “Fine! No — wait, yes I’m fine, but I would like to see you again. Wouldn’t you like to get together?


    “My wife is sick.”


    Sick? Bobbi thought and her perky smile vanished. She looked up at Angela seated on the bleachers, her eyes smoky with hurt. “She doesn’t look very sick,” she said and smiled half-heartedly.


    “I love my wife.”


    “Why were you with me?”


    “I made a mistake.”


    “There’s more between us than a bad decision,” she said knowingly.


    “A work friendship that crossed the line. I’m sorry,” he said and walked away.


    Bobbi skulked to a seat on the bleachers. She sat alone, ashamed and angry with Jack.


    Jack scurried to the washroom and exhaled loudly in the stall. In the white and silver sterile room he felt uncomfortable. It was too cold and clean — neither a scuff nor a stain on the floor, walls, or sink. When was a men’s washroom ever this clean? There should be the stink of piss, toilet paper on the floor, muck on the sink, because we’re all a bunch of filthy pigs, he thought, every last dirty dog one of us. He grabbed the faucet and expected grime to flow freely from his fingertips. He scrubbed his hands furiously with the bubble-gum pink soap. He couldn’t wash away the feeling of filth that he carried like a shroud.


    He stared at himself in the gleaming new mirror and recoiled. He looked like a sneaky raccoon: black hair matted at the crown, beady eyes shifty and yet fearful, surrounded by engorged black rings of flesh. Katie had once told him — after reading from her children’s science magazine — that raccoons were once believed to be part of the dog family. A nocturnal dog, he thought, that’s what I am. He’d been foraging for comfort. He hadn’t wanted to cry in front of Angela because of the bar brawl — nothing worse than crying in front of a woman, especially your wife, Peter had once said — so he buried himself in Bobbi’s flesh like she was a strong oak tree with warm hollows and crevices prepared to keep him safe. How could I have done this to my wife? Why didn’t I just go home and let her see me cry?


    In truth, he’d used Bobbi like she was a bag of household waste — left on the curb with the lid of the silver garbage can askew for a raccoon to gain easy access. He looked at his feet, expecting to see a ring of ash appear. He felt so dirty, he thought he’d spread grease, muck, and filthy debris throughout the room merely by breathing.


    Jack had never betrayed Angela before, or any other girl he’d dated. There’d been Louise Payne, who tried to tempt him away from Cheryl Courage after the high-school graduation dance. They had been drinking all night at the swimming hole and she’d kissed him and rubbed his bare chest. She’d asked him to sleep in her tent while Louise was at the canoe hauling a beer from the ice. Jack had felt a stirring for her, with her long straight blonde hair and black eyeliner oily on the inner rim of her eyelids, but he hadn’t taken her up on her offer, despite the doe-eyed affection she held for him.


    Jack hated the way Bobbi looked at him, like he was the only hope in her world.


    Why does she look at me like that?


    Angela didn’t even see him. She didn’t see anything at all, he imagined — she’d been lost in thought all week, falsely cheerful but focused on the children as if their next breath would be their last. He stared at himself. Did she secretly see what he’d done? If she did see the hounded dog in his eyes, she hadn’t said a word. She’d said very little over the past week.


    Wanda wouldn’t let him talk to Peter when he’d called the morning after the fight. When Peter returned to work the gashes on his face had been sewn shut with black thread. He’d tried to laugh it off, drunk and fighting over the hockey game, he’d said, and the other miners had slapped him on the back and cheered. At the end of their shift, Jack had slipped Peter a few hundred dollars. Peter had tried to smile, but the taut stitches at the corner of his mouth began to tear, so he gave Jack a quick pert shake of the hand instead.


    Jack and Angela were now out of the allotted money for Lily’s diapers. He would see if he could get overtime next week. He could work a few night shifts — forage through the rock for his family, and for Peter’s. He’d have to be clear with Bobbi; she needed to know that he could never again do what they’d done on Friday night.


    As he scurried out the bathroom, head low, he realized he’d forgotten to get Angela a cup of tea with double cream and double sugar from the canteen.


    Peter and Wanda entered the gym. Peter’s voice, once full of vigour and rakish rebelliousness, was reduced to a mumble as he greeted Angela and Jack, limping to a seat beside them. The pulpy bruises were recovering; scars from stitches on his cheeks and forehead glistened freshly, little pink pinches on his skin with white tracks separating one side of flesh from the other. They made him look old, tired, and defeated.


    He tried to force an easy-going smile to hide the prickly burr of paranoia that grew in his mind. What are they all staring at? They’re all talking about me. They know I’m weak. He smiled lightly and raised his bushy brown eyebrows as high as he could. Rats, he thought, I can stomp on all of you, so don’t look at me like I’m some stray dog. Peter knew he could take on each and every one present, rip them apart with his big bare hands. But those salesmen, the cowboys from Calgary, they’d approached him when he was drunk and caught him by surprise.


    They were the strongest now; he’d have to get in that pack somehow. He’d have to find a way. He couldn’t handle pity from strangers. I will do whatever it takes, he promised himself. Right now all that was required was an affable demeanour — the ability to laugh it all off as a good old boy brawl. But the stone that had settled in his gut was a shield hiding the truth from everyone, the truth of the pain of his defeat, the truth of the pain of losing all of his money to a two-bit con artist. He’d even kept it hidden from the one who knew him best: Jack. It was easy to fool Jack, though. How else did Jack really think Peter consistently won at card games? He would bet Jack actually believed it was luck or skill. It was neither, Peter knew, nothing but cheating and cunning. That’s what he’d been the best at in Brighton, simple out-and-out cheating. But here he’d been made a fool of in nothing short of a month or so. He hadn’t dreamed of this at all. It hadn’t occurred to him that his family would encounter such misfortune. He hated what it was doing to Wanda. She’d reverted to some caricature of herself, or the way she thought of herself now: a frumpy housewife with nothing. He’d told her this week; he had to. She had cried and screamed at him for days.


    Wanda stood beside him now with one bulky winter boot on the bleacher hunched over the other, untying the laces. “We won the tea boiling contest. I threw in four extra tea bags right before the judge came around. My teammates were furious. The judge took a sip and said ‘Finally, someone who knows how to make a good strong cup of tea.’ I turned to my teammates and said, ‘Don’t ever think a Newfoundlander don’t know nothing about making tea.’”


    Jack smiled. “I never heard tell of anyone make a better cup of tea than you,” he said graciously.


    As the lights dimmed, Katie and Maggie squeezed between Wanda and Pete, hands full of toys, chips, and pop, and sat next to their mother. Lily was wide awake on her lap.


    Angela clung tightly to Lily and silently watched Katie and Maggie. Her pups, with their milk teeth, settled in around Jack and herself. She was mesmerized by their joy. They had each received a tiny plastic doll from the ice fishing game and were talking in baby language, a secret tongue they used when they were playing with dolls. Lily’s warm body grew heavier as she nestled into Angela’s chest and fell asleep. A woman waved to Angela from across the room. Her new neighbor, Olive St. James; earlier this week she’d overheard Maggie outside with Olive’s daughter, Brandi.


    Maggie had stared at Brandi. She was as brown as mud and her eyes glowed like shiny round beads, the type Maggie had seen in sparrows. She was her papoose doll from Labrador come to life, like the little Inuit doll Grandma McCarthy had given them. She wore a white jacket with a hood ringed with white fur pulled tightly around her face by two strings with big pom-poms. A pattern circled the waist of her jacket: forests, mountains, and rivers, voyageurs in canoes, carrying them on their backs in some spots, sitting and paddling in them in others, red, yellow, green, and blue stripes on the cuffs of her wrists.


    “Are you the ghost of Mary March?” Maggie had asked innocently.


    “My name is Brandi St. James. Who are you?”


    “Maggie McCarthy. You look like the ghost of Mary March and my papoose doll.”


    “I’m too big to be a papoose, nincompoop, but you look like an icicle or a snowflake. A cloud with two blue sky spots poking through.”


    “I’m not a cloud or an icicle!” Maggie shouted.


    “I’m not a ghost then!”


    “Wanna play ghost?” Maggie asked mischievously.


    “Sure,” Brandi answered, “how do we do that?”


    “Is your mom at home?”


    “Yes.”


    “Well, we sneak in and hide in the cupboards, and when she comes to find us, we make a lot of noise and scare her.”


    Angela had listened at the kitchen window then run to the closet to put on a coat.


    The two girls crossed over to the trailer next to the McCarthys’, owned by Olive and Eugene St. James, a Cree couple from Brochet, Manitoba. They had moved in less than a week ago. Eugene had found work in Foxville as a janitor at the mine. Olive stayed at home with their two children.


    Once out the door, Angela watched Brandi lead the way. The snow had hindered the little girls who trudged through it, little slugs in coconut flesh, worming their way silently, breath as milky as coconut juice, thick, white, and cloudy. Angela was a few steps behind as they reached the trailer and Brandi opened the aluminum screen door. The smell of bacon fat and cigarettes reached their nostrils. Angela caught a glimpse inside; the trailer was bare, a small wooden table with two chairs. A chipped teacup, and a stubby candle sat on the kitchen table. A ripped sofa, an old basinet and an acoustic guitar — one stray and crinkled string dangling from the neck — in the living room.


    Olive St. James, a tall, dark brown woman with long, straight black hair, had stood in the kitchen, hoisted her tiny breast out from her top, and put it in her infant’s mouth. She’d been singing softly, her long thin lips gently curled at the sight of the girls, and she welcomed them in with a nod, her long, flat nose, heavy cheeks, and bushy black eyebrows moving when she smiled and settling tenderly when she looked back at her infant.


    Coming up behind them, Angela could see through the open screen door. Brandi wiped her nose with the back of her mitten and bent down to untie her homemade leather and fur-lined mukluks. Maggie had thrown her white and grey nylon rubber boots to the side. They both crept over the linoleum, the same pattern as in Maggie’s house, brown and off-yellow foliage, fleur-de-lis-like crowns in the centre of each square, and headed to the panel board cupboard.


    After watching the two children for a minute, Angela knocked on the door, and Olive rushed over to open it. Angela came in slowly, her hair still wet, pink parka undone, housedress hanging out of a pair of grey jogging pants, Jack’s wool socks covering her legs, hanging off the end of her feet, and Lily on her hip.


    “Maggie!”


    “We were playing ghosts!” she said proudly and walked over to her mom.


    Angela squatted on her haunches and brushed the wet snow from her child’s cheeks. “When you leave the yard, you’ve got to tell Mom where you are.”


    Maggie nodded.


    Angela stood up, shifted a drowsy Lily to her other hip, and extended her hand.


    Angela stared at Olive; she’d never seen a Cree woman before. Olive stared back at Angela, looking equally fascinated.


    “This is Brandi, and Monique,” Olive said and swivelled around so Angela could see her baby’s little face, cheeks squashed up against her shoulder, sliding in a pool of drool.


    “She’s adorable. What a little trout,” Angela said and stared longingly at the infant. Her throat had tightened as she watched it sleep. She clenched Maggie’s hand tighter.


    “This is Maggie, and Lily, and Katherine is off at school. Come over for Purity tea that I brought with me from Newfoundland.”


    “I’ve never had tea from Newfoundland before. I can make some bannock.”


    This afternoon at the Winter Carnival amongst a crowd of people in the bleachers, Olive smiled at Angela. Angela nodded. She wasn’t looking forward to having tea with her new neighbour. She was sad that someone with a new baby had moved in. On the one hand, befriending Brandi would keep Maggie from wandering too far, but Angela didn’t know if she could bear to be around an infant just yet.


    The lights dimmed and the master of ceremonies took the stage, a thin woman, the high school principal dressed in grey dress pants and jacket, an icy blue polyester blouse, and a greying, short mushroom-shaped haircut. She gently welcomed everyone and introduced the mayor.


    Mayor Spencer Cooper strode confidently across the stage and took the microphone. “Good afternoon, parents, children, citizens of Foxville. It gives me great pleasure to officially open Foxville’s first annual Winter Carnival. There will be plenty of games throughout the weekend, and of course the highlight of the carnival, the dog-sled races, which begin tomorrow. Enjoy the concert, we’ve got singing, stand-up comedy, the school choir, dramatic skits, and ribbons for the winners of the tea-boiling contest, bannock-baking contest, and the flour-packing contest. But first I’d like to say how proud I am to have been appointed the first Mayor of Foxville by the Chamber of Commerce. This is a wonderful new community where people from all over Canada have come to enjoy prosperity and the great splendour and mystery of the Canadian North. I know it took some coaxing by my wife and son to get me out of Calgary, but I’m here and I plan to stay here, and hopefully watch my son have grandchildren.”


    The crowd laughed warmly.


    “Come on out here, Tanya Ann and Tyger, come say hello to Foxville.” His wife Tanya Ann emerged from offstage, dressed in white, and waved graciously to the crowd. The women stared at her. The pearls on her neck shimmered in the spotlight. “And our son, Tyger.” Robert waved for Tyger to come onstage. He blinked in the spotlight and joined his parents onstage in tight blue jeans and a plaid lumberjack shirt open at the neck. “And yes, Tyger is the name on his birth certificate. So, without further adieu, the winners of our carnival games contests.” He announced the names of the winners and called each one up to receive her ribbon.


    Wanda jumped up when she heard her name. “One of the first place tea-boiling team members, Wanda Fifield, is a goofy Newfie! Well, she’s good for something else besides hard work, eh?” Spencer Cooper pointed at her as she walked across the stage to collect her ribbon, laughing heartily at his own joke. Wanda was red-faced, frumpy in her oversized parka, her winter boots and grey track pants tucked inside her boots. Her short curly hair was so frizzy it stood on end with static. She hid her anger at what was expected and laughed at his joke.


    “Well, I guess I can’t say how many Newfies does it take to boil tea! Only one, eh!” Spencer screamed and the crowd laughed.


    Wanda scratched the pink birthmark on the left side of her forehead.


    Peter laughed loudly and squeezed his eyes shut. The veins in his neck bulged.


    Wanda turned red, too, but laughed along with the crowd. She was presented with the ribbon, and the microphone was pressed to her face. “Thanks a lot,” she said mockingly, her eyes crossed, fat hands on hips as she executed a little jig before she left the stage.


    Jack’s mouth hung open. Angela shifted uncomfortably in her seat.


    Wanda returned to their corner and sat back down on the bleachers without saying a word. She averted her eyes. She’d show them all someday, she knew it. She knew what Peter was capable of, and she knew that they’d hurt his pride and humiliated his wife. She felt empty and lonely but knew it would only be a matter of time before Peter was back on track. He always won, no matter the opponent.


    After a moment Wanda looked at Angela and Jack and smiled shyly. Her face was aflame with red blotches, her eyes low. Her orange sweater smelled like cooking grease from the bannock she’d eaten. She wiped her buttery fingers on her fraying ski jacket then hid her fingers in her pockets.


    Toward the end of the evening the mayor introduced Olive St. James. The crowd clapped as Mayor Cooper was shepherded from the stage.


    Olive sat on a wooden stool in a green dress, her long black hair parted in the middle. A feather at the back of her head, tucked into a buckskin headpiece, was covered with cranberry red beads. She strummed her acoustic guitar as her husky voice filled the room.


    
      Sun sets at the end of the highway,


      You know I plan to stay.


      I have a mind to stay all my life,


      Alberta you’re home to me.


      In my dark December, you’re the shining northern lights.


      You’re the aurora, you bring magic to the night.


      In a world as dark as this one, you shine like a star.


      I could run away my love, you know I’d never really get too far.


      My heart is a compass


      Pointing north straight and true,


      I’ve seen the north my love,


      But now I’m making a home with you.


      I’ll stay with you for happiness, for the joy that you bring,


      I’ll stay with you forever, you inspire me to sing.

    


    “Stupid squaw,” someone hissed. Angela watched her new neighbour sing and was moved by her talent, and pained by what she heard the people around her saying.

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eight


    Wild wolves howled every evening after sunset, irascible, lamenting wails that pawed at Jack’s nerves. It frightened him as he lay awake, as did other things at night. Guilt was a bull that raged around his mind, egged on by a red flag of anger. How could all of this be happening to us? How could I have let her down?


    He heard a sudden howl close to the mobile home and turned to Angela. Her black hair was in a snarl, clumped around the collar of a pink housecoat littered with crumpled tissue paper.


    “What’s that noise?”


    She didn’t respond, fixated on a natural health magazine that was discussing the link between industrial toxins and miscarriage. Her mother had called today. Jack had overheard them on the phone, Lillian shouting at her, placing the blame on the move, the mine, and the man she was married to. He had grown quiet as he listened. He knew that Lillian would pierce the dream-like bubble that surrounded Angela — the one that kept her absent and silent. She’d been engrossed in thoughts of the past lately, and they had kept her from the present. Daydreams so palpable Jack had witnessed her staring out the window and talking to herself. After Lillian punctured this bubble Angela simply wilted and gave up, retreated to her bedroom for the day and came out only to heat a simple meal of canned ravioli for the children.


    Jack sighed and got up. The living room was dark. He crossed to the kitchen and pulled back the ochre polyester curtains.


    The new neighbour’s white dog was tied to a tree in the patch of wood behind the trailer. They had moved in a week or so ago. Jack hadn’t noticed anyone going to see, walk, or feed the dog. After the last snowfall, there weren’t any new footprints in the snow and no walking trails plowed into the two-foot deep piles. Jack was worried; the dog’s ribs were bumpy, visible through flat dull white fur, its eyes wild as it stared madly at a world that kept its owners warm and fed while it was left cold and alone. The dog shivered. Its thin hind legs were weak as withered yellowed blades of grass, its nose and tongue slack, pink, and dry.


    Jack promised himself he would do something about the dog.


    When Jack came home from work the next day, supper wasn’t ready. The girls were sharing a large bag of salt-and-vinegar chips. White crumbs lay in clumps on the carpet. They sat transfixed by the Rainbow Brite cartoon on the television. Angela slumbered in the bedroom, the curtains drawn, the bed rumpled and unmade, the cloistered air stale and yeasty. Lily was asleep in her crib.


    Jack drew back the curtains to see two sets of delicate tracks in the snow that folded in on themselves like tents, supported by the densely packed snow underneath. The girls had walked on the hardened ice all the way through the backyard, straight to the dog, and had headed back again.


    Why would the girls have gone by themselves to the snippy, half-mad, neglected dog? Where was Angela — why hadn’t she stopped them? Jack sighed and stood still, looking out the kitchen window, the curtains resting between his fingers, the starchy cheap polyester fabric rough and prickly, and wondered what he’d do with his wife.


    In the bedroom the bedside alarm clock was unplugged. Angela was asleep in her old green cords, a knobby old black turtleneck limp around her wrists and throat. She looked dirty, her hair greasy at the crown, dry and knotty at the frayed ends, and shiny smears of butter and crumbs on her mouth.


    Jack glared at her, shuddering at the blue-black and yellow rings under her eyes. He’ll let her sleep, because it seemed as though she hadn’t slept in weeks. Lately he’d woken up every night to find her pacing, huddling in corners, while the dog howled outside, gnashing its teeth, helpless and hoping for its freedom, before the howls finally dissolved into whimpers as it collapsed into sleep. Far off in the forest he could hear the wolves.


    In the kitchen he started to make supper. As he wiped Maggie’s chocolate-smeared face with one hand and opened the fridge door with the other, he noticed two hamburger patties missing from the four he had taken out of the freezer to thaw for tonight’s supper. They’d fed the dog the raw beef he’d set out for supper, he realized.


    Suddenly there was an urgent knock on the front door. It sounded like flint in a man’s hand, pummelling wood. Jack moved Maggie aside. “Angela? Can you come help with dinner, please?” he yelled and opened the door awkwardly. Frost spilled in quickly and tumbled over itself like billowing cumulus clouds. Jack shivered.


    “Yes?” he said as he stared at the face of his neighbour.


    Barry McMillan tipped his sooty, crumpled baseball hat at Jack and met his neighbour’s soft, blue, worried eyes with his beady, red-rimmed ones.


    “McCarthy? You feeding my dog?”


    “Yeah,” Jack answered.


    “We don’t want that old dog anymore, so don’t feed it, alright?”


    “Put it down.”


    “Don’t tell me what to do McCarthy, or I’ll —”


    “I’ll keep away from the dog,” Jack said wearily and bit his lip.


    After McMillan left, Jack opened the fridge door, removed the cold red meat, and slammed his fist on the stove.


    Late December. The trailer was in full holiday regalia. Doorframes were decorated with homemade red velvet ribbons. Green plastic holly centrepieces on tabletops were filled with red and white stubby candles. Stencils of Santa Claus sat in an ornate sleigh, and fat snowmen were sprayed on windowpanes with simulated snow from a can bought at the Hudson’s Bay Company. A small evergreen stood in the corner of the living room. There was fresh popcorn on white cotton thread loosely wound around the lopsided branches. The children were very proud of their decorations.


    Angela and Jack were hosting a Christmas party. Many of their neighbours and a few new friends from work were there. Peter was preoccupied and sat hunched over in the corner. He’d borrowed money from Jack for Christmas expenses, and he felt sick and nervous about it. He felt needy, dependent, and a burden. He’d watched the traditional Newfoundland Christmas mummering spectacle with a wry smile. His head throbbed, and last night hadn’t been able to sleep; all he could think about was how much money he’d lost, what they were going to do, and how to ask Jack for more.


    Wanda, fed up with worry, danced and laughed all evening. Homesick, she’d told Angela, covering up for him with lies earlier in the week while they were shopping for the party. That was the problem. “He misses the boys at the mine back home, I’m sure of it. He wouldn’t say so, but I know my Peter.”


