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This girl’s birth story is a heavy one. I hope she has the strength to carry it.



ONE

1964

My mother died pushing me into the world. Her blood, the very blood she had shared with me, spread out on the ground around her, the dirt a coppery red and the smell of lightning on the air. I don’t know if I saw her face or if she saw mine. Only that, by the first crack of thunder, she was gone.

“I was angry,” my grandmother told me. “The thunder shook, and the lightning flashed across the sky, but it wouldn’t rain. The clouds refused to cry for my girl. And I was so angry. She deserved their grief.” She saddened each time she told this story, which was every time the sky darkened from May to October.

It isn’t a particularly nice tree, the one where my mother died and where I was born. The roots push out of the hard earth before retreating underground, hidden in their dark and damp world. The tree leans and some of its heavier branches graze the top of the pond. There are no golden leaves, no burning red in the autumn. It gives no sap for syrup. But none of that matters, Kiju told me, because this tree holds our stories. This tree presides over our entry into this world. It makes mothers out of women and fathers out of men. And those roots, the ones I once considered so ugly, offer a comfortable place to birth. A cradle for the women to lean into. No one else can see it, but I swear, when the sun is creeping through the branches and kissing the ground, those roots glow red. A monument to the lives begun and occasionally a life lost. It took me over half my life to understand the importance of that tree, of all it holds within its branches. Of all it has seen and all it represents. So much wasted time.

I don’t remember my mother, the single most important person in my life, the one who brought me into existence, the one who provided a safe place for me to form. I used to think that I was a simple child, because if I were clever, I would have at least a trace memory of her, a sensation even. A hint of her voice, or her scent. Even the cord, the one that connected her to me, was gone. It’s not buried under the apple tree out back where it was meant to be. In her grief, Kiju forgot to save it, to bury it. Sometimes I feel as though nothing grounds me, nothing holds me to this place. And nothing reminds me of my mother except my own prominent nose and her given name, Margaret, Maggie for short, whispered in grief or reverence by my grandmother.

“Aliet, you are not supposed to remember things from the day you were born. Can you imagine how traumatic a trip that is for a new soul?” My grandmother laughed at her little joke. I sat at the table, breaking apart a bread roll. I pulled the soft bits from the inside and left the hard crust on my plate. The animals would enjoy it later, mixed with vegetable peelings and the grease scraped from the bottom of the roaster, all that remained of that evening’s roast chicken.

Aliet wasn’t meant to be my name. At least, we don’t think it was. My mother kept the name she’d chosen a closely guarded secret. Sometimes I got angry with her for her secrets. But it is hard to stay angry at the dead. When she died, my grandmother was left to name me, the only daughter of her only daughter. And she chose her own mother’s name, Aliet. I think it’s a beautiful name, I love the way it rolls off the tongue, like a waterfall. This is how I know it’s not my true name. I am ill-suited to its beauty. I always felt more at home with a name like Gertrude or Constance. Kiju scoffed at those.

“Old white lady names. You can be silly sometimes.”

“Aliet is pretty.”

“It is. It’s my mother’s name and she was beautiful. Even after nine children, she still had those dark eyes that shone with such beauty. You sometimes remind me of her.”

“My eyes are green.” I sighed, my green eyes a constant source of agony.

I don’t know what she looked like, my mother. A grainy picture of her as an infant tells me nothing. There is an old black-and-white photo of her before her pregnancy. The edges are tattered and torn, the result of Kiju holding it tight, trying to see her again, and me trying to conjure her for the first time. Kiju said she was around twelve in the photo. But she is turned away from the camera, her arms in front of her face, protecting her image from being captured. Such a cruel thing, not to know your own mother’s face. If someone had asked me my greatest wish, aside from having my mother alive and with me, it would have been to have at least one photo, something I could hold on to, something I could look at and find bits of myself. But Kiju told me, each time I asked, that no photo existed. No one has ever told me exactly how dark her hair was and if it went light under the summer sun like mine. If her mouth was small or her smile wide. My grandmother mentioned only the nose and how remarkable it was that I had the same one. I liked to imagine that her eyes were green like mine, with the same gold flecks that everyone admired. The green a result, my grandmother said, of my mysterious father, my mother’s other great secret, or maybe an Irishman or a Scotsman, from generations ago. The gold, a gift from the Creator. But Kiju said my mother’s eyes were brown, like hers, like everyone else I knew.

“Never mind colour. There are better things to inherit. Good humour and a strong spirit are far more important than brown eyes.” She cut the tip off a cucumber and threw it out the open window then cut a thin piece and popped it in her mouth. She sliced the rest and set them on a plate, adding salt and pepper before she placed it on the table in front of me.

“Was she dark?” I asked, as I took the thickest slice and licked the salt and pepper off before crunching it between my teeth. “Her skin? Like yours?”

“She was.” She sat down across from me. The condensation on our water glasses sparkled in the sunlight that crept through the tiny window above the wash basin. We didn’t have running water or an indoor toilet. Most people we knew didn’t, but it didn’t bother us. Kiju said we had everything we needed—a roof over our heads, a fire in the winter, clothes and shoes and a garden that was the envy of the neighbourhood, maybe even the entire town. A few chickens for eggs and a few for food and a fat pig who grunted and snorted in his muddy little pen. Kiju wouldn’t let me name any of them. She said it only brought heartache when they were ready to reach their end for the benefit of our bellies. In the