    Angela had given her a hollow smile.


    In her kitchen, the party in full swing, Angela rolled the instant sugar cookie dough between palms until the dry dough blistered and flaked.


    “Easy there,” Wanda said as she poured amber rum in the eggnog. “You’re overdoing it.”


    Angela glared at her and put down the cookie dough. “Fine then, do it yourself.”


    Wanda lowered her head and finished the cookies silently. She pranced around Angela’s kitchen, shepherding the children, calling to them in a singsong voice as she sprinkled cinnamon on their hot milk, baking cookies, preparing salads, and baking a chicken. Angela drifted toward a corner and stared blankly at the party unfolding before her. All she could see were shadows of people as they moved through the room ladling eggnog and eating sugar cookies.


    “What’s wrong with ya, woman?” Jack asked as he whirled in the room, a glass of rum in hand.


    She glared at him without a word.


    “Come dance with me, wife.”


    She rolled her eyes and clamped her hands under her arms. “No, Jack, leave me alone,” she said as he hauled her to her feet.


    He smiled at her, his eyes glassy and red-rimmed. “Dance with me, my love.”


    She pushed him away and her wily arms smacked him on the neck. She shuffled into the bedroom and fell on the bed. He followed her.


    “It’s a party, try and have some fun.”


    “I can’t.”


    “Then why did you want to throw a party?”


    “I dunno,” she said and whimpered. “I thought I could handle it.”


    Jack watched her softly and moved beside her on the bed. “Oh, my love —”


    “Don’t touch me,” she whispered. “I want to be left alone,” and she kicked him off the bed. Jack tightened his grip on his glass as he reddened and moved slowly away.


    What the hell is wrong with her? Why is she still so upset? We’ll try again, there’s no need for her to act like it’s the end of the world. It isn’t, he thought. She’s putting us through hell.


    In the hallway outside, Peter homed in on Jack and hovered close to his chest.


    “Listen, I don’t got enough for Christmas and January’s mortgage. Can you give me a bit more? I’ll pay you back in the New Year. Wanda will get a job, I’ll call home, whatever it takes,” Peter said and peered shame-faced out from under the rim of his ball cap.


    “Not now. I’ve got enough problems of my own,” Jack said.


    “Some friend,” Peter said stiffly and walked silently down the hall.


    “We’ll talk later, okay?”


    “Never mind,” Peter said sharply.


    Jack watched him slink away and shook his head. Just like Peter not to even see how this had all affected Angela. All he’s worried about is his own hide. Money for Christmas, what does that mean? Money for booze is more like it. It’s not like Susie needs the contents of the toy store to enjoy her second Christmas. Jack turned his back to Peter and guzzled his drink. He held the cold glass against his throbbing temple and cursed Angela under his breath.


    “This is where the larger bills go, underneath the till, see?” Darlene said as she counted the money. She licked her thumb every so often to sort the pile. Her short, dark brown hair, parted in the middle and feathered at the sides with a flap in the back, hung on her shoulders like the pelt of a small curled animal. She wore a hot pink sweater and electric blue leggings that matched her creamy makeup; she was as plump as an Arctic chickadee, her chest and stomach puffed out roundly. Her small neck and tiny, innocent black eyes were buried in a wide grin. Her teeth, as conspicuous as a protruding beak, were the focal point of her warm and inviting face. They were exposed often since she liked to laugh a lot, big deep, bellowing honks that caused people to stop and stare.


    Darlene had been training Wanda at the grocery store. Wanda had taken the job in the first week of January. Today she’d accepted an overtime shift. She’d started at eight-thirty this morning and was about to begin the evening cashier’s shift. Customers were few, the shelves were relatively empty, and the bakery had started selling cakes, doughnuts, and white bread rolls at half-price. Wanda looked forward to picking up and taking home a small iced cake for Susie.


    A cart full of groceries nudged up against the till. Darlene bent down and loaded the conveyer belt with groceries. Wanda pushed the pedal to move the groceries down the aisle. She looked up to see Angela balancing Susie on one arm and pushing the cart forward with the other.


    “Oh, my love, hello,” Wanda said heartily.


    Susie dropped a can of condensed milk on the newly waxed floor. “Angela, how has she been today?”


    “Oh, best kind, Wanda. She hasn’t given me any trouble at all,” Angela said and wiped Lily’s nose


    Angela looked after Susie while Wanda was at work. Shortly after Christmas Peter and Wanda had told Angela that they’d lost all of their money. Peter, despondent and shamed, refused to take any more loans from Jack. He was full of promises that he’d find a way to pay back what he’d already borrowed. Angela didn’t want them to suffer and had opened her house to Susie. She would watch her, just until they got on their feet again.


    Wanda lifted her child out of the grocery cart and held her against her chest. “All I want is to stay at home with my baby. I hope to get out of here and have as many as I can.”


    The dark shadows under Angela’s eyes deepened as her face fell.


    “Angela, my love, I’m not thinking. Any answers yet?”


    “I’ve spoken with the doctor, taken some tests; I seem to be alright. I’ve been reading a few natural health magazines. There could be a link to some of the types of mining toxins we are releasing into the water supply and miscarriages. I’ve got to find out why —”


    “Don’t be upset if you don’t find an answer —”


    “What do you mean if I don’t find an answer?”


    “Sometimes we never know why —”


    “I’d like to know why,” Angela said and set the can of condensed milk on the conveyor belt.


    Wanda’s soft brown eyes searched Angela’s face. “I’ll pick Susie up at eight o’clock,” she said gently and put Susie back in the cart, her pudgy leg stuck to the chrome as Wanda tightened the lace of the scuffed white bootie on her tiny kicking foot.


    “Boss is comin’,” Darlene whispered.


    Wanda quietly checked out Angela’s items. We’re the ones who were ripped off, she thought resentfully. We have nothing. I’m working to put food on the table while she gets to stay home with her children, and my child. She’s getting too close to Susie for my liking. Susie is not her replacement for the one that she lost, she thought defiantly.


    Her heart ached as she watched Susie clamour to get in Angela’s arms and rest her head on her chest. Wanda greeted the next customer with a phony smile. I’ll get through this, she thought, and it’ll only be for a little while. Peter better find a way to make this up to me pretty damn quick, or he’s going to stay sleeping on the sofa until summer.


    As Angela walked home on the side of the paved collector that led to the trailer park, Susie wouldn’t stop crying. She wanted her mother. Impressionable Lily mimicked her tears and cried louder. The sound irritated Angela, who hummed the Anne Murray song about a snowbird flying away from it all. Maggie walked beside them slowly, stopping every few feet to plop down on the edge of the snow bank to make a snow angel. Angela was in a hurry; Olive was going to come over to show her how to make her special stew, and Angela was going to show her how to make Irish soda bread.


    She didn’t know what she’d do without Olive. For a few weeks after Christmas, Olive had approached Angela’s house next door eagerly, knocking politely — she’d show up at least twice a week — looking to share an hour of companionship and the cup of tea Angela had promised. Angela consistently ignored her, wanting to be alone. Then one morning Olive simply barged in, threw back the curtains in the bedroom, lifted Lily out of her crib, changed her dirty diaper, and set Maggie in the bath. She propped Angela up on her pillow, pushed the hair away from her face, and spoon-fed her some hot homemade soup.


    “Listen,” Olive had said, “you’ve lost one, but you still have three that you will lose if this keeps up.”


    “You don’t know what this feels like.”


    “I’ve been there myself. I know what you are going through.”


    “I don’t want to get out of bed. I can’t face this.”


    “Fine then,” Olive said, “I’ll call Children’s Services. Imagine that? An Indian woman like me calling on a white woman? That’ll be the first.”


    “Fine, I’ll go for walk with you just the once,” Angela said.


    When they’d set out that first day, Angela had cried during the whole walk. “My legs hurt,” she said. “I can’t do this. Why are you making me do this?” She was whiny as a child.


    Olive did very little to coddle her new friend as they trudged through the snow day after day, the children strapped to sleds behind them.


    Olive stood at her kitchen stove and stirred the moose-meat stew. It smelled like the muskiest thing imaginable, the fervid scent of charcoal embers, earthy, and smoky.


    “Eh, you ever eat moose meat?” she asked Angela.


    “Yes, sure, my love, lots of times, it’s some good,” Angela answered mechanically.


    “Eh, this might put some colour in your cheeks, put the white back under your shady eyelids, eh?” Olive said with a chuckle.


    Angela blinked, squeezed back the tears, and looked at Olive, full of sorrow.


    “You worry too much,” Olive said softly and placed a bowl of hot stew in front of her, potatoes and dumplings drowning in thick sauce. “This should soothe your stomach, eh?”


    “Have you ever been with anyone else besides your husband?” Angela asked abruptly, staring above Olive’s head, eyes glazed and stern.


    Olive sat down at the table, her back erect. She stirred her stew with her left hand, in her right hand a thick chunk of bannock, which she dipped and nibbled at.


    “What a strange question,” she said and laughed. “My husband,” she began slowly, “went trapping one fall, outside of Brochet. He was gone for two weeks. I was a hard drinker back then, before I had the babies, eh! We had a boozing night at the hotel, my girlfriends and I, and we met some prospectors from America. There was one, tall and blond.”


    “Did you ever tell your husband?”


    “Nope. And I won’t, neither.”


    “Why did you —”


    “Curiosity, I guess, that’s all. I’d never been with a white man, thought there’d be some difference, but there’s none. It’s not like it’s different with a white or Indian man,” Olive said and snickered loudly. “I always thought it would be different, you know, with all the fighting my people and your people get up to, all the insults and the brawls at the bars. And then here comes this blond, blue-eyed man, who I was raised to think was evil, and he tells me the same thing. ‘My parents called you savages,’ he told me once over a beer at the bar. For a few weeks, while my husband was away, and for the few weeks, he was prospecting,” she said and laughed again, “he was my best friend. We talked all day and all night, we learned so much about each other. I had the time of my life, and on his last night in town we slept together. We were just curious, I guess, but we should have stayed friends because the sex didn’t really mean anything, not like it did with my husband, and when my husband came back to town, I knew he was my family, and no one could ever change that. There’s a big difference. I love my husband. I felt close to this man, and in some way sex entered the picture, but we shouldn’t have done it. It changed our friendship for sure.”


    “I think Jack’s been with someone else,” Angela finally blurted out.


    Olive put a hand over her mouth.


    “I know he’s been with someone else,” Angela said and let her spoon sink into the thick stew gravy. “I saw the way a blonde woman looked at him during the winter carnival.” She started to cry.


    “Hey, here,” Olive said and handed her a dishtowel full of holes and torn threads which hung off the sides. Angela wiped her face with it.


    “He’s worried all the time, wondering if I know. I can smell it on him, and it’s my fault,” Angela whimpered, the cloth bunched in her tiny clamped fist.


    “How is it your fault, eh?” Olive asked. “It probably just happened.”


    “It happened alright, after my miscarriage, I’m sure of it. It happened after my body did that,” she hissed and balled the cloth like an angry cat, clawing at it.


    “Not true,” Olive whispered. “You’ve got to snap out of it.”


    “He’s going to leave me for her.”


    “You don’t know that. It could just be a one-time thing, like the one I had. I never would have left my husband; do you think I’m crazy enough to have done that? Nope. I love him, I did even then. Jack loves you, I know it, I can see it. Don’t let what could just have been a silly drinking mistake ruin your marriage.”


    Angela’s eyes darted back and forth, but she saw very little. She was tied up in knots, confused, so she pulled the threads free from the ripped cloth and clasped it between palms like a stone she wanted to hurl.


    The next day, while their husbands were at work, Angela and Olive sat in the waiting room, Monique asleep in Olive’s arms, Lily and Susie next to Angela, playing with green and yellow blocks, Maggie and Brandi with a book.


    “It shouldn’t be too long now.”


    “No, I guess not.”


    The nurse appeared in the doorway, a lumpy mustard cardigan over her white uniform.


    When she called Angela’s name, Angela rose and quickly followed her into the examining room.


    “Nothing yet,” the nurse said. “You’re not pregnant. Lab results show no abnormalities. Keep trying,” she said cheerfully and patted Angela on the arm.


    Angela’s face fell as she shuffled back out of the room and scooped Lily up in her arms. Lily immediately whined, sensing her mother’s frustration.


    Olive followed quietly behind. She watched her friend’s face compassionately and held her baby tightly as they walked toward Olive’s old pick-up truck. A robin pattered along a small twig extending from a balsam poplar, its belly swelling.


    “She’ll have babies soon,” Angela said glumly.


    Olive turned on an AM talk radio station. The guests were discussing why poor people always had to have so many children. She quickly turned it off as Angela sighed and shook her head.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Nine


    The spring thaw quietly stole away the mounds of snow on the ground, water wound down drainpipes, froze mid-drip, and formed large daggers of ice with bases so thick children called them horses’ legs and cracked them with lumpy snowballs. The adults called them piñatas of the north, the prize for cracking them the glint of the newly freed sunbeam, which had been blocked behind thick translucent ice. The danger wasn’t a sickly stomach from ingesting an abundance of sweet treats, but the threat of blood spilled from the slice of the hapless icicles.


    Rivulets of water cascaded over snowbanks. Gravel and rock punctured the snow. Patches of vertical grass struggled through the thin ice that rested over it like egg whites. The sun had started to rise earlier and the air smelled as fresh as a honeydew melon.


    On a bright Saturday morning in March, Jack drove through town with Katie and Maggie buckled in beside him. They’d packed a lunch of tuna sandwiches and hot sugary tea in a glass pickle jar wrapped in a wool sock.


    They passed the civic centre and took the only road out of town, which crossed Peace River and led toward the garbage dump. Katie and Maggie’d had a hard time sleeping last night, they were so excited by the prospect of going to the town garbage dump. “We’ll see so many black bears,” Katie had said. “They’re coming out of hibernation, and the first thing they’ll do is look for food at the dump.”


    Jack volunteered to drive them so they could park at a safe distance and watch the black bears and their cubs forage for food. Angela had allowed it — he hadn’t a clue how Katie had talked her into letting them go — but wanted them back home in three hours.


    She was still overprotective but was beginning to come round. At least she’s not lying in bed all day and all night anymore, he thought gratefully.


    Jack pulled onto a muddy dirt road. He drove carefully so he wouldn’t flick loose rocks onto the windshield. Birch tree branches, purple and asphyxiated, ran their thin stems across the windshield. Jack drove over potholes and the girls bounced in the seat beside him, Katie on a pile of cushions and Maggie on several folded-up towels, warmed over the heater before they left that morning. They turned onto the wide-open and barren landfill site, the ground black and rocky, bloated with bags, gorged with garbage.


    They sat still and took turns drinking out of the wide-mouthed jar. Then Katie spotted movement in the island of waste. Something was rummaging through an industrial waste bag.


    “I think it’s a bear!” she shouted.


    Jack squinted tightly through a sunbeam and looked skeptically at the hunched figure. “That’s a man,” he told Katie as the figure raised his head to grab a new bag.


    There amongst the garbage bags, kitchen waste, broken headboards, battered cribs, rusted high chairs, and old tires crouched Peter Fifield. His brow was knotted, the muscles around his mouth tight and downcast, his eyes erratic, moving busily as if following the trajectory of a fly. Jack couldn’t imagine what Peter was doing here alone on a Saturday morning. His chest tightened. He must be in such bad shape financially that he was looking for furniture or clothing.


    “Don’t worry, girls, we’ll see a bear. Lock the doors, don’t get out. Dad will be back in a few minutes.”


    Jack stepped out of the truck, closed the door gently, and picked his way through the garbage. A tomato soup can grazed his ankle and left a thick red clump of scum on his jeans. He waded through diapers, cracked wooden spoons, and crumpled balls of foil wrap.


    “Peter?”


    Peter jumped and covered himself with two garbage bags.


    “Come out, it’s only me.”


    Peter emerged from the pile of garbage.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Nothing,” Peter answered sternly.


    “Nothing?” Jack said and laughed. “You’re out here on a Saturday morning by yourself, rooting through the trash, and it’s nothing?”


    “Leave me alone,” Peter hissed.


    “What are you looking for? Peter, I can help you, we’ve got all kinds of kids’ clothes we can give Wanda for Susie. We’ve got an extra stroller, you don’t have to pick —”


    “Please, go home,” Peter said through clenched his teeth. He tightened a fist.


    “I’m not leaving you here by yourself —”


    Pete raised the sooty fist and smacked Jack in the nose. Jack fell back into the plastic bags. One ripped open and covered him with paper towels, dirty cleaning rags, and flattened cardboard boxes with the logo of Noraldo Operating Corporation emblazoned on all sides.


    “What the hell is wrong with you?”


    Jack plugged his nostril with one hand and clawed his way out of the boxes with the other.


    “You better not tell a soul that I was here.”


    “What are you up to?” Jack asked as a lump fell from Pete’s pocket. It was a small black chunk of ore laced with gold.


    They stared silently at the beautiful lump of raw currency.


    Suddenly they heard a flurry of honks from the car’s horn. The girls were jumping up and down in the cab and pointing behind Jack and Peter. A big fat black bear stood on its hind legs, its fur matted and unclean, large paws swiping at the air, its snout twitching as it inched toward them.


    They scrambled to their feet, slipped on the slimy garbage bags and slid on soiled diapers and rotten food. Peter stopped to gather the fallen ore.


    “Are you nuts? Move,” Jack yelled.


    As they reached their vehicles the bear fell to his four legs and ambled languidly, its big haunches waddling, toward a pile of rotting food.


    Peter clutched the nuggets of ore to his chest.


    A week later Peter called Jack. “I’m coming over,” he said briskly.


    Jack hung up and stood at the window, watching for his friend, oblivious to the children playing or Angela humming. Spring had lightened Angela’s mood somewhat; these days she was less irritable. She’d started baking, planning for summer picnics, and scouring the Sears catalogue for outfits for the girls.


    All week, Jack had grown more and more worried about Peter and what he’d seen him doing at the dumpsite.


    Since then he’d avoided Peter, feeling awkward about his situation and powerless at not being able to help as much as he’d wanted to. So he’d pretended to be out shovelling the driveway when his friend called. For the last few days he’d leave the mine site as early as he could to board the white bus with the rest of the miners, avoiding a ride home with Pete.


    Jack heard a car pull into the driveway and looked out the living room window. “Jesus,” he whispered.


    “What do you think?” Pete asked as they stood in front of a shiny new cherry-red four-by-four.


    “Is it yours?”


    Pete pointed to the tires, ran his palms across the trunk, popped the hood, and displayed the engine. “When they repossessed the first one, I had my mind fixed on getting a sports car, but then I thought to myself, the terrain around here —”


    “How did you —”


    “Let’s take this for a drive.”


    Angela came to the front window with Lily on her hip. Lily’s little face was smeared with chocolate from a crumbling brownie. Angela watched him pull the new car out of the driveway, his head cocked to one side. Lily flapped her wrist like a fish on a hook, waving goodbye.


    “What did you tell Wanda?”


    “I told her not to ask any questions. To trust me.”


    Jack’s brow tightened in a V-shape. “And she does?”


    “We lost everything. We could have been homeless.”


    “I wouldn’t have let that happen to you.”


    “I thought you had enough problems of your own.”


    Jack fought the urge to punch him in his grubby gob. He had every right to focus on his wife; she was falling apart too. “So I’m part of the reason you decided to take ore from work?”


    “You didn’t have my back. I had to do something,” Peter said.


    “It was a bad time for us,” Jack said firmly.


    “Well, that’s all in the past. It’ll be good times from now on.”


    The two men lapsed into silence as they drove through Foxville. A few of the miners on their crew waved and gave them the thumbs up, smiling appreciatively at Pete’s new vehicle.


    “Angela asked me about the car,” Jack said on Monday after work. They were going out to The Coyote Dinner for a family dinner — Peter and Wanda’s treat for helping out with short-term loans and for watching Susie.


    “What did you tell her?”


    “I told her I supposed your father sent money.”


    Peter laughed. “A retired miner, sending money. She didn’t believe a word of it, did she?”


    Jack shook his head. He was already worn out from all of this foolishness. He’d been up all night on Saturday wondering how Peter had been taking ore from the mine: how much and for how long — and worse, why hadn’t Jack himself noticed that anything was going on? Why had he misinterpreted Peter’s silence to mean that everything was all right, and that his crisis had been solved? Some friend, he thought.


    On Sunday evening, Angela had pestered him constantly, demanded to know what — and she knew something — was going on. She sprang to life when she wanted to find something out. Her eyes gleamed and she wouldn’t rest. Her fascination with Peter’s sudden financial turnaround trumped her despair about the miscarriage. It was as if Peter and Wanda were lost children to her, and in their attempts at filling the void in their bank account, it filled the void in her life. She had a purpose: to find out what they were up to and somehow redeem them, to restore order. Jack thought it was all a way for her to make things go back to the way they were before Peter became small and defeated, before his re-emergence as a plundering shark.


    “Have you made enough yet to pay back your debts?” Jack asked.


    “Almost,” Peter said casually.


    “Stop then, alright?”


    Peter shook his head. “There’s a lot we can take.”


    “We?”


    “I need your help.”


    “No way,” Jack said and squirmed out of the booth, red vinyl squeaking as he slung both legs into the aisle. “I won’t get involved in this.”


    “You said you’ve got my back.”


    “No —”


    At that moment, Wanda, Angela, and the children walked into the diner. Jack hurried to greet them, kissed each of their cheeks and looked at Angela urgently, wanting to leave as quickly as he could. Over dinner Peter was showy and loud. He cracked jokes about his clumsy thumbs — as big as a hammer, people often said — and how they curled around the hamburger like beef tongues. Wanda laughed as he moved his fingers like sloppy tongues and made them speak with a silly strong bay accent. Susie kicked her feet. Angela rolled her eyes and kicked Jack under the table. Jack smiled weakly from one face to another, unsure of what to do.


    A bald, robust man tapped Peter on the shoulder. “You mind keeping it down?”


    “Sure, no problem, buddy,” Peter said and continued to make noise.


    “Those stupid Newfies are so loud,” his wife said, her short red hair bold against ivory skin. She sipped at her strawberry shake and frowned toward their table.


    “Don’t —” Angela whispered as Wanda drew herself up from the table, placed her fat fists on her hips, and stood in front of them. “Don’t you ever call us stupid again or I’ll —”


    “What?” the man said. “Throw gravel at us from that sad street you live on?”


    Wanda’s mouth fell open and her cheeks turned purple.


    Jack and Peter stood up and calmly and quietly shepherded the family out of the restaurant.


    This is the only street in town with unpaved roads, Angela thought. She decided that she would write a letter to the town council and ask all the neighbours to sign it, demanding that the road be paved. All that they were given was this dirt road connecting the mobile homes, an inchworm of a road, full of potholes and water. It was dull, drab, and depressing.


    A clump of hardened sand lay on her front lawn, which would need to be seeded in a few weeks when the frost ceased. It was a barren, desolate clump of sod that had been dumped in front of the unkempt trailer park. She sighed heavily and pictured spring in Brighton: the forsythias, tulips, daffodils, and the fresh green dandelion they’d pick from the garden to boil up with potatoes and salty beef. The fresh cucumbers and beets they’d pick from the little plot of fertile black dirt in the backyard. On days like this she missed it terribly.


    In this trailer park she felt as if she lived in an army barracks. In the homes of foot soldiers, the ones of low rank, members of the “reserve,” the ones hired when the company was desperate. If they fell in battle, they wouldn’t be missed. Wanda and Peter’s place down the street would be deserted the first chance they got, she thought, what with Peter’s mysterious windfall. She snorted. They’d get promoted, obtain rank, and leave this dingy part of town.


    Beside Angela’s home was Olive’s trailer. In one window she had sheets, old Hudson’s Bay Company material, red, green, blue, and yellow stripes on the edges, thumb-tacked up for curtains, on the other window a pale pink sheet full of holes and tiny white rosebud stencils peppered throughout. Both of the makeshift curtains were cinched in the middle with a frayed cloth measuring tape.


    Jack’s car and Peter’s new cherry red four-by-four pulled into Jack’s driveway. They all heard a loud bang and the child next door screamed. That’s all he does, Angela thought, is scream. The dog whimpered, still mercilessly chained to the tree, its tongue hanging out dryly. Angela was repulsed by her neighbour’s treatment of the dog yet proud of her children for secretly feeding it once a week. They should just let it go, set it free; that’s what a real man would do, not let it starve like some dependent monster surrounded by its own waste, she thought as her nose crinkled at the mounds of dusty, dry, white, and pink feces that surrounded the chained prisoner.


    “Nice vehicle you got there,” said Barry, the owner of the decrepit dog.


    Peter smiled as Wanda, weary from lifting children in and out of car seats all day, sat and glowed with pride. His chest puffed as the man praised his taste in vehicles.


    “You see,” he whispered to Jack, “this is how you’re treated when you’ve got money.”


    If there’d been dirt at that table, they’d have thrown it in our faces, Jack thought. “Damn the devil,” he whispered. He was up at night alone. All he wanted was to fix things and make everything better. What Peter was doing seemed to be working. There’s a lifetime’s worth of gold in that rock; who will miss the amount we take? We won’t take that much in the long run, but it’ll do so much for our families. How can I say no to Peter? How can I not get in on this?


    He rubbed the knee of his grey corduroy pants, ground his palm against the sharp bones like a pepper mill. Flecks of material rubbed off on his hands. He was sweating, and the muscles in his neck had knotted.


    What’s the risk of getting caught? How likely would it be? He pictured Peter’s sly smile. “They’ll never catch me,” he’d surely say, and he’d believe in himself so earnestly that Jack would believe in him too.


    He heard Lily cry, a thin, garbled sound, then a few muffled wheezes and she was asleep again.


    Think of what the money could do for them. They’d be set for life. We could give them the education we never got. I would have gone to school myself if Katie hadn’t have come along so early like she did. Once we started with the kids there was no going back. It’s too late now to regret or second-guess it. They’re here and they aren’t going anywhere soon.


    But Peter is going places and fast. If I want what he’s got I gotta get there quick about what I’m going to do. This might make Angela feel better. Come now, you know your wife better than that, he chided himself. The only thing that will make that woman feel better is another baby. Trinkets won’t put the gloss back in her smile. Only another baby will. For the love of Christ, what should I do?


    Jack clasped his hands on the back of his neck, ran his thumbs over his spine and slowly grazed his hairline.


    Wanda and Peter’s new home had a skylight over the kitchen nook and an island with copper pots suspended above. The kitchen cupboards had glass doors and the stove cleaned itself. The carpet in the living room was thick and grey. They had four bedrooms and a garage.


    “A bloody garage,” Jack whispered to Angela as they sat in the living room, waiting for Peter and Wanda to bring in the cocktails. “Cocktails?” He’d much rather have beer and a pack of salt and vinegar chips but Wanda had insisted on throwing a proper dinner party, complete with cocktails, hors d’oeuvres, and steaks wrapped with bacon. They’d put Lily and Susie down for the night and let Maggie and Katie play in the basement.


    Angela reached for a piece of cheese and a slice of shaved ham.


    “Kill for a tin of Vienna sausages,” Jack whispered.


    Angela nodded vacantly.


    Jack felt out of his element, envious and tired; it was a feat to convince Angela to attend. How Jack had managed to get her here he’d never know. They sat in silence as she slowly chewed her cheese and rested her temple on the knuckle of her balled-up fist. Jack sat with his legs crossed and bounced a foot, nervous about sitting through a dinner with his embittered wife, skeptical of his self-absorbed friends and their elevated social status.


    Jack fingered a fern that rested on a heavy wooden end table beside him. Katie had read in one of her science magazines that talking to houseplants helped them grow. If a plant was ignored, it withered. A plant would rather be shouted at than be ignored. Jack felt like this now. He’d rather be fighting with Angela; at least then he could feel her. In this state, baffled and uncertain about what to do, she was as foreign to him as this big house, all these fancy cocktails and thick cheeses with blue veins of mould, and this new version of Wanda with her funny new proper accent and silk dresses.


    “You’ll have to join us for the long weekend at our new cabin,” Wanda said proudly.


    “Cabin?” Jack asked.


    “Dwayne gave us a mortgage on a property out by the lake,” Peter said.


    “That would be nice, sure,” Jack said.


    Angela nodded vacantly and they moved into the dining room for supper.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Ten


    On Victoria Day weekend, as they drove southeast from Foxville on the way to Peter’s new cabin on the edges of the Athabasca, Maggie fussed and complained about nausea. The car sped along the narrow highway. Rust-coloured moss smothered large boulders, hundreds of rocks scattered in a forest of thick evergreens. The sun was heavy and full in the morning light. Katie sat quietly while Lily mouthed words to her doll. Maggie held on to her stomach, knuckles white from her tight grip.


    “Hold your head out the window,” Angela ordered and reached behind her seat to lock the door and unroll the window. The choppy wind picked up strands of Maggie’s hair and sucked it out the window. She lay with one ear on the plastic doorframe and closed her weak eyes.


    “She’s turning green,” Jack whispered, looking at Maggie through the severely tilted rear-view mirror.


    “We’re almost there honey, hang on,” Angela said gently.


    Maggie’s tongue lolled out of her mouth and dangled to one side limply while drool trickled out the corner.


    “Momma,” Katie whispered, “I don’t think Maggie’s feeling better.”


    Maggie heaved loudly, followed by a slew of vomit. Lily cried; some of the mess had hit her. Jack braked quickly and pulled to the side of the road. “Maggie, my love,” he said and turned to look at her with wide eyes. A few feet ahead, Peter stopped his four-by-four and backed up, frantically beeping his horn.


    “What happened?” Wanda asked as she hung out the window.


    “Maggie got sick,” Jack answered as Angela knelt by the open rear door, scraping vomit from Maggie’s shirt. The other two were pinching their noses and complaining loudly.


    “Pass me some water, will you,” Angela snapped irritably. Jack passed her a jug of warm water. She dribbled a few drops on a cloth and wiped Maggie’s mouth.


    “Mommy needs to take care of Maggie. She’s very sick and I have a headache, so I need you to be quiet and good,” she said to the other two children.


    Maggie hurled more clumpy beige vomit into the back of the car.


    “Jesus Christ,” Angela said as the hot bile splashed her arms and bare hands.


    “Should we give her some Gravol?” Jack asked helpfully.


    “I would have suggested that if I’d remembered to buy some,” Angela said.


    “You sure there isn’t any?”


    “I’m sure,” she said tersely.


    Jack ruffled through the glove compartment and found a tiny peach pill inside a bottle of Tylenol. “Here’s one, we can break it up into a quarter and —”


    “You’re contradicting me in front of the girls,” Angela hissed.


    “No, I’m not,” Jack whispered gently.


    “I said we didn’t have any. Give me that then,” she said and snatched the pill out of his hand. She broke it into four tiny pieces and gave a grainy bit to Maggie, coaxing her to swallow it. “Come on, sweetie, just a few sips of water and this will make your stomach feel better.”


    Maggie moaned but opened her mouth and took a gentle sip. She fell back to rest on the seat. Katie and Lily stared at her, hostile and unforgiving.


    “Don’t stare at her, girls, let her rest now. You two go back to playing,” Angela ordered roughly as she scooped the vomit from t-shirt and shorts.


    “I’m sorry, Momma,” Maggie whispered groggily.


    “Do you need a hand?” Peter and Wanda asked in unison.


    “No, Christ, both of you leave me alone, I need to pee,” Angela said and took some tissue from the front seat. She wandered into the woods to find a tree big enough to hide behind. They heard her muttering and sighing as she walked over snapping twigs, cursing and yelling with pain from the sting of milk thistle and wild rosehip thorns.


    Wanda and Jack looked at each other weakly. Jack shrugged and shook his head, helpless to alter Angela’s mood. It’s my fault; I need to make it up to her. He still felt overwhelmed by guilt. Look at what I’m doing to her, she’s miserable, he thought. He started the car when he saw her coming out of the forest, brushing the foliage from her shorts.


    Angela brightened when they turned the final corner down the lane toward Peter’s new cabin. The car slowed as it went over the potholes on the rocky dirt road. Maggie moaned again. Jack drove cautiously as the car squeezed and brushed by crowded thick tree branches on either side of the road. Angela marvelled at the careless beauty of the place. The cabin leapt into view, a beautiful pine bungalow with floor-to-ceiling windows and a strong brick chimney for the expansive fireplace, surrounded by a new plot of dirt, fit for a lovely fruit and vegetable garden. It sat on the banks of a beautiful lake with a brand-new small canoe tied to a rustic wooden dock.


    “We’re here,” Angela yelled excitedly and gently roused Maggie, who slowly opened her glassy eyes. Her lips were dry and white; she shivered and raised limp hands to wipe her eyes. Katie had already opened the car door and was running toward the lake.


    “Katherine, get back here and help us unpack,” Jack yelled.


    Katie stopped and wheeled around dutifully, kicking stones on her way back. “But Dad, I want to go see the lake,” she said and squirmed uncomfortably as he handed her a sleeping bag.


    “Not until you bring this inside,” he said.


    She grumbled and complained loudly.


    “Katherine,” Angela warned and looked at Jack imploringly. He nodded and met her eyes then held them for a minute while she pursed her lips.


    Angela hoisted Maggie out of the car and held her hand as they walked toward the cabin. Maggie was unsteady, stumbling over stones and gravel on the walkway. Wanda and Peter drove in, blasting the horn, startling them and spraying dirt as the car pulled up alongside Jack’s vehicle. The car screeched to a stop in front of a plump evergreen.


    “Everyone alright?” Wanda asked as she excitedly got out of the car.


    “Here she is, our new cabin,” Peter said. He approached the front door ceremoniously and turned the key in the lock. The cabin door creaked on its hinges and parted to reveal cozy new furniture and a long breakfast nook by the large window facing the lake, directly across from a fireplace encased in large stones, decorated with boulders collected from the lakeshore.


    Even though both Peter and Jack enjoyed fishing, Wanda had refused to hang stuffed fish carcasses on wooden plaques, and besides, “Newfoundlanders eat fish, not mount them as trophies,” she’d said when she’d described the cabin earlier that month.


    Wanda walked Maggie up the winding staircase to the loft and led her toward the largest bed. She pulled back several white cotton blankets and gently tucked her in.


    Angela stood at the bottom of the stairs and looked at her sticky hands and stained T-shirt, grimaced, and surveyed the mess of luggage in the front foyer. She glanced at the family photos on the wall opposite the staircase, generations of smiling Fifield and Pitcher family faces, framed in gold-tinted metal, winding down toward the bottom step.


    Out the open front door Jack was walking up the driveway carrying their beautiful daughter Lily inside; she was laughing with him. His arms were full of sleeping bags and pillows. Out the patio window, Katie was down by the lake picking dandelions, blowing the wilting seeds, the wind carrying them beautifully like lightweight cotton puffs. This was what made Angela happy and kept her so; she knew that this was all she’d ever want or need.


    She stood still at the foot of Wanda’s new staircase longer than she’d anticipated, gaping at everything around her, gripping the banister tightly, the hard wood smooth and invincible underneath her fierce grip. The air was soft, enveloping, and warm against her skin. The sweet perfume of roses and pine wafted in the front door.


    “I need to clean this wreck off my hands,” Angela said matter-of-factly, and sighed. She riffled through the bags looking for a towel and a bar of soap.


    “I’ll go set up the bathroom,” Wanda offered, eager to please and make up, somehow, for the fact that Angela had been vomited on.


    Angela set the picnic table with red gingham plastic plates and blue cups. Wanda picked flowers with Susie and Lily, tiny white wildflowers and yellow buttercups, stems clasped so hard in their pudgy little hands that they wilted and drooped over the sides of her palms.


    Peter stood at his new barbecue and placed a dozen pork chops on the grill. Jack was lost in thought. He remembered his father’s pigpen a few miles down from Red Lake. He raised pigs and in the winter slaughtered them for a full winter’s supply of meat. John McCarthy would take his sons Bill and Jack to help him with the pigs; Bill would eagerly assist and hold their throats while John siphoned a neat cut in their necks, drained their blood, discarded the bones, and cleaned up the slicing area.


    Jack would nearly faint with fear and disgust. He’d beg Bill to do it all, and Bill always covered for him, pretending that Jack had helped. But one fall day their father had caught Jack retching in the corner of the pigpen and had chided him mercilessly. Jack shuddered with shame even now as Peter asked him to turn over the chops so he could go inside and get some salt.


    “Honey,” Angela said, “you dropped one,” and pointed to a steaming pork chop on the dirt.


    “I’m sorry,” Jack said and scrambled to pick it up and threw it in the brown paper wrapping. I can’t even help Peter cook without making some stupid mistake, he thought.


    “Are you alright?” Angela asked.


    Jack reddened and stammered, “I-I’ll barbecue the best meat in the world for you.”


    “You’ll do alright. Relax,” Angela said and kept her head down as she set the picnic table.


    After dinner, they moved inside to have dessert. It was cooler, and the sun had almost set. Wanda moved effortlessly around the kitchen. She filled up the sugar bowl, snipped the plastic off the milk bag, and poured it into a small white ceramic cream dispenser. She’d purchased a new tea set from the Hudson’s Bay Company, “Pushed aside that Indian woman you bang around with, what’s her name, Olivia?” Wanda asked absently as she poured tea and spooned ice cream on new silvery-blue plates.


    “Olive,” Angela said meekly, holding Lily on her lap. Jack sat next to her with his arms crossed, staring vacantly at his plate.


    “I pushed her right aside; she was looking at my set, she wasn’t going to have it,” Wanda said and delicately placed the creamer on the table, triumphant with her spoils. She floated back into the kitchen, opened the fridge door, and took out a homemade angel food cake. “And this serving tray has a marble top. What do you think?” she asked Angela.


    “Lovely….” Angela said, her voice trailing off.


    “Just as I purchased this I ran into Tanya Ann Cooper, the mayor’s wife. She came round the corner in her fur-trimmed coat, and she stopped and we had some good chat. We played bridge last week. I’m getting better at the game. It’s not as boring as I’d thought,” Wanda said proudly.


    “We’re getting a new car,” Jack blurted out hurriedly.


    Angela looked at him sharply.


    “A Grand Marquis. I’ve been playing the stock market too,” Jack said. “I spoke with a fellow in Calgary today. You should see her, some shiny she is, she’s white, with black leather seats.”


    “We’d considered that model,” Wanda says brazenly, “but we knew we could get something better.”


    “Hey,” Peter mumbled warningly.


    “Well, we can,” Wanda protested. “I’m just being honest. I mean, if you can’t be honest with your best friends, who can you be with, right?” she said and laughed heartily. “Now, if we’re all done here, I’ll clean up.”


    Jack smiled faintly while Angela rose to help clear away the dishes.


    After supper, with the children tucked in bed, Peter invited Maureen and Steve from the cabin next door to join them at their campfire. They were both schoolteachers in town, and Steve had played on Peter’s curling team over the winter. Maureen and Steve sat with their backs to the lake, a bottle of beer in each of their laps. Angela was roasting marshmallows; Wanda was in charge of the wieners. They passed the food along when it was ready.


    “These cabins are the best in the area,” Steve said to Pete.


    “Did you see some of the others next to the marsh?” Pete said and laughed.


    Jack and Angela were silent. Angela picked at the burned skin on a marshmallow. “Who cares about all of this nonsense,” she said and slid the burned scab off entirely, revealing a steaming clump of white candy.


    The men were silent.


    “The homes on Wild Rose Avenue are grand, aren’t they?” Pete said brightly.


    “We’re buying there,” Maureen said excitedly. “Dwayne’s working on an acquisition for us.”


    “It was easy to leave Fort McMurray,” Steve stated firmly.


    “Better wages up here,” Maureen added.


    Susie wailed from inside the cabin. “Time to do my duty,” Wanda said and ran off to feed her.


    Jack was silent as the others conversed amongst themselves. Angela glared at him, her eyes off the marshmallow over the fire, now scorched black and bubbling.


    “Watch what you’re doing,” Jack said and pointed to the end of the stick.


    “Don’t you tell me to watch what I’m doing,” Angela mumbled.


    An awkward silence ensued, broken by the sizzle and groan of a deflated marshmallow.


    “Well, that’ll conk Susie out for the night,” Wanda said and flopped down into her lawn chair. “Why the long faces?” She raised her drink. “Maureen, get out your guitar, Peter, get me the mandolin.”


    They tuned their instruments and played music all night long until morning light pierced through the gaps in the trees.


    “Everyone is asleep. I hope we can get a few hours in before the kids get up,” Jack said and crawled into bed beside Angela. He wrapped his arms around her slender waist and she moved as if offended. Jack was startled; he shrank back, coiled like a slug, as if drenched by salty water.


    She sat upright and whispered, “How are we going to pay for a new car? Why did you say that? We don’t have any stocks.”


    “I’m sorry, my love —”


    “We don’t have a lot, but we don’t need to try to keep up with them. It’s none of our business what they have. We should be happy with what we’ve got, food on the table and a roof over our heads,” she said pleadingly.


    “I just —”


    “I know things have been rough, and her things are lovely, but we can’t compete with them. We’ve got three kids, not one, and we need to take care of them.”


    “I’ll work harder.”


    “I talked to Mr. Papineau at the grocery mart the last time I was getting groceries. They need someone for a few hours on the weekend. I got an application in. It’s time I contributed.”


    “I won’t see my wife working at that store.”


    “Why not?”


    “Because you’ve had a rough winter and you need to be with the girls. I’ll work harder, I’ll get some overtime, I’ll make things better for the lot of ye, I swear.”


    “If it’s a new car you want, let me help too.”


    “No. You won’t need to. I’ll be able to do it.


    “You’re ashamed of your wife working at the grocery store, while your best friend’s wife dresses in silk.”


    Jack lowered his head and turned away. He balled his fists up under the pillows and buried his head in the lumpy mound.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Eleven


    Underground, Jack slipped off to the washroom on the upper stope. As he walked through the black tunnel he passed men illuminated by the lamp on his hard hat, with dirty, sweaty skin and eyes that bulged with weariness.


    Peter had told him he’d been taking the ore after a blast, chunks of it, hiding it under his hard hat, in his boots, strapping it to his thighs, and had been bringing it to the washroom on his breaks. He’d wrapped it in used paper towels and stuffed it in the garbage bins, to be removed and sent to the dump once a week, on Friday evenings. He’d never have gotten past security with it in any hiding place he could have dreamed up on his body, whether it be in his lunch tin, wrapped in his sandwich bag, stored in his Thermos, hidden in his boots, or hard hat.


    In the gritty bathroom Jack flicked on the bare bulb suspended from an iron girder, lopsided and flecked with rust, and pissed in the dusty urinal. He washed his hands in a brown trickle of water. In the mirror his blue eyes were dull and puffy and his cheeks were sallow. His hands shook as he fussed with the tap. He dried his hands and threw the towel in the open bin. He pushed the crumpled towels aside. A few lumps of ore laced with thick ribbons of unrefined gold lay amongst the toilet paper rolls.


    “Christ almighty,” he whispered and whistled aloud. He imagined all that he could buy for his wife and children. Peter had agreed to share some of the ore with him if he would bring the ore to the men who took it to Calgary and assayed it for gold, then sold it on the black market.


    Jack wanted to put Angela in a nice big house, to let her cook and bake all day long if that’s what she wanted, or have Mary Kay parties with Wanda. Jack would like to dress her up in fine clothes. They could have a bigger home and get a better car.


    He’d watched her last night before bed as she put cream on her feet, filing the callouses on her heels with a big silver block. She wouldn’t have to look after other people’s children anymore; she wouldn’t have to suffer at the mercy of other people’s moods and demands. She could hire a housekeeper if she wanted to. I’ll leave this place someday too. I’ll make sure I have enough stowed away, I’ll make sure I don’t spend it all so we can leave here in a few years, go back home, buy a big house in Brighton, open a hunting and fishing lodge for the tourists. My kids can go to Memorial University, become teachers and lawyers, Jack thought.


    At that moment the heavy aluminum door opened dully and a miner Jack didn’t know walked in.


    “What the hell are you doing?” the man asked.


    “Lost my wedding ring,” Jack said and laughed loudly. He rose to his feet and covered the ore in the pile of dirty toilet paper rags.


    Bobbi smiled as Jack took his place beside her on the stope. The shift boss had scheduled them together on the same days this month, which suited Bobbi; she’d grown tired of working nights. She couldn’t help but be hopeful. He looks so handsome, she thought, watching him out of the corner of her eye. His black hair was sticking out from underneath his hard hat and his sea-blue eyes were serious as he worked. He had the cutest overbite, plum-coloured lips, and a pointy, protruding Adam’s apple that wobbled when he spoke. He was skinny and lanky — fitting for someone with Irish blood — and sexy in an unusual way. His hip rested in the crook of his twisted leg, and his dishevelled jeans wound around his thin calves. She’d put on orange blossom cologne this morning, hoping he would notice. If only I wasn’t so dirty down here, he might — “Jack?” she said suddenly and faced him. “I was wondering if —”


    “Not now,” he said sharply and turned away from her.


    Something’s going on, she thought, and she went reluctantly back to work, peering over her shoulder every few minutes to watch him, wondering.


    Jack was late coming off his shift. Bobbi stopped him at security.


    “You can’t ignore me forever,” she said brazenly.


    Jack shrugged and didn’t say a word, kept his eyes on the gravel. She slunk to the back of the crowd and shook her head in frustration. As he approached Peter’s truck he saw Watson and Wisnoski crowded around the truck, placing bets on the crew’s hockey pool. Peter was collecting the money.


    “The Flames talk a good game but Montreal will flatten them in the eleventh hour,” Peter said.


    “Here comes hop-along,” Wisnoski said and gestured to Jack.


    “With a crooked leg like that, you wouldn’t want him on your offence,” Watson said.


    “Curved just like a hockey stick he is, and as skinny as one too,” Wisnoski said and laughed.


    Jack scowled and gave Wisnoski the finger.


    The men laughed and Watson coughed up a phlegmy hock.


    “Those investments you are making, any chance of getting in on them?” Watson asked.


    “Tell you what, let’s see who has the best instincts in the hockey pool, then we’ll talk,” Peter said and winked. He pulled out of the parking lot and drove toward home. Jack was silent.


    “Cold?” Peter asked.


    “No.”


    “What’s wrong?” Peter asked.


    Jack reddened. He didn’t want to say. He shifted in his seat and slung his arm over the back of the seat in an effort to appear relaxed.


    “You’re going to let those two jackasses in on it?”


    “I need help,” Peter said.


    Jack couldn’t believe he’d let those two get involved. Who were they anyway? A bunch of loudmouth goons with curdled brains. How could Peter trust them? He didn’t know them from squat. They were strangers, and who knew who they’d tell, their wives, their friends, drinking buddies — or worse, other strangers they’d just met while drinking at the bar, people they wanted to impress over one too many beers.


    No, this required something these men didn’t have: loyalty. This was what Jack had in spades. It was in the cards. Jack had to help him, he knew it, or Peter would get caught. Get caught by the police or get caught up with strangers — that would be worse. It would mean they’d all prosper and Jack would be left behind. He didn’t want to be left behind. The sight of that ore was mesmerizing; it acted on him like a drink. Jack wanted what it promised.


    “I’ll help you,” Jack said.


    “I knew you’d come round.”


    “When can I start?”


    “Tomorrow night.”


    After work the next evening, Jack’s hand trembled at the wheel of Peter’s car. One shaky hand tumbled over the other as he turned the wheel carefully around the last curve in the road before he pulled into the Chinook Tavern’s parking lot.


    It was a chilly spring night. Condensation and vapour was thick around bare black trees, curling around tailpipes and the wheels of parked cars. Yet Jack was sweating. He was tense and agitated; his back stiffened at the slightest noise. He parked the car and wiped the sweat from his neck with the back of his hand. He grabbed the duffel bag beside him and walked into the tavern.


    Locals drank quietly as they played cards and watched the hockey game. The waitress leaned lazily over the counter, the tavern’s drinking glasses polished and stacked behind her. She fussed with her top; the elastic midriff had ridden up over her change-apron. She tucked it under the drawstring and poured a beer for a skinny man with white hair, a large red bulbous nose, and shaky hands, scabbed with eczema.


    Jack had been told to sit at a table close to the door and to put the duffel bag under his feet. The “partners” would sit beside him, have a beer, and when Jack was ready to leave, he’d take their bag instead of his. Simple.


    Two men opened the door and the scent of sweet pine filled the room. Jack wrapped his foot protectively around the duffel bag on the floor at the edge of the table. It was the explosives salesmen from Calgary, the cowboys who had beaten up Pete. Those bastards, they’re not going to take this from me now, not here, not now. I’ll kill them if I have to, I’ll wrap the bag around their heads and suffocate them. He trembled at the sight of the tall, burly, callous men in their steel-toed leather boots and rawhide hats, fighters, turf-mongers, vigilante mercenaries for the cause of Alberta the sacred, elsewhere the profane.


    And then Jack noticed it clasped in the hands of the second cowboy: a grey-and-white duffel bag.


    “Christ almighty,” Jack whispered and gulped.


    He wanted to kick the duffel bag under the table leg, hide the fact that he was the one they were looking for, he was the one they were to do business with. Jack scrambled to his feet and considered running to his car, driving back to Pete’s, giving him the duffel bag, and letting him deal with this. Walking away from it all without a cent taken, but it was too late; they’d seen the bag.


    One of the men stood behind Jack and put a hand on his shoulder. “What’s your hurry. You haven’t even drunk your beer.” They both sat next to Jack and hollered at the waitress.


    She looked over, the edge of her top sticking out again from her change apron, revealing her spotty back. Her jeans clung tightly to her skin. Red-and-gold piping, plump and vein-like, snaked its way down the sides of her denims. “Beers, huh?” she yelled.


    The men grunted.


    She opened frosty bottles with a flick of the wrist and brought them to the table, lugging them by their necks like limp chickens.


    Jack picked up his glass of beer and gulped it. It was horrible, the frothy yellow liquid sour like bog-water. As he swallowed the last mouthful, white foam slid down the side of the glass.


    He watched her, the men, the empty glass, and the duffel bags at their feet. The cowboys bantered between themselves and paid no attention to Jack. Do it, do it now, he thought and reached for the duffel bag closest to the cowboys’ feet.


    He picked it up and walked to the door.


    “Hey, where the hell do you think you’re going?”


    He stopped.


    “You didn’t pay for your beer,” the waitress snarled.


    “Oh,” Jack said quietly, his voice breaking as he reached for a five-dollar bill in his back pocket. It was damp with sweat. She hurried over and snatched it out of his hand.


    The cowboys glared at him. He reddened deeply and fumbled with the doorknob. He yanked the door open and the cool air pooled around his legs and torso. He drove back to town, passing ptarmigan and jackrabbits on the road. His headlights caught the glint of a fox’s eye. The wild animals were hungry in the spring, coming out of the forest, brazenly crossing the road, hunting their prey, mice, snakes, and insects. His throbbing heart was deafening with its insistent thump, hot blood painful as it pulsed at the back of his skull.


    He pulled into the parking lot of the Civic Centre to pick up Peter after his curling game. He cut the motor and hauled at the zipper of the duffel bag. Inside were brown and russet stacks of tidy one-hundred-dollar bills.


    When he returned home, he found Angela in the bedroom. He knelt at her bedside, reached into the flimsy pocket of his faded gravel-white jeans, and pulled out a wad of bills. Angela stared at the bills and her heart sank.


    “Where did you get all that money?”


    “It’s why I had to go meet Pete,” he lied and ruffled the money in front of her face. “And there’s more,” he murmured and cupped her head into his chest. “We’ll start again, get a nicer home and grow a garden. It’ll be just like Brighton. You’ll be able to have more children.”


    She wrestled herself free from his embrace and scowled at him.


    “Where did you get this money?”


    He put a warm hand on her belly. The wedding ring on his finger snagged a loose thread on her old green turtleneck. She brushed his hand away; several threads unravelled and left a gash in the fabric over her abdomen. She stared at the hole and her eyes grew moist. Jack placed the money in her hand and held it there. She passed the money back, whispered his name, and watched him walk away. She stood there and cried, rubbing her hand over her abdomen. How dare he, she thought, how dare he make it about that? She felt betrayed, as if she didn’t know him at all, and that from here on in, whatever she wanted wouldn’t matter.


    Jack was woken up that night by the mournful howl of the dog next door. He threw back the knobby wool quilt, grabbed his old jeans, and crept to the kitchen. He took a cold leftover steak from the fridge and shoved on his boots; the still cold late-May air pinched his exposed skin as the aluminum door slammed shut behind him.


    Crisp dew on soil cracked under the weight of his feet. The dog thumped its tail listlessly as Jack approached, its head down passively, broken and begging. Jack threw the steak and the dog gobbled it quickly then pawed and nipped at the bone. It dug out the marrow and the brown and grainy bits got stuck to its nose.


    Jack yanked off the choke chain and pulled the dog forward on its neck, its hind legs slipping on the frozen dew. It broke free at last and the silver choke chain wilted. The loops fell through one another to form a straight line that hung limply in Jack’s hand.


    The dog bolted and ran toward the forest at the back of the house. Jack watched it scamper away, its weak knees knocking and trembling with fatigue as it struggled through the slippery foliage. Jack let the choke chain fall to the ground and kicked away the bone. I should have done that a long time ago, he thought and exhaled loudly.


    As the sun peeped out over the horizon, pockets of golden light buttered the clouds and warm rays travelled across his chest.


    They stood in front of Jack for a moment and then sat down. Jack drained his glass of beer and grabbed the bag on the right. He kicked the bag on the left closer to the seated cowboys. The square-faced one with shoulders like crates tipped his hat. Jack pinched his eyebrows together and scowled at them. The smaller one snickered, his thin lips curling.


    Jack had done this twice a month since early spring. He wondered if anyone had noticed their routine, probably not — all too drunk, too settled into their own drinking routines to notice anything odd about anyone else’s behaviour in a bar.


    It was a Friday night after work. The sun hadn’t set yet. It was beautiful as it streamed in through the windows of the Chinook Tavern, red and full, heavy on the horizon. Jack couldn’t take his eyes off it, nor the peculiar light, milky and heady, that surrounded the trees, rock, and lake.


    Once again he’d drive to meet Pete, they’d divvy up the cash and each pocket their share. Jack would go home and tell Angela that the beer was cold, the game on television was good, and scurry to the washroom to empty out his sports bag, take the bills from inside and stash them in his hiding place. Make note of the new amounts in his accounting ledger.


    Then he would join Angela for a cup of tea, read, and fall asleep. The routine was air-tight, but Angela grew more and more suspicious each day. Jack didn’t know what to think say or do, so he carried on and found solace in the lie, a strange comfort in the routine of managing stolen provisions.


    “We’re making a fortune,” Peter said the next week when Jack brought him the duffel bag. Peter had been waiting on the highway turnoff before the mine and the town dump, on a little dirt road outside of a culvert in the shade of a dense evergreen thicket. Peter whistled appreciatively as he ruffled lovingly through the bills.


    “Is this floating your boat?” Jack asked slowly.


    “No question.”


    “Angela isn’t …” Jack said glumly.


    “She’ll come round,” Peter said quickly and then softly added, “once summer’s here.”


    “I dunno if she will.”


    “Quit talking nonsense. We’ve everything now. She’ll come round. Maybe she’s not used to all the changes. Everything’s changed about how we live. But this is progress and we’ve gotten nothing but better,” Peter said.


    “We’re richer, that’s all.”


    “Isn’t that the most important thing at this point?”


    “Not according to Angela,” Jack said wearily.


    “Hey, you listen here. I sweat my rear end off, hauling rock so shareholders and banks can profit. If at the end of the day this is the only way I’m gonna afford some peace and respect for my family when I emerge from burrowing in the ass of the earth, I’m gonna get me it. If I gotta skim off the top and take orders from rotten cowboys, I’m gonna do it, ain’t no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Besides, I need you. You’re my partner. I’ve doubled the haul because of your help, and I ain’t giving that up.”


    Jack sank wearily into the seat of Pete’s car.


    “Well, that’s not all of it, you know that,” Peter said.


    “We were kids together, the best of friends whose wives ate dinner together. Now Wanda won’t even play bingo with Angela anymore,” Jack said.


    “Hey, hey, now easy, boy, calm down, we aren’t over yet, are we? You’ll always be my buddy, and I’m never ever going to let you down, okay? You’ve got my word. I’ll never let you down. I promise.” Pete pushed Jack’s share of money toward him. Jack stared straight ahead and said nothing. He took his portion of the money and stuffed it stubbornly in his sports bag. He silently got out of the car and headed toward his trailer.


    Jack and Peter had been asked to play in the men’s hockey league late in the season. Peter had agreed; his curling league had wrapped up for the year and he was looking for something to do. Jack played because Peter did.


    The men drew shirts to sort out teams. Peter and Jack were on the white team, Watson and Wisnoski on the red. Before the game started the ice was freshly flooded, ice ridges crested in the rounded corners against the boards, scuffed with a cross-hatching of black marks from sticks and pucks. Now the ice was shredded and snowdrifts capped the ice ridges. The hockey players scrambled about on the dull ice, each team desperate to win.


    Jack sailed toward the net, the puck cupped snugly in the curve of his stick. Wisnoski was on defence. He loomed straight ahead of Jack, hunched like a gorilla in a black jersey, helmet, and thick chest padding. Jack checked him gruffly, and he sprawled on his stomach. Watson tended goal, and he fell to the ground when Jack took his shot, squeezed his knees together, and tried to catch the puck with his oversized gloves. The puck slid through Watson’s armour and Jack raised his stick. Peter skated on one leg, knee high and fist pumping. The rest of the team crowded around and slapped Jack on the back. They had won the game. Jack’s goal broke the tie in overtime.


    In the locker room they took off their sweat-soaked jerseys and mouldy-smelling equipment and took hot showers.


    “Winning team buys the losers a round,” Watson said above the noise of the lockers banging shut.


    “Just one round?” Peter said and winked.


    “Peter can afford to buy for all of us all night,” Wisnoski said and laughed.


    “I’ll drink to that,” Peter said.


    Jack was offered high fives as he made his way to the showers. He beamed and winked and hooted as he gripped the extended palms that wavered in front of his face.


    After showering and storing their equipment in lockers, the men cleared out and got in their cars to drive to the tavern. Peter had started the car when Jack realized he’d forgotten his skates.


    “Go on, then,” Peter said and turned up the heat.


    Jack opened the door to the locker room and grabbed his skates from underneath the royal blue bench. He needed to use the urinal so he headed to the back of the room. Watson and Wisnoski stood at the urinals, their backs to Jack.


    “Glad you let him check you,” Watson said.


    “Glad you let him score,” Wisnoski said.


    “We’ve got to get on their good side and in on that pot of gold one way or another,” Watson said.


    Jack shook his head and stifled the urge to punch them. They’d just let me punch them at this point, he thought, slung his skates over his shoulder, and slipped quietly out the door.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Twelve


    “We need to hire more miners,” Russell Knox said as he chewed a canned ham sandwich. Bits of it stuck between his teeth and mayonnaise gathered in the corners of his mouth. “We’re gonna hire a few more men from the east.”


    “If they’re anything like Pete and Jack, they’ll outsmart us all with their investments,” Wisnoski said and laughed.


    “If you believe that cock ’n’ bull story about ‘investments,’ you’ve had your head underground for far too long,” Knox said and snorted. The other miners in the lunchroom laughed as food flew from their mouths and splattered on the table.


    “What?” Wisnoski asked.


    “Those two aren’t any better at figuring out the stock market than anyone else — they’re not sitting on a golden horseshoe.”


    “Well, how are they walking away from here with more than us?”


    “That’s the thing; it’s what they’re walking away from here with. Problem is, I can’t figure out how they’re doing it.”


    The miners stopped talking when Jack came into the lunchroom. He opened the battered fridge door, grabbed his lunch tin, and shoved it under his dusty arm. His face softened and his hunched shoulders relaxed when he opened the lid: no nuggets today.


    He took out his steak-and-cheese sandwich and cracked open a cola.


    Wisnoski stared at him incredulously. This man walks away from here with more than what I get? Wisnoski’s eyes bulged out under his flat, concave brow. Smashed under a dull, flat nose, his lips were fish-like and wide, his cheeks fleshy and round. I’ll find out what he’s up to and I’ll let my cousin Jonah know what’s going on. This might help him make sergeant with the RCMP. He can get himself a better house and car, buy his wife fine clothes.


    The lunch-hour buzzer rang, sharp like a dry whip on stone. It prodded the men to return to work. They crumpled handfuls of clear wrap, filled with brown crumbs, smeared with yellow and white oil, bits of lettuce and tomato, and threw them in the garbage cans.


    The collective creak of metal lunch tin lids was dissonant with the lunch bell. The men lagged momentarily; the comfort of food and conversation would end soon. They’d be out alone or in quiet packs, ears plugged with foam under a ceiling of black rock that sagged above their heads as they blasted and hauled ore in trucks that would run over rats for the next four hours.


    Jack sighed and rose to put his lunch tin away. He wiped his hands on his mucky overalls as Wisnoski gave him a kick.


    “Problem?”


    “How you getting so rich, McCarthy? We want to know.”


    Jack shrugged and walked quickly away.


    “We’ll find out what you’re up to. We’re not stupid.”


    Driving toward the dump to pick up gold, Jack told Peter that he was worried about the suspicious miners at work.


    “They’ve got nothing on us,” Peter said lazily.


    Jack shifted uneasily in his seat.


    “Relax, we’re not going to get caught,” Peter said.


    Jack turned away and looked out the window. The garbage truck was idling on the edge of a hill, preparing to dump a few bags.


    “We can’t stop now, the cowboys want more,” Peter said.


    “How in the hell can we get more?” Jack asked incredulously.


    “If we double our efforts, they’ll give us a better price,” Peter said calmly.


    “I’ll get caught if I go to the washroom ten, fifteen times a day,” Jack said.


    “I’m not saying go to the washroom all the time,” Peter said slyly.


    Jack tilted his head to one side.


    “I’ll drop the ore someplace else. I’ll put them in my lunch tin and we’ll switch tins on break,” Peter said.


    “Why? We’ve got more than enough. They’ve made double on what we’ve sold them so far.”


    “Who the hell knows why? I don’t ask questions of these fellas. I just give them what they want.”


    “Well, I won’t then,” Jack said defiantly, looking out the window at the rising heat waves vibrating off the rocky gravel road. The heat had come suddenly after a long, cold winter and crisp spring. May’s heat had surprised the residents of Foxville. The mosquitoes were already feisty and the sun was strong; its importunate rays drenched the skin with heat. Jack scratched his arm that hung out of the window.


    “Why don’t we try?” Peter asked.


    “I dunno, Pete. But we should get out of here. The driver is looking at us.”


    “The garbage truck will be gone soon.”


    “What if he asks us why we’re here?”


    The garbage truck hovered over the edge of the cliff. Black leaves from rotten broccoli stems flapped in the metal hinges as a soup of garbage streamed out.


    Peter’s foot tapped the floor of his new four-by-four. “We’ll tell them we’re here looking for old bicycle parts.”


    When the garbage truck backed away, they got out of the vehicle. Jack was overheated and nervous; he undid his plaid shirt and loosened the collar. Peter hurried down the hill and dove into the sewer of garbage bags.


    They fumbled through the bags until they found the corporate logo.


    They heard the echoes of the reverberating siren from the garbage truck as it backed onto the edge of the cliff once more.


    Jack yelled at Peter to move, but Peter looked up and kept digging. He stuffed nuggets in the leg of his boots and in a secret padded flap in his work suit. Jack ran toward him and tripped over rotting cardboard boxes.


    Peter looked up again as the sludge of garbage poured over him. His eyes popped as he scampered for more nuggets.


    As the garbage truck pulled away, Jack regained his balance and stared at the spot where Peter had been buried alive. He waited. Nothing emerged from the mountain. Jack stood still. The weight of the nuggets in his boots felt as heavy as tungsten.


    Then he dove in to look for Pete.


    As he dug through the waste, tears and snot clotted in his eyes and nose. He wormed his way through the glut and came out the other side. I can’t find him. He’s been buried alive.


    Peter stood in front of him grinning like an excited pup. “We got a big load today.”


    “You could have been killed,” Jack said.


    “Nah, a little garbage ain’t gonna kill me.”


    Jack wiped the rot from his pants and Peter hauled him off the slippery pile of plastic garbage bags and food.


    “I don’t want to die for this,” Jack said.


    “Die? Now, don’t get excited.”


    “You’re risking everything for that ore.”


    “Well, it’s mine now; I’m sure as hell not going to let it get buried — again,” Peter said.


    Jack strode ahead, pummelling his thighs with his fists as he walked toward the four-by-four.


    “The sun’s up now, let’s go and get something to eat,” Peter said and smiled as he backed the truck onto the dirt road.


    The beer bottles were piling up on Jack and Peter’s table at the Chinook Tavern. The final game of the Stanley Cup playoffs, and it looked like the Calgary Flames were going to be defeated by the Montreal Canadiens. Watson and Wisnoski sat sour-faced as they watched their team lose.


    “Bad enough they’ve outfoxed everyone, now they’re taking the hockey pool money too,” Watson said.


    Peter sat a few chairs away, beamed, and raised his beer bottle to bump against Jack’s. They’d both bet on Montreal and were watching the pending victory with glee.


    “Score!” Peter yelled and raised his fist.


    Montreal won the cup, four games to one. Jack and Peter stood and bear-hugged, slapped each other on the back, and jumped round and round in small circles.


    “Sit down, thieves,” Watson yelled.


    “Eh?” Peter said and turned around slowly.


    “You heard me,” Watson said brazenly.


    Peter eyed them without blinking. Jack sunk lower in his seat and his eye started to twitch.


    “You’ve got nothing on me,” Peter said slowly.


    Watson grunted while Wisnoski sneered knowingly.


    “I’d advise you to stay out of my face,” Peter said, “if you know what’s good for you.”


    Wanda watched her husband at the end of the table over their Sunday morning custard ritual, yellow bits of it stuck in the corners of his mouth, a yellow stain rimming his lips.


    “Good custard, sweetheart?” she asked.


    Peter grunted his approval.


    The early Sunday morning sun passed through the buttercream-coloured curtains. “It’ll be warm today?”


    Peter grunted again and nodded.


    Wanda smiled thinly. Her pink lips trembled as she delicately spooned the sweet, warm treat into her mouth. She sat primly with her back straight in a white housecoat, her hair tied up with a simple white elastic. “Take a walk with me later?”


    “Can’t. Watching the ball game,” Peter said.


    “Oh. I see,” she said and crossed her feet at the ankles and rose higher in her seat. She quickly spooned the last bit of custard in her mouth. She gulped and cleared the table. “What would you like for supper tonight?”


    “Don’t know,” Peter said.


    “I’ll cook something nice, maybe invite Jack and Angela?”


    “Oh no,” Peter groaned, “not those two, with their glum faces.”


    “They’re jealous about the cottage, that’s all.”


    Peter nodded and wondered how to keep his distance from them. Jack made him feel guilty. That was the last thing he needed. He wondered if Jack was going to be able to pull it off. He’s not like me, I can get away with almost anything, he thought. Jack is spineless and weak. A sensitive boy, he was, not much different now than when we’d learned how to ride our bikes. Jack would fall off in defeat, then cry and run off to hug and hide behind his mother’s knees.


    He looked at his wife and could see how desperate to fit in she was. He wanted to obtain that security for her. How much he wanted to give her for her constant love and support as she followed him faithfully through everything.


    “I’d like a drink,” he said.


    “It’s not even noon yet,” Wanda said.


    He pointed to the cupboard and she weakly pulled herself up, tightened the belt on her housecoat, and patted her face. She wearily shuffled across the kitchen and reached numbly for the bottle of Canadian Club. She automatically poured him a full glass. She wiped a tear from her eye as she made her way back to the table to hand him the drink. She’d stopped looking at him and found solace in the light that came through the curtains. It was bright and lazy, filled with particles that seemed comfortable going nowhere, at ease being meaningless and the random order of their floating trajectory.


    He could sense that Wanda wanted to wipe it all up, clean the air of the dust. She’d dust and invest all her energy into the air quality of her home, the presentation of her furniture, and try to ignore that which sat in the corner, her husband ruminating, consuming grand shots of whiskey, if only in the hopes of quieting his guilt.


    “Honey, the baseball game?”


    Peter grunted.


    Wanda helped lift him up out of his chair. She put down the drink and held his hand as they walked slowly to the living room. They passed a row of family photos on the wall: Susie’s first birthday, a young, clear-eyed Wanda and a sparkly-eyed Peter at their wedding, an assortment of family photos at Christmastime and successive anniversaries. The final few were of a fattened Wanda and a subdued Peter with hollow eyes.


    Jack wove his way through the children’s wear department at the Hudson’s Bay Company. Yellow tops and shorts sets, pink shirts, lilac-spotted bathing suits, and peach dresses cluttered the aisles. He grabbed a few outfits and threw them in the cart, one for Katie, one for Maggie, another for Lily.


    He pulled the wire cart behind him. Its wheels dragged on the carpet and got tangled up in outfits that had fallen from hangers and clogged the aisles. At the till the clerk’s eyes widened at the sight of the pile of clothes. “Ten per cent interest rate for items purchased on credit.”


    “I don’t need credit,” Jack said and staggered from side to side as he reached for his wallet. He’d been drinking by himself this morning and his thoughts were blotted by rum. He rummaged through his black wallet and pulled out a fistful of loose cash.


    Jack lovingly felt the soft cotton and let the fabric tumble over his fingers as he placed each garment on the white countertop. His babies would be cool, clean, and comfortable this summer. A summer in the north, he was told by the Albertans, would be hot, dry, and full of mosquitoes. Nippers, he’d heard Knox call them as they each were handed a complimentary can of insect repellant by security on their way home last week.


    When he arrived home after shopping he scattered the white boxes with the Hudson Bay Company rainbow-striped logo over the rust-coloured shag rug. Inside each box a piece of clothing, each textile a square of fulfillment. The children grabbed at the fabric and held pieces against their torsos, exclaiming about the colour of this one, the daisies and daffodils decorating another, how this yellow one matched Katie’s hair, or how the blue made Maggie’s eyes look sharper. Lily, pristine in her white cotton dress, tumbled around the room and tripped over boxes, tissue paper gathering at her feet, wispy white folds that snaked around her ankles.


    Jack sat on the sofa, arms splayed behind him. Angela rose from the floor and stood with her back to them all. He wanted her to turn around and smile at him, to feel proud of him, because in that smile was Jack’s everything, worth more to him than the nuggets hidden deep in their closet underneath the Hudson’s Bay Company rainbow-striped quilt, buried beneath the floorboards.


    Later that week Jack went shopping again. He piled the gift boxes up, one on top of the other on the kitchen counter. The irregular stack resembled an inuksuk. The box with the champagne nestled in crimson satin stood upright, the small bottle of Opium perfume — “All women love this fragrance,” the saleswoman at the Bay had said — laid crosswise on its side, and the square box with the saltwater pearls — much more expensive than freshwater pearls, he was told, because dozens of pearls can grow in a single mussel, while only one beautiful pearl can grow per oyster in a saltwater pearl — capped the gift-box sculpture.


    Jack carefully placed a red bow around the black wine box. He wanted to surprise Angela. She was scrubbing the floors; he could hear her making her way down the hall, wringing out the mop every few swipes. She rounded the corner. She wore a baby-blue kerchief. Her eyes were downcast, her bottom lip sticking out, her brow creased, lost in her work. She had on her maternity jogging pants, which dropped down the sides of her rounded belly. The stretch marks shot up over her belly button and spongy fat roll. They were busting with purple like a cluster of clamped veins. The track pants were split on the seam over her left ankle and the curled edges were soaked with water and hairballs.


    “What the hell is that?” she asked.


    “Gifts. For you,” Jack said smugly.


    Angela walked over to the pile of gifts, lugging the bucket of dirty water with her. The mop dragged strands of wool and clumped hair across the linoleum. She picked up the bucket and threw the dirty water in the sink, a ripping sound as it sloshed against the pots and pans. The drain, fully gorged on water and suds, made a sucking noise as it swept the last bits of dirt down its mouth. Angela knocked the display of gift boxes into the moist bucket, brought them to the corner and dumped them into the empty garbage can. She wiped her hands over the pile and shook them free of water.


    “There’s no need of that,” Jack said angrily.


    “Don’t buy me another blessed thing,” Angela said and walked down the wet hall. She banged the bathroom door shut behind her.


    Jack had grown soused with it. The pleasure of it all, the numbing effect — the way it could blot out the noise of the world, the mechanical noises underground and the noisy people underground. Watson and Wisnoski clamoured for an alliance with him, their envy covered up by false friendliness now that he had stuck by Peter and had prospered. He loved the way it helped him forget what he’d done to Angela, because no one could argue that he wasn’t providing.


    He went to her again, a week later. She was vacuuming. She roughly ran the Electrolux machine over the brown carpet. The suction sounded like a small automobile engine and the dirt and lint bounced up inside like small pebbles hitting a car’s underside on a gravel road.


    He could barely hear over the din, and when he motioned for her to turn it off, she didn’t. She turned her back and thrust the machine’s square head under the coffee table, the brown and white snakeskin-patterned hose in a circle at her feet.


    “I’m going to get us a new vehicle,” he said.


    He’d been to the car lot and picked out a blue Chevy Cavalier. They needed a new car; their old Chevette was rusting out on the bottom. He didn’t feel guilty about this. Everyone deserved a new car. What did it matter if he got this one a little earlier than he would have otherwise? He wasn’t going in for the luxury vehicles like Pete. He wasn’t that obnoxious, no, just a simple man providing his family with the bare necessities.


    He waited for her to respond. She wheeled the fat sausage of a vacuum to the other side of the room, lifted the plaid skirt off the sofa, and plunged in after the dust.


    “I’ve been looking at houses. How about a duplex on Peter’s street?”


    She turned the vacuum up to a higher speed. The noise was electric and whiny.


    Jack gave up. It was no use talking to her when she was like this. He was just about to leave the room when she turned off the machine.


    “You are so far gone, I just don’t know what to do anymore.”


    “Do nothing, trust me.”


    “I want you to stop all of this,” she said firmly.


    Jack’s mouth tightened and he held his head high. He didn’t want to. Even if he wanted to, he didn’t know if he could. Who were those cowboys anyway? Peter had told him they were affiliated with some pretty tough crowd coming out of Calgary, with dirty fingers in every form of laundering. Who knew what they would do if let down. Besides, he wasn’t about to stop. It was all too easy, and it gave him a sense of identity he never knew existed.


    She gave a derisive snort, turned her back, revved up the machine, and bluntly banged it up against the panel board walls as Jack left the room.


    At the end of his shift the next day Jack threw his daily nuggets of ore into the garbage bag in the men’s dry. Olive’s husband Eugene came in to change the garbage bags. He was chubby and moved like a scoop truck.


    “How are ya?” he asked Jack.


    “Best kind,” Jack said, nodding.


    Eugene lifted the garbage bags out of the cans and tied the tops. He hoisted them two at a time over his shoulder. The bottom fell out of the bag and the ore fell to the ground.


    “Let me help you,” Jack said quickly and squatted over the ore on his haunches.


    “Get changed and go home. This is my job,” Eugene said and shooed Jack away.


    Jack rose and shuffled the ore under a crumpled chip bag. He couldn’t let Eugene find it.


    If he found the ore, Jack didn’t know what he’d do. Would he tell? Would they have to cut him in on the deal too? No way, there was no way Jack would do that. He didn’t want to get caught and he didn’t want to share.


    He made his way to the end of the room in a state of blistering panic. When he saw the fuse box tucked in the corner above a row of lockers, he had a desperate idea. He opened the small silver door and threw back the light switch. He could hear a collective groan from the men in the shower stalls as the lights went out.


    “I’ve got it,” Eugene yelled.


    Jack only had a minute. He flicked on the lamp on his hard hat and made his way back to the pile of garbage. He nodded to Eugene as he headed toward the fuse box with a penlight poised by his temple. Jack quickly gathered the ore, put it in his pockets, and jumped to his feet when the lights came on row by row over his head. He quickly went back to his locker, stashed the ore inside his work socks, and balled them up, one cuff inside the other.


    After a shower and shave, he got dressed and carried his belongings out the door with the herd of men finishing their shift. At security he dumped his socks full of ore in the tin garbage can. They fell on top of sandwich bags and crusts, wax paper, plastic baggies, and the day’s discarded newspaper quietly.


    “Spare us your stinky socks,” a security guard yelled out and laughed.


    Jack winked and waved. And no one the wiser, he thought as he bounded triumphantly toward Peter’s truck.


    At church that Sunday morning the parishioners came toward them in droves, people Angela had never met before: young families with infants lulled to sleep and slung over their mothers’ shoulders; older families with teenage boys who hadn’t sat still during the Mass; teenage girls who’d spent the hour raking their hair with their fingers and applying pink sheer lip gloss with cheap plastic hand-held mirrors; and young single miners, pried away out of guilt from the bunkhouses to attend the Sunday Mass in the multi-purpose room, shamed by their mothers back in the towns they came from.


    They came in droves to thank Peter and Jack, to shake their hands, to pat the youngsters on the heads, or to meet and smile at a bewildered Angela.


    “No need to thank us,” Peter said.


    “We’re only doing what’s best for the community,” Jack said.


    Wanda stood proudly beside Peter, her hand locked firmly in his, preening over Susie as the townsfolk came and went.


    “Building us an indoor pool and a bowling alley is beyond generous,” a young miner’s wife said as she smoothed the fabric from her cotton dress over her pregnant belly.


    “We can’t thank you enough,” her husband said.


    The priest stood at the end of the queue of well-wishers. He offered his hands to Jack and gave a blessing over the children.


    “Your donation will help us build our own house of worship,” he said. “The parish can’t thank you enough.”


    Angela felt all her faith in everything — her husband, her marriage, her friends — freeze and break at that moment. She suddenly realized that her mother was right; she had warned her long ago about Jack McCarthy. Had Angela listened? No, she’d persisted stubbornly, determined to prove her mother wrong. Bent on showing Lillian that love was all she needed and wanted and that Jack could provide that. Here she was standing beside this phony of a man, smiling and shaking hands with people who looked up to him and thought he was doing them good. She felt sick to her stomach.


    “You maggot,” she hissed and hauled the children out the door with her.


    He’d grown so comfortable with what they were doing. Taking from the mine became part of his daily routine, a mindless habit. He’d felt strong and sure of himself, proud even of his philanthropic efforts, and now here he was again doubting himself. She made him feel this way, awkward and stupid and wrong.


    Early this Saturday morning he’d woken up to the sound of the crows outside, satiny, black, beady-eyed nuisances with that awful caw. They’d gotten at the garbage. The silver lids from the cans were wheeling down the road, caught on the wind. Jack had chased after them and banged the lids together to keep the crows from the ripped-open garage bags. A few crows were hidden in the plastic. He’d always wondered why crows were so black, hardly camouflaged by the snow and ice and woolly grey sky of a Canadian winter, or the lush green of a northern summer, but now he knew why they were black — so they could slip in and crawl amongst garbage bags unnoticed.


    Rooting around in the garbage reminded him of what he was doing with Peter. He was suddenly pensive. It was Angela, wary and vexed, her sleeplessness — rings under her eyes rivalling the black in the crows’ feathers. Her utter unwillingness to enjoy even the tiniest bit of what he brought home tarnished his enjoyment of it.


    He felt a quick stab of guilt. A dark shell clamped around his heart. But it was too late today. Today was the day they were celebrating Katie and Maggie’s birthdays. Born two years apart in the first week of June.


    He’d hired a company from Edmonton to help with the party. They’d brought clowns and face paint for the kids, decorated the trailer in pink balloons and streamers, and they’d even brought a cotton candy machine.


    Angela was in the kitchen making sandwiches. He heard her opening tins of tuna. He smelled the peeled boiled eggs. The girls were already running around, overexcited; he could hear rubber from the balloons rubbing against dresses and scratching against their hair. This party had cost him a pretty penny. This company had never gone outside of Edmonton, so they charged him travel and accommodation and a spending allowance for the clowns. He thought this would make the girls happy.


    An hour later Olive and her children arrived. She presented Angela with a flat box wrapped in newspaper. Angela graciously took the parcel and offered Olive cherry Kool-Aid.


    “How’s everything?”


    “It’s a good day, feeling festive,” Angela said and smiled dimly.


    Barry, the next-door neighbour, arrived with his son Jason. The boy whined and cried when Angela offered him a sandwich. He clung to his father’s leg and Barry pushed him away. Barry was impatient with him, speaking through clenched teeth as if he were choking on his inclination to scream at the boy.


    “I hear you’re getting a new car,” Barry said.


    “Should be getting her next week,” Jack said.


    Barry sniffed around Jack like a mangy pup himself, eager for castoffs.


    “My friend runs the car lot. You looking for a house too?”


    “Afraid so, buddy, you’ll have new neighbours soon, I figure,” Jack said and winked.


    The door opened and Peter and Wanda trundled in.


    “We can’t stay long,” Wanda said.


    “That’s too bad,” Angela said and gave Wanda a quick hug. She nodded to Peter, who gave her a quick flick of the eyebrows. The silence between Peter and Angela was strong — the ease with which they ignored one another was graceful.


    “Playing bridge today?” Angela asked.


    Wanda nodded and presented the girls with two large boxes wrapped in pink paper. There were large white bows on each present. The girls reached up to hold Susie’s hand.


    “Don’t touch her new dress,” Wanda said, and she flicked at the hem of Susie’s white cotton dress, brushing away the dirt she imagined was there.


    A few minutes later, the girls unwrapped Olive’s present — a used Scrabble game with missing pieces. Wanda put her hand over her mouth, coughed, and smiled smugly at Angela, who turned red, embarrassed for her friend.


    “We’re off then,” Wanda said brightly.


    “So soon?” Angela said.


    “Stay for cake,” Jack said.


    “What odds, let’s stay,” Peter said.


    Wanda stopped him with a sharp look.


    “We better get going,” he mumbled and followed his wife out the door.


    “You wouldn’t see Wanda turning down cake back home,” Angela said.


    Jack hung his head. The children were getting older and they were drifting apart from their friends; everything was changing. A part of him wanted to cling to the old days and wanted his life here to be like their life back home. He wanted the children to stay young, their friends to have remained close, and most importantly he wanted to come clean and be free from the muck of that first bite he took from the pot of gold they’d scavenged and pillaged from the mine. But it was too late for that. He was too deep in a bottomless pit to come up for air.


    An hour later the cake had been cut and served and the gifts unwrapped. Cherry Kool-Aid stains had dried and faded along the children’s upper lips and it was time for everyone to go home.


    “I’ve found a way to get more,” Peter said.


    Jack twitched nervously, chewing on a slice of leftover birthday cake in Peter’s truck as they prepared to go home after their shift.


    “A millwright friend of mine can help us get more. We can get a whole lot more than what we’ve been taking from underground.”


    “How?” Jack asked.


    “He’ll siphon off a section from one of the conveyor belts in the mill; he’ll build a hidden pipe and divert some of the processed ore.”


    “How will he get past security?”


    “We move it the same way, slowly, over a longer period of time. That way we’ll always have a supply — our very own private pot o’ gold,” Peter said and laughed.


    Jack raised an eyebrow skeptically.


    “We’ve been getting hundreds of dollars for the stuff we can pull from the muck machine. We’ll rake in thousands more for the refined gold we can snitch from the mill.”


    “Is your friend trustworthy?”


    “He’s greedy. Greed is predictable. He’ll keep a bit for himself, no doubt. But he won’t want to cross the cowboys.”


    Jack nodded. “Who is he?”


    “A miner from Thompson, Manitoba. He’s not married. Johnson.”


    “Malcolm?”


    Peter nodded.


    Jack had met him once at the Chinook Tavern. He had a short temper and stuttered. He drank his weight in beer almost every evening.


    “You sure about this guy?” Jack asked.


    “Trust me. In a few short months we’ll be living the high life.”


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Thirteen


    Jack had gotten up early on a Saturday morning to take the girls to the pond beyond Peace River to teach them how to fish for pickerel and northern pike. Angela had the day to herself. She’d call her mother, relax, and do some baking. She’d try to form a plan to make this all stop before it was too late.


    She was tired, though, and not thinking straight. So she’d relax today, put her feet up, and wait. She’d wait to see what would happen. As she settled in with a cup of tea, Lily asleep for a few good hours in her crib, she heard a clipped knock at the front door.


    She opened to see Wanda, her chin jutted forward proudly on the front doorstep. She invited Wanda in for a cup of tea. “I can’t stay long,” Wanda said.


    Angela held the door open but Wanda did not come in.


    “About that Olive,” Wanda said.


    Angela tilted her head to the side.


    “She’s not one of us, and if we are going to make it on the mainland we’d need to stay away from families like that.”


    “Make it on the mainland? What are you on about, woman? We’ve got food, clothes, and shelter,” Angela said.


    “We can have much more than stylish homes — we can have position if we associate with the right people.”


    “I can’t believe this is coming from your mouth,” Angela said.


    “A year — six months — ago, Peter’s windfall would have bothered me,” Wanda said.


    Angela held the door open wider and Wanda finally came in. They settled on the sofa, a pot of tea on the coffee table. Angela folded Jack’s undershirts while Wanda nursed Susie.


    “My husband — with god only knows how much money,” Wanda sighed and wiped dribble from Susie’s cheeks. The pale milk quickly dried and Wanda searched for some place to wipe her starchy hands. “At this point, I hate to admit it,” she said and wiped her nose with her palm, “but I don’t care where the money came from.”


    “They are up to something illegal.”


    “And so what?”


    “Wanda, think of what you’re saying,” Angela said and turned to face her.


    “I’m sick of living here, Angela. I’m sick of the dirt road, of people walking all over us as if we were filth. I’m tired of being made fun of; I’m tired of worrying and working at that store. You’d feel the same way if it were offered to you, don’t tell me you wouldn’t. You would jump at the chance to live well here, with the hope of someday going back home with enough to retire on.”


    “I’m fighting with him almost every day. I want no part of this,” Angela said.


    “Suit yourself,” Wanda said, “but I’m going to surround myself with the right kind of people, for our children’s benefit if nothing else. The realtor from Calgary was over last night. He will help Peter with our cash from now on, put it in an account, and make it look legal.”


    The pond was north of the civic centre, on the way to the town dump. The shoreline was charming and colourful, dotted with evergreens and pale, chunky rocks. The water was a cool navy blue — almost black — and as still as the night sky. Glimmers of sunlight on the surface were white and small as stars. The north side of the pond’s unbroken surface was visible in one glance, and the scent of smoke from a summer forest fire was thick in the air.


    Jack and Peter sat on tree stumps — Peter’s large, strong stump supported his girth with ease, while Jack’s stump, delicate with rot, flaked under his weight. Both of their fishing rods were in the dirt beside them. The children played at the shoreline with their feet in the water.


    Peter reached into the bait can and wrested a fat pink worm free from the curling clump. He pierced it on his sharp hook with all the thoughtlessness and ease of a woman putting on her favourite earring. Jack looked into the can of worms and gulped, grabbed one with a shaking hand, and held it in front of his face. He hated killing them. He hated fishing. But Peter had made plans.


    “Remember that fish I caught that summer we was fifteen?” Peter said.


    Jack nodded.


    “That was some fish, what was she? Five feet?”


    Jack smiled as he undid the line that had gotten wound up in his loose shoelace.


    “I was a big fish in a little pond back then, wah?”


    “We all were. These ponds and rivers are after swallowin’ us up,” Jack said.


    “Not to mention the lake,” Peter said and laughed as he cast his line. “A river plows everything in its path, the ocean, she carries sand all day long, and she works hard. But a lake? She’s steady and still on the surface, but tangled up and dirty underneath. You wouldn’t want to spend too much time knee deep in a lake, eh?” Peter said and laughed again.


    “What foolishness are you on about?”


    “Your dip in the lake. I should say your dip in Bobbi Lake,” Peter said and winked.


    “You knew?”


    “Of course I knew. I don’t blame you. But watch out for her, though, she’s a pretty one, but nothing but pure slag is all she is. One of the boys at work knew her from Thunder Bay. She causes nothing but trouble for the married men she has a go at.”


    Jack reddened and rammed the worm’s head clear through his rusted hook. He shuddered as it dangled and twirled in front of him. Peter laughed as Jack shifted. Rust-coloured bits of tree stump had gathered on his ankles.


    “’Bout the size of what you offered Bobbi?” he said, pointing to the worm as he whacked Jack on the inner thigh with his free hand. Peter reeled in his line as a trout flopped from his hook. It was his fifth fish of the day. He grinned, satisfied by his luck with luring them to his hook. He looked at Jack’s line, stuck to the bottom, and sighed. “We’ll have a fry-up when we get home. Come on, let’s make our way back.”


    Bobbi sat quietly by the pond. Her husky pup scuffled with butterflies and dragonflies at her feet. It yelped and growled as a butterfly gently descended upon a moss-covered rock, paperthin wings beating delicately and churning the thick warm air. It veered off suddenly and the pup was confused. It couldn’t seem to follow the trajectory of the insect, so it howled at Bobbi for help.


    She laughed at the plump little ball of black-and-white fur, paws the size of nickels, with misty blue eyes. It had been dumped at her animal shelter by a young mother with four small children.


    “Winnie,” she scolded lovingly, “here’s a bone instead. You’ll have more luck conquering this.” Bobbi chucked a ragged rawhide at her, and Winnie pounced on the bone. She tussled with it then abandoned it at the first sight of another wandering monarch.


    Bobbi heard the squeaky voices of children. Two girls were coming toward her from around the corner. Two sets of innocent robin’s egg blue eyes shone with excitement as they came closer to Winnie.


    “Can we pet her?” the fair-haired one asked.


    “Sure,” Bobbi said. She recognized them. They were Jack’s. The children were like little pixies in soft cotton dresses that had appeared from out of the woods. She couldn’t help but smile at them. She suddenly realized that this probably meant Jack was close by. She fluffed her hair and hoped she might see him.


    “Girls!” Jack called out.


    “Over here!” Bobbi said and stood up to wave, her tank top rising to reveal her trim abdomen.


    Jack reddened at the sight of her standing there like that with her navel exposed. He fumbled awkwardly through the underbrush. “Thanks. They ran off.”


    “Don’t worry, they’ve found my pup,” she said and looked down at the children and the puppy dancing between them, jumping up to lick their palms, spry, light on its feet, tongue lolling with glee, ears perking up then flattening back like lazy butterfly wings.


    “Are you and the children having a picnic? Can I join you?” Bobbi asked hopefully.


    “I don’t think so,” Jack said and grimaced.


    “Is everything alright?” Bobbi asked.


    “Fine — look, you’ve gotta stop this,” he said.


    “What?”


    “This — there’s no ‘us.’ There never was. There never will be.”


    “There is —”


    “No. I love my wife, I always will. I want you to stop thinking there could be something between us. I told you before I made a mistake. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Jack said and looked at his feet.


    He shuffled and watched her, his arms crossed so tightly his flesh pinched white. Winnie and the children bounded up the little foothill toward them, back from the edge of the pond, the tip of the dog’s tail wet, the girls’ hands and hemlines soggy and dirty with sand.


    Bobbi backed away slowly and Jack felt a pang of guilt. He stood shaking by himself as she turned her back, angry for ever getting involved with her in the first place, helpless and angry for hurting her.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fourteen


    When Jack came home from the pond, Angela wouldn’t speak to him. She knows, he thought, she knows about Bobbi. He avoided her, content to play along in silence — if they were all silent and pretended nothing happened, nothing would be revealed and he could pretend that nothing had actually happened. Couldn’t he?


    “Would you like your fish fried or broiled?” he asked pleasantly.


    “Strung up by the neck,” she mumbled.


    “What, love?”


    “The pair of you stealing, somehow, some way, you are stealing,” she said.


    He watched her pace the length of the room, scratching her head and hugging her elbow as she worked it out in her mind. She threw her hands up and covered her face. She cried softly and warned him that he was going to get found out one way or the other. This couldn’t continue for much longer.


    “Stealing,” she whispered.


    Jack threw the fish in the sink, got in his new car, and drove off by himself. The late Saturday afternoon sun refracted through the glass, reflected off the mirrors, and danced along telephone wires. It hit the treetops, and the trunks and branches covered the earth below with heavy shadows — wise opaque voids that hid wildlife and men’s secrets in their folds.


    Angela’s warnings had angered him. Who and what did she think he was? Incapable? Lazy? Stupid? I can do this, I can pull this off. I’m way too clever to be found out and way too smart to lose. I’ve got money stored away all over the mobile home. If these cowboys cut me loose, I’ll still have enough, my kids won’t suffer, and I won’t get caught.


    That was what his teachers had always said. “Jack McCarthy, he’s a clever one, sure he’s some good at math and problem solving. He’ll find a way, sure, he could find his way out of a forest fire in smoke as thick as gravy. He’ll make a fine teacher one day,” Brother Thomas had said. Sister Eunice, the history teacher, had marvelled at his memory. “Jackie McCarthy can relate every single incident and aspect of the First World War in exact order,” she’d said.


    Jack was suddenly overcome by a strong sense of loss at the memory of his school days. What had happened to the time? Where did that young boy go? How did he get here? A stranger amongst strangers: a man who lied to his wife, a man who stole from the workplace — a man who’d been with another woman.


    Did that young man disappear once he was free from the safety and order of Brighton’s Catholic School, The Holy Sacred Heart of Mary? Or did that boy leave him the minute the green tips and rocky black shores of Newfoundland left him and he was on his own, adrift in the Atlantic, moving toward a new territory with rules and values so unlike his own?


    Jack had no answer. He listened only to the incessant desire for more. It made him want all he could get so he could fill this nameless void that craved something solid, rock to build a life on, a way to regain a sense of dignity, to fill up this blasted sense of being adrift, alone, weak, and wrong.


    He drove the length of town and came back. His neighbour Barry pulled his red baseball cap down farther over his grizzled face, in awe and respect for Jack’s new car. Jack grinned, honked the horn, and lifted his arm casually in a confident wave.


    The neighbour grabbed one of his kids by the scruff of the neck and pulled him from a mound of black dirt that he was playing in. “It’s just been seeded,” he said and smashed the boy’s face into the side of his own crumbling white pick-up truck. The boy screamed.


    Angela and Maggie stood on the doorstep and watched him quietly. “I feel funny, Daddy,” Maggie whispered and held her belly with both hands.


    Jack tried to keep his voice steady. “Don’t worry, Maggie, we’ll be out of this neighbourhood soon, I promise you.”


    Through a bedroom window they watched the girls in the small pool. Jack had set it up in the backyard on top of a green tarp. Grass poked through the soil in spots, fresh, pale, weak, yet virile.


    “A pool will kill the grass,” Jack had protested earlier that morning.


    “It’s hot. The girls need to cool off. This is the hottest and driest heat they’ve ever experienced. I can’t have them lying around indoors all day,” Angela said.


    Jack had given in, driven to the Bay, and picked up a two-foot-deep pool. He’d set it up on the tarp and they’d dumped Katie and Maggie in it, all before noon.


    “They’ve been swimming for hours, they need more sunscreen,” Angela said irritably.


    Suddenly the girls jumped out of the pool and ran toward the front lawn out of Jack and Angela’s sight.


    “What’s going on?” Jack said and pushed aside the curtain to watch the kids scamper away.


    “Are they coming inside?” Angela asked. They both paused but the aluminum door didn’t squeak open.


    They walked the length of the mobile home. They picked their way through toys, towels, flip-flops, and sundresses from one end to the other and opened the door. At the end of the driveway the two girls were bent over, tickling, rubbing, and fawning over a black-and-white puppy with sharp yet smoky blue eyes.


    Maggie turned and called for her parents to come see the puppy.


    Jack turned from pink to red as Bobbi yanked her pup’s chain. The girls scratched Winnie’s ears and let her lick their wet toes. Her little white milk teeth nipped at the yellow and green plastic flowers on their flip-flops.


    “Mommy, this is the puppy we met in the woods last weekend,” Maggie said.


    “Hello, I’m Jack’s wife, Angela,” she said tightly.


    “Yes,” Bobbi said and her smile withered. “I’m Bobbi Lake. I work with Jack.”


    “We’re having barbecue for supper. Want to stay?” Maggie asked.


    “No, thank you,” Bobbi said and stuttered, “I — I better get going, I’ve been walking her for a while now, and she’s bound to be hot and thirsty.”


    “Please, stay for our barbecue with the puppy,” Maggie said.


    “No, really, I have so much to do today,” Bobbi said and watched Angela with hard eyes. She’s beautiful. She looks so kind. Bobbi’s heart hardened as she realized what a mistake she’d made. Of course he would never leave Angela for her; it wasn’t because she was sick and he was staying out of obligation, it was because he loved her. Exactly what he had told Bobbi last weekend at the pond. Anyone with two eyes could see that. How could I have thought otherwise? Why did I think he’d leave her? How could I have deluded myself again? Bobbi pushed thoughts of the other men away. I can’t deal with this now. I’ll die if I have to face this right now.


    The girls protested as the puppy yelped and slid along the gravel. Its tail batted the ground as it tried to crawl back on its haunches toward the girls. “Come on, Winnie,” Bobbi growled tightly. “Bye-bye,” she said sweetly to the children and smiled weakly at Angela.


    She walked away and clamped her teeth to hold back tears. My father and brothers knew I’d amount to nothing, that all I could ever be is a village whore. That’s what they said I was, and look what I’ve become, she thought as Winnie trotted beside her.


    The dog’s ears rose and fell as she looked at Bobbi for attention. Bobbi leaned down and unhooked the dog chain to let Winnie run free. The dog nipped at her leather collar and ran around on the spot, her back and tail curling like a snail. Bobbi lunged forward, muscles bulging underneath her shorts, and ran all the way to Peace River. She took a seat on a small rock under a towering evergreen. She hitched Winnie to an exposed root and the puppy lay flat on her belly. Her tail thumped as her tongue lolled like a yo-yo in the heat, ears pricking and falling as children passed. Bobbi lowered her head and curled her torso over her legs, her chest concave as she rested her chin in her bent arms. Stray hairs wisped around her face, getting caught in her mouth and nose as she sobbed.


    After supper Jack fussed with the water hose, sprinkling water over his freshly planted lawn. Is she going to tell Angela? Will she trot on back here with that saucy look on her face and spoil everything for me? She might. The likes of that is not to be trusted. I’ll call her a liar if she tells Angela. Peter will back me up. I’ll say she’s been pursuing me and I’ve been letting her down. I’ll say it’s all in her head.


    Angela won’t believe a word.


    Try as he might, Jack would not be able to pull it off, not with Angela. She’d see through me in the dark. I’ll just have to face it. If she tries to destroy my marriage. I’ll just have to come clean and hope Angela will let me off the hook.


    He slapped at a mosquito and the smashed bits were black and red in his palm. He continued to water the lawn. Little pinpricks of grass shot through the black earth in scattered clumps and patches. Whatever is under the tarp and pool will die, he thought. There would be a giant circle in his back yard, a giant, round, dead hole, yellowed and dry.


    His father would have had his grass ready by now. A pool covering a spot for a few weeks wouldn’t have been a matter of dying grass and dead spots; he would have found a way to preserve it so it flattened only a little and could be fluffed up in late August with a rake. In late August Jack’s lawn would exhibit evidence of lack of savvy, know-how, and care. There would be a gaping hole in the greenery that he’d have no idea how to manage.


    Dad won gardening contests every year in Brighton, and here I am, his son, with a disaster for a lawn. I was too busy stealing. Here’s your failure of a son, standing here with a house full of money and an untended lawn with dead holes. I’ve got all the money in the world, and you, a plumber in a province full of ghosts, had the best gardens I’d ever seen.


    The sun hung red and ripe as a pomegranate. It had been up until midnight last night. The Arctic has twenty-four hours of sunlight, Katie had told him. “It’s winter in Australia right now,” she’d said. He smiled at the thought of Katie and her love of knowledge.


    He knelt to pick up a few pastel-pink sweet-tart candy wrappers the girls had dropped at the edge of the backyard. The forest began at the foot of his yard; a clump of rocks crushed the smaller weeds, followed by a blackish-green army of pine trees with engorged craggy moss on the trunks. It was full of hungry foxes and wolves in the winter, skunks, bears, blackflies, and mosquitoes in the summer.


    Barry hadn’t taken very good care of his garden this summer. His children had made caves, little ponds, and bridges for their Dinky cars on his meagre plot. Olive’s husband Eugene had planted his garden, but he’d neglected to water it, so the scruff of grass lay dying under children’s toys and discarded pop cans.


    Jack shook the hose vigorously, turned off the water, and wound the hose around the reel. He sat on a lawn chair and watched the sunset. A clam-grey sky crept in and sealed the light of day in its shell, night’s blue-black void in tow, ready to smother all light.


    That night Angela flicked on the little black plastic lamp on the night table. The alarm clock ticked loudly. The first and second hand passed the twelve. It monitored the activities of the world: the sun and its routines, the rotation, and the revolution of the Earth. Time, tangible to the human eye by three little sticks that rotated on a never-ending wheel, the concept captured and earthbound as it foreshadowed days, weeks, months, and years. Whole lives. She numbly stared at the clock and stopped musing. She sat up and turned to Jack.


    “I know,” she said.


    “What?” Jack whispered.


    “Don’t play dumb,” she said hotly.


    He turned over in bed toward her. Angela stared at him, her lower lip trembling.


    “Oh, honey,” he said softly and reached up to touch her lip.


    She lowered her head and a tear welled up. “How could you do this to me after all I’ve been through?”


    She thinks it happened after her miscarriage, Jack thought.


    “We were drinking and it was only the once. She reminded me of you before we left home.”


    “What about in the woods last week?”


    “We just stumbled upon her, my love, walking her dog, I swear. I don’t talk to her anymore. I’m sorry,” he said and tried to hold her. She roughly pushed his hand away.


    “We’re through. I’ve had enough.”


    “You don’t —”


    “I mean it, alright. Now get out,” she said and threw a pillow at him.


    Jack curled up on the sofa with the pillow rammed between his shoulder and forearm. He lay numb with shock. It can’t have come to this, he thought. There must be a way to talk her out of this. She’s just tired, she’s just thinking about home. She’s homesick. She’s scared. She’ll see that it was nothing but a mistake with Bobbi. I’ll stop this with Peter. I will. I’ll do whatever it takes. She’s all I could ever want. She’s everything to me, and if I don’t have her and the girls, I have nothing.


    Jack lay awake most of the night, agitated, angry, and full of remorse. He knew now that he’d have to stop. He’d have to do something to get back his wife and restore his family.


    We once thought we had nothing. Now I know what it feels like to have nothing, he thought and rammed his foot in the back of the sofa, where it stopped short due to the pillowcases full of money he had put there last month, sewn the neatly torn cloth back into place while the girls and Angela were returning their library books, lingering, Maggie told him later, because the air conditioner cooled their backs and stopped their shirts from sticking to them wetly.


    He’d filled the cavity at the back of the sofa with two pillowcases full of money, and now here he lay on top of it, uncomfortable and alone, while his wife turned him away.


    At work on Monday, Bobbi planned to avoid all contact with Jack. Getting over someone who doesn’t love you should be easy, right? All she had to do was ignore him. It would go away eventually. She opened the door to the fridge in the lunchroom and placed her lunch tin on the shelf. The shelf gave out, and all the tins fell open on the floor. Great, she thought, another reason for these jerks to pick on me. She got down on her knees to pick up the sandwiches, cans of pop, and bags of chips the miners had brought to work. Jack’s lunch tin was ajar; she picked it up tenderly and opened it to repack his food. A small hinge had given at the back to reveal a cloth bag filled with lumpy rocks. She opened it, and when she saw the ore, it all made sense. No, Jack, say you’re not involved with this — you can’t be.


    A montage ran through her mind: Jack when he first arrived, how timid and shy he was, his friend Peter getting swindled, then beaten up — the severe changes in Jack’s mood, his self-absorption, his giddiness yet nervousness this spring. Me. I thought it had something to do with me — you foolish girl — he probably never thought twice about me after last winter. I thought he was worrying about us and his wife, when it’s all been about this. The torment and the worry I saw him go through — and the smug bastard he’s become lately — it’s all been about this. Stealing gold? Oh my god.


    After a dreadful morning on the stope she walked wearily to the lunchroom. She’d been numb with shock. Numb with anger and overwhelmed by too much truth. Too much had been revealed, and she couldn’t pretend anymore.


    In the lunchroom, she noticed his lunch tin was out of the fridge. Knox, Wisnoski, and Watson were eating and talking hockey. She barely heard them. Someone made a snide remark about her legs and shouted that they “wanted some” from her. Normally she ignored them, decrepit lot that they were, but today she turned around slowly and faced them with a sardonic smile. She spoke slowly and deliberately.


    “You want some, eh?”


    One of the men whistled.


    “Well, I’ve got some for you. Some news to share. Something that’s worth its weight in gold,” she said and straddled a chair backwards beside Wisnoski. She swallowed what was in her nose, spat it up on the concrete, wiped her hand roughly across her mouth, and told them what she’d seen in Jack’s lunch tin.


    After work Jack waved to the cowboy as he pulled up in the parking lot. He wiped the salt from his seat, a plate of fried chicken and chips from the tavern snack bar on his lap. He’d been waiting outside the tavern for an hour.


    “We had a late sales conference at the mine,” the cowboy said.


    Jack grunted and pushed the duffel bag through the window.


    The cowboy handed him the bag of money. “Join us for a beer before we head back to the city?”


    “Nah, gottta get home to the wife.”


    “Smells good, that fried chicken. My daddy was a chicken farmer in Strathmore. I used to snap the heads off the chickens when I was a kid then we’d fire them up with a blowtorch or set them ablaze with a magnifying glass,” he said and laughed through his greenish buck teeth.


    Jack nodded and cowered behind the wheel of his new car. He drove home faster than ever, all the while checking his rear-view mirror for the cowboy who liked to kill chickens.


    I took too much; I’m going to get caught! No, not too much. I’ve only taken three-four-five nuggets; they’ll never be missed. In the dream that woke Peter up, the heavy ore was strapped to his boots, thighs, and hard hat. It had pulled his feet downward into a black hole. He’d forgotten to tie himself to the safety belt and he could see himself falling. He woke up startled, his mouth dry and the back of his neck wet.


    Wanda snored beside him, soft spurts of quiet exhalations, a contented, gentle sound, a warm mammal coasting on easy waters.


    He needed air. He got up and threw on the new pair of jeans that Wanda had bought for him. They were too fashionable; he craved his old Levi’s. She’d thrown them out. He yearned for them; soft and comfortable around the waist, with threadbare areas in the knees and pockets, they were what he knew, they were what he always wore. He waddled to the door, picking denim out of his rear as he wriggled inside the too-tight material.


    He left the house through the back door, almost tripping over Wanda’s gigantic backyard flowerpots. She’d subscribed to a decorating magazine and these were suggested items to give “backyard charm” it had said, and Wanda wanted plenty of people to envy and admire her yard and think she had charm.


    The night was warm, the sun still red and low. A grey oyster colour seemed to drench the fringes of the horizon. The town was quiet. It must have been close to midnight. Peter wandered the length of town and found himself back at the foot of the trailer court in an hour. Angela was seated at the edge of a mossy hill that overlooked a sand dune succession that led to the forest.


    “Out awful late?” he said and winced as he climbed the hill in those tight jeans.


    Angela smiled. “Couldn’t sleep.”


    “Me neither.”


    He sat beside her and they stared at the forest scrub, lost in thought.


    “I’m sorry about the baby.”


    “Sorry you got beat up.”


    “Those were a rough few months.”


    Angela woefully turned to him. “What’s been going on?”


    He stammered evasively.


    “Don’t try to fool me. I’ve been watching you, and you don’t see or hear anything else besides the wheels spinning in your head. Plans of glory, or money, or whatever it is that’s got you so wrapped up in yourself. You’re not the same person I grew up with. All you do is flash money around. What good has money done except make you want more? It’s a pit as bottomless and dark as the mine you work in, and now that you’ve left everyone for that pit and all its promises, you’re gone. It’s taken you away from us. I know I’ve no right to say anything, I’m not Wanda, but I can see no good come of it, and you can’t even see further than your fistful of cash.”


    “I’m providing. There’s light — happiness and pride — shining from my wife’s face for the first time in a long time.”


    “Even the light underground eventually gets filled, Peter, with leftover rock, throwaways and disposables, and whatever you’ve got going on. Guaranteed you are disposable.”


    “I —”


    “All of us are going to go down with you, you know that, don’t you?”


    He slumped forward and buried his forehead and temples in balled fists.


    “Fix this. There’s still time,” she said urgently and walked toward her trailer.


    That Monday at work Jack entered the underground lunchroom last; he’d had a box of defective blasting dynamite to tend to and reported it to Russell Knox, who had blamed Jack for not being careful enough. Duties in the warehouse complete, he stumbled in the lunchroom. The light was blinding, men’s voices, rough and irritating, talking about sports, fishing, or their cars. He grabbed his lunch tin from the fridge, sat down heavily on a chair at the end of the table, empty seats on either side of him, and unclasped the hinges and swung open the creaky lid. More nuggets were nestled atop his sandwich. He closed the lid quickly.


    Watson watched him quietly, his mouth full of a Klick and lettuce sandwich. “Something rotten in your lunch tin?” he said and smiled smugly.


    “Pack off, for Jesus’s sake,” Jack said.


    “Touchy,” Watson said and laughed.


    Jack ran out of the room, lunch tin under his arm, and headed to the washroom. It was dark in every corner and crevice. Rats stumbled alongside him, heavy machinery wailed. The light on his hard hat went out. Where’s the light? Where the hell is the light? Walls, hard studs, and support beams cut and slashed his fingertips and palms as he felt his way along. He counted his steps toward the washroom. His hands were bloody. His fingers slipped on the doorknob. He grappled with it again and the door creaked open. The light bulb suspended above sent out a weak swell of light. Jack sighed and stumbled in. He put the lunch tin on the little bench and let warm water run over his cuts. It stung. He’d add salt if he had some to keep the wound sterile and his blood fresh. It was too late, dirt had gotten deep under his skin and he could see the black lines under the folds of skin. Mine muck, thick black, dirty as sin, full of chemicals and toxins. Jack desperately washed his hands, reared back toward his lunch tin, kicked it over, and the nuggets flew. His can of pop swelled and the top was punctured. Brown, bubbly liquid hissed out of the small nip in the aluminum.


    “Oh, Christ!” he roared. He leaned over to pick up a nugget and hurled it at the mirror, to watch cracked glass splinter and collapse on itself, spilling into the sink. “Goddamn fool’s gold. Gold stolen by fools,” he whispered contemptuously. “You’re more trouble than you’re worth, aren’t you?” He leaned over the sink and cried. He heard the heavy clump of work boots and the dull rattle of a miner’s belt and scurried around the room after picking up the gold and throwing it in the trash. He watched the nuggets sink under piles of crumpled wet paper towels. They disappeared quickly, nestling comfortably like eggs in a brown nest.


    The next morning Wanda screamed for Peter’s attention.


    “Peter!” she yelled. “This outfit looks terrible!”


    Peter put down his glass of Canadian Club.


    After talking with Angela last week, he had hid for hours in the dark basement of his brand new house. He didn’t know if he could face the outside world; all he wanted to do was be alone. He’d built a bar with plush brown leather bar stools and installed brown maple veneer cabinets with glass doors and mirrored tiles speckled with golden flecks on the wall beside it. He liked being here, alone, away from everyone, including Jack, especially away from Wanda and her whining, demands, and schemes to inspire envy in others. Just last week she’d bragged to Darlene, the clerk at Papineau’s Grocery Store, about the remodelling. Darlene had silently checked out her items, dirt under her chipped fingernails.


    So Peter stayed downstairs, counted his money, and dreamed of the possibilities.


    He drowned himself in alcohol to assuage the guilt — a guilt he’d never let Jack know he was experiencing. He’d wake up in the middle of the night, dreaming of flashing red lights, always the flashing red lights or the eyes of a hungry fox caught in the headlights with a fish between its lips or blood-red berry stains on its paws.


    When he woke up in the middle of the night like that he disturbed Wanda. She worried about him, and he would tell her that he had to get up to check for prowlers, intruders, raccoons, or skunks in the back yard. No need to worry, he’d be back to bed soon. But he always stopped for a drink in the basement — most nights never returning, and Wanda would find him asleep on the sofa, alone in the basement, drink spilled at his side.


    He climbed the stairs.


    “Is this dress the best one for the mayor’s barbecue?” she asked and smoothed the skirt of her floral yellow-and-blue cotton dress.


    She wanted the best, and he’d given it to her. They lived among the richest families in town — the province, for that matter — on the best street, in the best house, and she was one of the best-dressed wives. He’d become the best thief in town, the best liar, and the best cheat.


    “It’s lovely.”


    “Peter, lay off the booze today, okay?” She swooped down to pick up Susie and smoothed the girl’s sprinkle of hair. Peter reached for Wanda’s wide bare back. Soft and supple, it warmed his hand as he touched it tenderly. As his nimble fingers caught the zipper and pulled it up, the wilted fabric around her lower back rose and unfurled like blooming petals.


    “I have something to take care of tonight,” he said slowly.


    “It’s Mayor Cooper’s birthday party.”


    “Just a little thing. It’ll only take a few minutes.”


    “Join us for dessert?”


    “Okay,” he said and burped.


    “I wonder where all of your manners have gone, Peter Fifield. I truly do,” she said and picked up Susie to dress her in her finest bonnet, booties, and dress.


    “An RCMP car drove by the house,” Peter said as they sat in the truck outside the Chinook Tavern. Matted mosquitoes dried from late summer’s heat were scattered on the windshield.


    “When?” Jack asked and inhaled sharply.


    “Thursday. Wanda put Susie to bed, drew back the curtains, and he was parked outside.”


    “Do you think they know anything?” Jack whispered.


    “No. They don’t know, but they suspect something,” Peter said and the fistful of money in his hand shook.


    “We’ve got to stop,” Jack said.


    “No, we don’t. We’ll just live quietly for a while. Not spend as much,” Peter said and his eyes glazed over as he opened the duffel bag.


    “I don’t think they’ve paid us the right amount for our last shipment,” Peter said as he counted the money. “The cowboys are ripping us off. My cut isn’t enough,” he added as he counted it for the third time. He licked his fingers as he counted the bills yet again.


    “See? We are missing a few hundred. I knew they would cheat us,” Peter said.


    “We’ve got to stop. The police drove by your house. They know something,” Jack said.


    Peter kept counting.


    “Are you listening to me?” Jack asked wearily.


    Jack ran his fingers through his hair, got out of the four-by-four, and drove home.


    As he drove home his breath came in short gasps. How am I going to get out of this? I don’t know what to say to them so we can get away. I’ll tell Angela, I’ll tell her everything. She’ll know what to do, of course she will. She’ll know how to handle Peter, and she’ll even know how to handle those crooked cowboys. She’ll scare the bejeezus out of them, for chrissakes. I’ll tell her all about the money, how much we’ve got and what I plan to do with it. She’ll know what to do, she’ll know exactly what to do.


    When Jack arrived home Angela yelled at him. “You’re more interested in curling and evenings out with the boys at the bar than spending a quiet evening at home with your children.”


    Jack nodded in silent agreement and wandered to the bedroom with his sports bag.


    He heard her get in the shower. He checked on his daughters; they were asleep. Half-eaten hot dogs with ketchup stains were still on the sides of their plates, fat chunks of fried potato beside them, half-empty milk glasses with greasy half-moon lip marks on the side piled on the kitchen counter.


    Jack made his way to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the unmade bed, Angela’s pink silky pajamas on the floor, her pink slippers with the ball of fuzz on the toe discarded by the closet. Her curling iron smelled of burnt hair. It sat on the vanity with bottles of gummy hairspray, glossy and sticky, next to it. The room was a mixture of scents: the sugary smell of her in the air, the musky smell of him in the pillows, and the earthy smell of them in the sheets.


    “Angela?” he called out when the shower stopped and the pipes ceased moaning.


    “Yes?” she answered as the shower curtain scraped the metal rod.


    “I have something to tell you.”


    “I’ll be right out,” she said and blew her nose.


    Hurry up, Jack thought as he rose to check on the money in the crevices scattered around the bedroom closet, before I lose my nerve. He confirmed the new amount in his ledger.


    At the mayor’s house for drinks and card games later that night, Peter greedily downed his sixth glass of whiskey. He sucked on his lips to glean as much of the sharp, numbing liquid as he could get on his taste buds. The women watched him worriedly. Wanda spoke animatedly, waved her cards when she won a round in an attempt to deflect attention from her husband’s preoccupation with the drink and his thinly veiled despondency.


    Spencer and Tanya Ann focused on their cards. They were winning, every hand abundant and every move skillful and well thought out.


    “More coffee cake?” Tanya Ann asked.


    Wanda took another slice. She’d already gorged herself on two slices. Tanya Ann pecked at crumbs. Both women patted their stomachs, worried about their waistlines.


    “I’m going to get a boat for the cottage,” Peter said suddenly.


    Spencer looked up from his cards.


    The men talked about whether the price of motorboats would rise this season as the women laid down their cards and rose to make a fresh pot of tea. Wanda was embarrassed by her husband. This was the third time tonight he’d interrupted their game with impromptu discussions about purchases he planned to make. It was humiliating watching him plunge deeper into the proffered drink while playing a lackadaisical game of cards. One or two glasses would have been acceptable but they were at the mayor’s house, not the Chinook Tavern.


    In her bright kitchen Tanya Ann filled the red kettle. Wanda surveyed the décor. Tanya Ann had modern tastes. Her phone, placements, mixing bowls, and baking utensils were all a bright apple red. Her furniture was made of high-grade solid oak. Her walls were painted a perfect chip-free white.


    Wanda helped her carry porcelain cups and saucers to the dining-room table. Tanya Ann chattered on about the difficulty of shipping goods to the north and how Papineau’s grocery store rarely had anything she liked.


    “Iced cakes are half-price near closing time,” Wanda said. She instantly regretted speaking. She quietly sensed that half-priced cakes weren’t at all what Tanya Ann had meant.


    “Sometimes they get gouda cheese,” Wanda mumbled.


    “The wife doesn’t work there anymore,” Peter said. He was slurring every word now that he’d obliterated himself through half-emptying the bottle of whiskey. Spencer watched them both over the rim of his reading glasses, perched low on his nose.


    “My son Tyger works long and hard hours and he can’t afford a boat this season. The world doesn’t take to kindly to cheaters,” Spencer said and coughed.


    The women sat silently and sipped their tea.


    “Sooner or later the world wants its money back. Believe me, I know, my white collar is filthier than you’d expect, so I don’t hold it against you. All the same, though, the world demands that those of us with ill-gotten means pay the price. You can’t climb the ladder on the back of a snake for too long, now can you?” Spencer said.


    Wanda reddened as Peter hauled the bottle toward himself and tipped it up to his mouth to drain the last few drops. She glared at him disdainfully.


    “More tea?” Tanya Ann asked weakly.


    “How could you put us in this much danger?” Angela demanded.


    “I thought this would keep us safe,” Jack mumbled.


    “How can we be safe in all of this? They aren’t cowboys who shepherd cattle on the foothills of Alberta. These are men who traffic stolen gold.”


    She rose from the bed and tripped over her slippers. She yanked open the yellow curtains and steadied herself with a hand on her hip. The summer sun had finally set. Night had coaxed out the stars and turned the wispy clouds charcoal. They looked like Persian cats scuttling across the sky, fluffy and whimsical. In the hour that she’d stood there the non-threatening cat-like clouds had thickened. Thunderclaps were the preface to the power of a northern storm, lightning bolts an epilogue.


    “It’s raining,” Angela said as the drops fell sideways on the glass, long, jagged streaks that ripped the summer dust free. She crossed to the other side of the window and pulled mercilessly at the other half of the curtain. The curtain and rod fell on the orange carpet, a pile of white and yellow polyester at her feet. Her eyes twitched, bloodless lips tightened, and she pounded the backs of her hands on her temples.


    Jack jumped up to fix the curtains. “Don’t bother,” she said slowly. “We’re leaving, Jack, we’re going back home.” She turned to look out the window. “The day you told me you were laid off it was raining, do you remember? I remember the smell of the rain — as pure as glass. My kitchen air was sweet with the smells of salty cooked vegetables and homemade bread. When we go back, Jack McCarthy, you better get us that again, that rain better be there, the smell of that food, or there’s no use going back at all. How much money do we have?”


    “A few hundred thousand,” Jack said.


    “We have that much money?”


    He nodded as his face reddened.


    “We better go soon and we better be quiet about it. That’s an awful lot of money,” she said and sank to the floor in the pile of curtains. She wept as hard as the clouds that roared above the trailer, her face growing a deeper and deeper grey as outside their window the rumbling clouds with blackened bottoms piled quickly on top of one another.


    Jack pulled a tissue from the box on the night table. He leaned down, tilted her chin in his hands, and wiped her eyes and nose in measured little dabs.


    “We need to leave. And we need to give the money back. I don’t care to who, Peter or the cowboys, but we need to give it back. Next weekend is Canada Day. We’ll go to the fair and we’ll pretend nothing is amiss. You’ll sign over the trailer to the realtor and give the money to Pete, and we’ll take what’s in the bank account, but only the money you’ve earned. We’ll give the car to Pete. We’ll take the bus as far away as we can get. We’ll go to Boston and visit your uncle, and we’ll spend the rest of the summer there in case anyone is trailing along behind us. We’ll return to Brighton in the fall, in time for school. I’ll pack this week, but we’ll leave the big stuff, the beds and all that. I’ll call Olive when we’re in Edmonton, give her permission to take our things. We’ll be back east in a week.”


    She woke up to the shrill hiss of the teakettle, the smell of salty bacon, warm toast, and freshly sliced oranges. The light on her face was dull, refracted by the misty morning dew as it gathered on the fringes of the windowpane. A sweet breast of thick, milky vapour — white as a dove — swirled around the trailer.


    She hauled her panties up over her hips, pulled down her crumpled white T-shirt, smoothed the front over her circular pouting belly, white as raw dough, and she slithered out of bed. She passed Jack in the kitchen and wordlessly opened the window. She walked down the hall to the children’s rooms; they’d all piled in the top bunk in Katie and Maggie’s room. The sheets were twisted and splayed; they’d roped them together and used them as climbing vines. The pillows and sheets stacked, tent-like, a white cave in which the two of them huddled.


    Angela opened their curtains and inhaled sharply. She turned to shake the girls awake. “Katie, Maggie, wake up, look,” she said as they batted her hands away and snuggled closer together. She tickled their damp necks and dry feet so they would get up.


    “What?” Katie snapped as she leaned over the edge of the bunk bed to look out the window. She sighed in awe as Maggie crawled over to look. The rainbow’s reflection appeared to fall directly over their backyard. It shone like emeralds, rubies, and yellow gold. It sparkled right through the mist, and a miniature version reflected in each of their little pupils.


    “It’s just like Daddy promised,” Katie said and smiled broadly.


    


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Fifteen


    All week Angela had been packing quietly, stocking away valuables, photos, report cards, and favourite toys. All things purchased with stolen money were bagged up and marked for donation, to UNICEF, the hospital, to whomever she could give it to. She’d considered all stolen items soiled.


    “Everything’s in order?” she’d asked him this morning, the children asleep, hot tea steaming before them.


    “Yes,” he answered meekly and sipped his tea. He clamped his left hand between his thighs and jiggled his foot.


    “Good, Uncle Pat know we’re coming?”


    “Uh-huh,” he said and nodded.


    “When will you see Peter?”


    “Tonight.”


    “Good, I’ll wake the girls. We should go to the pancake breakfast,” she said and rose to wake and bathe the girls.


    The sun was up. A dry heat wave cocooned the town. Swathes of robin’s-egg blue feathered the sky. Soon the rest of the town would arrive for the pancake breakfast. Then there would be a barbecue, games, and fireworks at dusk for Canada Day.


    A few miners had hoisted the Canadian flag and set up picnic tables. The volunteer firefighters had set up fireworks, ready to ignite them as the sun set. There was pork to be barbecued, buns to be buttered, corn on the cob to be boiled. Someone had to fill the canoe with ice and hundreds of bottles for the beer garden. A children’s tent needed to be put up. There was plenty to do and many in the community had been out setting up: Watson and his wife, Wisnoski and his wife, the mayor and his family, the grocer Papineau, Olive and her husband. They’d been working as a team for the last few days, determined to put on a spectacular community Canada Day Fair.


    They’d wheeled out the carnival equipment from the battered white trucks rented from Edmonton. The driver, a squat man in jeans, beer-ad T-shirt, and baseball cap brought out the popcorn and candy-apple machines and the small plastic rides for the children.


    A few men had set up a stage. The miners had screwed a few flats together and rigged sound. A fireman had prepared the barbecue. Last night he’d scrubbed the rusted grates and spread a layer of black charcoal evenly on the grey ash that had scarred the bottom. This morning the kindergarten teacher had fussed with the tablecloth and tied the ends to the picnic tables with metal clamps. She arranged for fruit to be sliced and filled up barrels with water for the corn.


    In the morning the air smelled spicy from a forest fire that had been blazing south of Peace River for almost four days now. It smelt like sweetgrass, the stuff Olive was always burning in her trailer, Angela thought. The air was warm with haze. She thought they would get trapped and burn to death. Nonsense, Jack had said, and she had looked at him and shaken her head; she had very little faith or trust in his judgment these days.


    Angela made her way through the forked crowd of people. They were standing in bloated lines at concession stands, huddling around simple duck squirt games, ball toss, dart throws, and horseshoe pits. Blasts of heat from the bottom of the candy machines scorched her ankles and travelled up her shins. She passed the beer tent, a handful of slumped bodies already sluggish, drowned in drink; they sang lazily, cracked open beers, and slapped them together festively. A woman hopped around and grabbed a man by the waist. Her lobster-red skin was pinched in an aqua-coloured terrycloth tube top, a tan line straight above her lobster-meat-white breasts that poked out from the loose elastic. An anchor pendant on a gold chain rested in her ample cleavage. She was raucously singing a Maritime folk song.


    Within an hour, everything was set up at the barbecue; pork roasted slowly on the spit. Hot dogs and hamburgers for the children sizzled noisily. Jack and Peter had volunteered to tend the meat for a few hours. Angela shrank at the sight of them. Her lips curled and her eyebrows and skin clumped into knots above her forehead. She crossed her arms and watched them. They looked like a couple of gentlemen volunteering for the community picnic. How phony the pair of them are, she thought.


    After they were done volunteering at the grill, Jack joined his family. He watched Lily run around on the grass until her dress got caught on a twig. He sat her on a picnic table and knelt to pull her dress out from under her armpits. He smoothed the little skirt and took a shiny blue plastic clip from her dark hair, flattened her bangs to one side, and re-fastened it. He loved her so much; his heart broke at the sight of her thick ebony hair, sharp blue eyes, and tiny face. He gave her a quick kiss and set her on the ground again.


    Maggie tugged at the pocket of his jeans and begged for change for the amusements. Jack gazed into the eyes in a face not much different to his own and tried not to let the fact that she was his favourite child show. He felt like a bad parent, but it was true, she was the apple of his eye, always had been and always would be. He handed her a five-dollar bill and told her to go quickly now and spend it on what she could.


    A big fat bee was hounding Katie, its lower end sagging and swirling in the heat as it bounced against her ears and hair, trying to land. She screamed and batted wildly at it — For a kid who loves science, Jack thought, she can’t stand bees — until it rose and soared away lazily. He asked Katie if she was alright. Dumb question, she was always alright. That kid is more together than all of us combined, he thought and gave her some money for the games.


    Angela wiped the sweat from her forehead, neck, and chin and dipped the piece of cotton between her breasts to gather moisture that had dripped down between the swell of her flesh onto her belly, quietly watching her husband.


    Katie took Maggie by the hand to the cotton candy machine. Lily continued to play at their feet, picking flowers and throwing sand at the ants, stomping on the little holes in the ground that swallowed their bloated bead-like bodies.


    “Hi there!” a loud, forced voice sang out.


    Wanda, impenetrable in layers of white billowing cotton, strode toward them as if she were gentry, come to bestow her best. “Beautiful day!” she said, smiling as she shifted Susie from hip to hip.


    “Where’s Peter?” Jack asked.


    “He had to run home and take care of something.”


    Angela nodded at Jack quickly and he rose perfunctorily. “Excuse me, I’ve got to run home for a minute.”


    They’d agreed that Jack would tell Peter that he was leaving Foxville while Peter was at home. It would be easier, they’d agreed, less chance of Peter retaliating and causing a scene.


    Wanda did not wait for anything else to be said. She walked away, fumbling over the train of her sullied white dress, murmuring words of comfort to a screeching Susie as she moved on toward the mayor’s wife, Tanya Ann Cooper, and her family at a picnic table close to the water. Angela stood alone with mouth agape, her face grey and crumpled like an exposed snail looking for its shell.


    As Jack walked away, the girls — webs of pink sugar around their mouths — called after him. “Where you going, Daddy?” Maggie asked.


    “Home to run an errand, my duck.”


    “I want to come too,” she said.


    “No, my girl, you stay here, help your mommy and sisters, be a good girl while Daddy’s gone.”


    “But I want to go with you,” Maggie said stubbornly.


    “Me too,” Katie said and scratched her knee, full of tiny red welts from the blackflies.


    “No, none of ye can come.”


    The girls pouted.


    “I’m sorry, my babies,” he said and softened his voice. “But I won’t be gone for long.”


    Angela, beautiful in a white sundress; Katie, hair a mess, pink sugar around her mouth, yellow polo shirt hanging out of red terrycloth shorts with gold piping down the sides; Maggie in a blue sundress, dirt on her knees, hair ragged, skin peeling, brown and fresh pale salmon pink under the scabs of skin that were too burned and dry to stay on her cheeks; and Lily, wide eyes watchful as she stared after her father from her mother’s hip in a white and yellow dress. As they all waved goodbye, Jack couldn’t help but keep looking back at them over his shoulder.


    At home to collect the money to bring to Peter, Jack opened the door and flicked on the light. The small living room was emptied of all personal items. A bottle of suntan lotion, the lid popped open, lotion crusting and drying around the lid like a clumpy salt lick, was in the middle of the floor. All photos had been taken down from their plastic frames, the nails still in the panel board walls.


    Jack walked toward the bedroom at the front of the trailer. The curtains were open and sharp beams of sunlight the colour of orange peel fell across the bed. He kept the light off and rushed blindly in the semi-darkness to the closet, removing the floor panel to grab the money. He pulled the mattress apart to grab more and tore at the lining of Angela’s vanity to find bills taped to the frame.


    It pained him to part with all of it. He wanted just a little for them. God only knew when they’d need it. So he tucked a few thousand into his socks. Angela will never know. I can’t let her starve, he thought, even though he’d promised to return all of it. If her mother knew about this, she’d know I wouldn’t have returned all of it. She’d follow me around the house until every bill was accounted for.


    The mine might even withhold my final pay because I’m leaving work without proper notice, he thought, to justify his actions. He’d made a thorough sweep; all the money was collected. He swung the bags over his shoulder, and as he left the room, in his confusion he flicked on the light.


    Sunburned parents were as hot as barn animals. They wrapped their babies in hooded pullovers, their little red faces peeping out of pointed elfish hoods as the setting sun turned the sky violet and peach. Houselights and streetlights burst on. The picnic by the lake was animated with lights from the amusements and cigarettes at the beer tent. Headlights from the fire trucks turned on as men set up the final tray of fireworks to be ignited when it fully darkened.


    A small bush plane flew over Foxville. Two great bodies of water, the Peace and Athabasca Rivers, were swollen orbs linked by a single vein of water. Tiny houses were tucked in and nestled amongst clumps of forest: endless acres of evergreen, poplar, and towering birch, with dark trunks and deep green needles and leaves. Boulders dumped by glacial melt lay along the shoreline. The plane soared over the tiny, flat rusted roof of the civic centre, took one more swoop over Foxville and headed to the landing strip just outside of town.


    Bobbi watched the plane go by, untied Winnie from her leash, and took a seat on a small rock under a towering evergreen. The pup lay flat on her belly with her head up and her tail thumping. Her tongue lolled in the heat. Her ears pricked and fell at the passage of children and parents. Bobbi lowered her head, curled over her legs, and rested her chin on her bent arms. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a tight clip. A few stray hairs wisped around her head like a dancing ring of light.


    Winnie yelped beside her.


    “Oh Jesus, I’m sorry, my love,” a man said in that familiar Irish lilt. Bobbi glanced tiredly up. She was startled to see a handsome man with brown hair and a freckled, round, generous face, eyebrows as thick as twigs that hovered over twinkling blue eyes, standing beside her.


    “I stepped on your puppy’s tail, my love,” he said and crouched down to inspect. “I believe she’s alright,” he said and smoothed her tail as Winnie spun around in circles, trying to lick his fingers.


    Bobbi watched him nervously.


    “Percy Munn, from Harbour Grace, Newfoundland,” he said and extended his hand.


    “Roberta A. Lake, from Thunder Bay, Ontario,” she said and laughed at his earnestness and formal manner.


    “Nice to meet you. You think she’ll be alright or wah?” he asked.


    “I’m sure she’s fine.”


    He sat at Bobbi’s feet. “How long you been up here?”


    “Almost a year now,” she answered.


    “I just got here. I start teaching school in the fall. Math, physics, and chemistry to the junior and senior levels. Not many kids up here, I hear. I suppose I’ll teach gym and coach sports too,” he said, laughing.


    Bobbi nodded and smiled.


    “I couldn’t get work back home. I don’t have a wife or family so I figured I’d come up and see what was on the go.”


    Bobbi nodded again, still smiling.


    “What about you, what do you spend your time doing up here? Watching your youngsters?”


    “No kids. I’m a miner — not a miner’s wife. I’m a blaster,” she said.


    “Do you like to study rocks?”


    “Oh yes,” she said and her smile widened. “There’s a rock formation deeper in the woods, if you’d like to see it someday.”


    “That would be nice, my love.”


    Bobbi’s smile widened.


    A few women with their children in tow walked past. They were inching closer to the water to watch the fireworks. Bobbi recognized Jack’s wife and children. Her stomach lurched. What have I done? I’ve destroyed him. That RCMP officer knows. She looked around wildly; no sign of Jack. She hung her head and burrowed closer to Winnie, hoping no one would see her.


    Angela found a spot closer to the water and they all sat down. She held Lily between her legs and rocked her back and forth as Maggie rested her head on her mother’s thigh. Katie sat against a small tree stump. Dusk fell and they were engulfed by an army of whiny mosquitoes. They swatted irritably at themselves as they waited for the fireworks.


    “Write me, won’t you?” Olive said and avoided Angela’s eyes.


    Angela blanched. “How do you know that we are leaving?”


    “I seen the boxes through the window.”


    “I just can’t talk about it,” Angela said.


    “You’re not the first family to leave in the middle of the night,” Olive said and laughed. “Don’t forget me, write when you can.”


    Angela nodded. She wanted to talk to Olive, to confide in her, but she wasn’t sure it was safe — or ever would be. I don’t know who to trust. How many men are involved? Do other men know? Will any of them try to find us once we are gone?


    The display stole her attention as the first firework was lit; it squealed as it scratched skyward, climbing over air as if over concrete, hissing and sputtering, crackling loudly as it burst. The crowd sighed as the cool blues and greens tempered summer’s heat and the fire dust fell through the sky, sprinkling the air like fresh, cool ocean spray.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Chapter Sixteen


    Jack stopped at the intersection. The musky scent of leather and gas was strong as the car idled. I’ll sure miss this car. How in the world did I ever let Angela talk me into giving all of this up? With all the residents at the lake, Foxville was quiet. There were little flower boxes on many windowsills, filled with seductively draped flowers, bent like upturned wrists in the heat, their petals like beckoning pinkies. Children’s bicycles were scattered on front lawns. Round plastic swimming pools were empty, dented, and dirty. Sprinklers were left on to gush in the twilight, one or two lights left on in houses.


    He hadn’t noticed how quaint and full of charm the town was. He’d been too busy burrowing in garbage bags at the dump for ore. He felt a surge of guilt. He’d missed all of this beauty and noticed it now just as they were leaving.


    The grey sports bags were slumped like shells glutted with pearls beside him. He turned onto the wide, crescent-shaped street full of large duplexes, landscaped lawns, and two-car garages. Peter and Wanda’s large brown house, with cobbled sidewalk, wooden shutters, and mahogany trim, was at the end of the street, bordered by lush pines.


    The flashing red lights startled him. At first he thought the lights were from the fireworks display. He rolled down the window and his stomach lurched. In Peter’s driveway was a police car, and Peter was lying handcuffed on the lawn by two RCMP officers. He wasn’t struggling, his body limp, resigned, unassertive, a champion usurped by a younger upstart, the biggest, fastest, and best defeated.


    Peter sorrowfully met Jack’s eyes. A stout RCMP officer shoved him headfirst into the back of the car. He looked out the window and mouthed “Go now.”


    Jack nodded slowly and continued along the street. He watched the car in the rear-view mirror as a single tear trickled down his face. The police officer turned off the crimson flashing lights and the car drove away as fireworks banged and illuminated the night sky in the distance brightly.


    Jack’s hands shook and tumbled over themselves on the wheel. All he could see was red: the police lights, the fireworks, and the beady eyes of a fox caught in the headlight as it burrowed from the bushes and emerged across the road. It was finished scuttling from backyard to backyard, prowling for vegetables to pilfer from gardens. Jack swerved and his car rocked back and forth as the white-tipped tail of the red fox disappeared over the bank at the side of the road.


    The stars hung mercilessly low, dripping points of light, fingernails pointing at Jack with wordless accusations: How dare you steal. He thought of Father Donnelly in Brighton at the pulpit and shuddered. The black sky resembled a nun’s swarthy black dress that did not clothe his guilt but baptized him with shame and fear.


    A black truck with its headlights turned off passed him. The driver was hunched forward protectively, the rim of a cowboy hat pushed down over sulky, shifty, eyes. It was one of the cowboys in town for a pickup. Jack honked his horn but the truck sped up quickly and drove away.


    What do I do now? What about Malcolm Johnson? Do I tell him? Jack drove to Johnson’s end of town and found him out on his picnic table, drinking beer with a few miners, oblivious to all else.


    He got out of the truck and whispered in Malcolm’s ear. Malcolm stood up, spluttering. He got in his truck and drove away. Jack knew he would leave, just like that, with no word or explanation to anyone.


    He wished he could just leave right now. He got back in his car and drove mindlessly toward his trailer. He pulled into his driveway. Angela’s home, he thought as he peered at the light in the bedroom window. The street was deserted. He stumbled over the stairs, untreated wood splintered and swollen from the heat, and charged through the door. “Angela?” he yelled. He raced to the bedroom. The mess he had caused was undisturbed: open closets, upturned boxes, a torn mattress, and ripped floorboards. “Angela?” he called out again and dropped the bags full of money at the foot of the bed.


    He ran from room to room and grabbed the suitcases Angela had packed, piling them up at the front door. We never should have left home. We never should have, no place for us here, we should have stayed home, I should have insisted. Jack’s heart pounded and his hands trembled. He smoothed back his hair. He’ll never implicate me, ever. I know that, he’ll watch my back. He’ll never tell. Like the time we skipped school and the nuns caught us. He took the blame, told them he’d forced me into following him. And he took the paddle for me, he took Sister Moriarty’s wicked backhand, repeated her whiny old chants and prayers for forgiveness. My friend, Peter, oh God, Peter, my brother.


    The low sound of a vehicle approached. “Angela,” he whispered, and jumped up. The red flashing lights of the police car pierced through the window and travelled the length of the room. Jack sat down and put his head in his hands. He sat slack-jawed, awaiting his fate with some relief. At last, it was over.


    The fireworks sounded like a wrecking ball on concrete.


    “Too loud, aren’t they?” Angela shouted.


    Olive nodded as she squirmed to move away from a spider. She was on the ground at the foot of the picnic table, Monique tugging at her breast.


    The sky was red as Angela smoothed Lily’s hair and rocked her gently. Maggie and Katie jumped and cavorted, exhilarated by the show. Angela felt a sudden sucking in her gut, a tugging at her heart.


    “I have to go home. Can you give me a lift?”


    “You don’t want to stay for the end?” Olive asked.


    “No,” she said as she stumbled to her feet, grabbing Katie’s hand and hauling her gruffly toward Olive’s truck. Maggie trailed behind, bewildered, panting, and protesting. “But Momma, the fireworks aren’t finished yet.”


    “Angela?” Wanda said as they passed her at a picnic table with Tanya Ann and her son Tyger. She rose, the folds of her white cotton dress falling to the ground, edges soiled and ashy grey with dirt. “Everything alright?”


    “Yes, fine, but I’ve got to go,” Angela said.


    Lily started to cry and Maggie crossed her arms while Katie dutifully climbed into Olive’s truck. Maggie gulped as she sobbed about missing the fireworks.


    “Brandi gets to stay and watch the fire,” she said between hiccups.


    “Brandi is with her father. You can blame your father when you see him, ask him why he didn’t come back, ask him why he made us wait here for so long, ask him why —”


    “Angela!” Olive said and ran her index finger across her neck in a straight, sharp line. “Cut it out, eh?”


    Angela sat back, stunned. Her body felt like it was on fire — as if a hundred insects were crawling all over her. When they turned onto the dirt road of the trailer court, the swollen red lights from the police car were spinning quickly.


    They pulled up in front of the house and Angela ran toward the front door and the girls tumbled out of the truck. Olive shepherded them next door to her place amidst their wailing and cries for their mother and father.


    All the while, the celebratory fireworks, a shower of golden light, cracked and banged, fizzy pockets of silver rolled across the sky. White smoke stains left a bright white trail behind.


    

  


  
    

  


  
    


    Epilogue


    July 1, 2012


    In the silent blue light of morning, sky full of roiling grey clouds, Angela rose and wiped a tear from her face. A tear that didn’t wash away or cleanse, a tear as heavy as stone rolling down her cheeks, pooling like sediment in the swell of her heavy breast. Stop it, woman, she thought, you’ve got things to do today, he’s coming home. After all these years, he’s coming home.


    There was a party tonight to prepare for. Her mother had been baking all day and would scold Angela if she didn’t get the meat ready for the barbecue. She tried to rouse herself but grief had become an anchor that moored her in a glum harbour of lethargy.


    This unremarkable summer had been punctuated by rainstorms, brief intervals between lightning bolts a welcome and blessed silence, yet alive with a blue-grey numbness. She’d go and sit by the ocean today in the afterglow of the storm and cry, spend five minutes numb between tears. In these moments she ached so much, all she could do was sit by the ocean. The glorious watery Atlantic blanket, clear blue and foaming at her feet, in the hopes that it could offer relief or sustenance, as if the sheer arrogance of a huge body of water could somehow make her abundance of tears smaller, so the burden of being drenched and full to overflowing with achy, salty, snot-inducing tears, threatened less to drown.


    She walked to the ocean almost every day.


    This was her life. She lived with her mother. Her children were grown now. Katie, an engineer, worked in Fort McMurray and was married to an Albertan, happily wrangling oil. Angela would hear from her once a week. She had travelled extensively; she’d been to Mozambique, Brazil, Turkey, and Prague. She always sent cards and souvenir magnets for Angela’s fridge. The most recent one was from Ireland: Lovely Day for a Guinness the magnet read, with a picture of a glass of Guinness on the orange and reddish snout of a toucan.


    Maggie had remained unmarried. She had no man yet because she “feared abandonment,” her therapist told her. She was “unable to form attachment bonds,” she told her mother over the phone, mocking herself. She kept herself busy with work. She was a teacher in St. John’s and on weekends went to rallies to protect Newfoundland’s offshore oil. Angela worried about her, much more than about the other two. She seemed so stiff around people, constantly on guard, afraid to let her emotions show.


    Lily, a cook at the Brighton Hunting and Fishing lodge, was petite and cute. She was interested in baking and playing hockey with the boys. She was full of life, eager and earnest. Happy-go-lucky, content with cooking and conversing with the wealthy British professors who came to spend summers in Brighton, always in her flour-stained apron and floral dresses. Just like her nanny, Angela thought, and would smile at how her mother’s traits were exhibited in her youngest child’s character.


    Angela managed the hunting and fishing lodge. Dr. Nelson was in the process of opening it when Angela returned from Alberta and had hired her on the spot. All those years ago she had started out as the cleaning woman, and now she was the manager. When Doctor Nelson passed away they’d held a wake at the lodge, and over 1,500 people came from around the province. The premier had sent condolences.


    Sheila would be home tonight, back from filming a movie on location in Toronto. She’d come to support Angela.


    And Angela’s son, almost twenty-five, thin, dark-haired, bright-blue-eyed Jonathan, was a summer guide at the lodge during fishing season. He brought prizes home for her from the fall hunt. “Look what I got?” he had said and held up a red fox by the tail. “We can make this into the prettiest fox stole in all of Newfoundland.”


    Angela had smiled. “No, thanks,” she had said and wiped her rough, weathered, dry hands on an old tea-stained apron. Her wrinkled skin sagged in folds around her greying bobbed hair. She wore nothing fancier than old frayed cotton tops scrunched up to her elbows and black slacks with elasticized waistbands. “I’m just fine the way I am, my love, fine all around,” she’d say to her son when he offered her fine things.


    Jonathan was almost finished studying in St. John’s at Memorial University to become a physics and math teacher. He’d excelled at all of the sciences. Nanny Harrington adored him. She’d welcomed them all back into her home without question that fateful July, full of support for her woebegone daughter, grateful they weren’t in jail.


    Nanny Harrington’s friends who played bingo and cards with her at the Union Hall had gossiped when she’d returned.


    “What a scumbag,” they’d said.


    “How could he do this to his children?”


    But they’d all helped out over the years, brought food for the kids, presents on Christmas, and watched them when Angela cleaned rooms and dishes at the lodge, all of them shocked by what he’d done. They’d expected it from Pete, but never John McCarthy’s son. They wondered about Wanda and found out that she’d gone to her mother’s in Grand Falls while Peter served out his prison sentence. Wanda had sent a letter to Angela and told her that every month a package came to her mother’s place from Calgary with enough money for the month. Bribe money, Angela thought, because neither of them had told the police with whom they were working. Wanda offered to send Angela some of the money, but Angela didn’t want it. She didn’t write back and tore up the letters as soon as they came. She hadn’t heard from Wanda in almost twenty years.


    The older women in the community had sighed and tutted as they rattled on, old crustaceans clacking about the rise and fall of the saltwater tides and all the lives like pebbles beneath it, swirling along, being pulled back and forth, away and home, this way and that, through the harsh and unexpected ebb and flow of time and life.


    Angela rose from the oceanside and stretched her rickety body underneath the noonday sun. Her breath would be short after the long walk back home.


    When she returned to her mother’s she made a cup of tea. As it steamed before her the old-fashioned wooden grandfather clock ticked and echoed throughout the blue-and-white rowhouse. She opened the curtains and stared at the rusty mine site. Once a hub of activity, it stood quiet, solemn, and fatigued. Its structures resembled the complex interconnections of an excavated ant colony. Its latticework of iron cast shadows on the sandy hill. A black bird soared overhead. The sun burst from behind the clouds. Angela took a sip of hot, milky tea as the steam licked her face. She stared out the open window, one hand on her hip, as the curtain fell in a gentle ripple over her wrist.


    Jack was coming up the road toward the row house. Skinnier than ever, skin on his face dry and creased, grizzled with the remnants of a poorly shaved grey beard. His eyes looked mournful and dark. His back was stooped, shoulders bunched up around his ears, the collar of his jean jacket popped up as if it were 1986. His jeans were rolled up above his ankles. He had on the cheapest white sneakers Angela had ever seen.


    Every bit the convict, she thought as her heart lurched with love and fear and disbelief.


    How would it feel to touch that face again and smell that skin? Hold those hands and have those hands hold her, cup her waist, stroke her nose, and play with her hair?


    He’d stay with them until he got on his feet. That was all Angela’s mother Lillian could offer. Angela didn’t know what to do; she didn’t want to override her mother. It was her house, but she didn’t want him to suffer. She’d offer him a job at the lodge, on the sly, when Lillian got used to him in the house. Maybe he could rent a room in someone’s house. Maybe they could rent a small house. Angela choked on that last thought and pushed thoughts of a reconciliation out of her mind, even though that was all she’d been doing for the last twenty years or so, dreaming of his touch, his mouth, and his hair. Wanting to be with him again more than she’d ever thought possible.


    She was bitten by anger at that woman who twice took him from her, the first time with her body and the second time with her spite. She’d heard from the wives in Foxville that Bobbi had been the one to tell the miner whose cousin, or brother, or uncle was an RCMP officer, and they’d sent an undercover officer to witness what Jack and Peter were up to.


    Angela didn’t want to darken her mind with thoughts of Peter.


    She was ashamed of herself for wanting her husband so badly all these years later. After spending the last half of her life keeping to herself, raising her girls and her newborn son, she’d not so much as given another man a second thought. She should have. She should have gotten over him. She should have let him go. She should have told him to find another place to stay. But when the letter came asking for shelter, temporarily of course, she couldn’t say no, and had begged her mother to put him up.


    Would they still know each other? She hadn’t seen him in two decades, because who’d had the money to go halfway across the country again? Not Angela or her family. A few photos, a few letters, and more recently a few emails — once Angela had figured out how to use the computer — and now here he was, trudging up the driveway about to knock on her door.


    This is what being without him feels like, Angela thought as she opened the door. And it’s all going to change. Again.
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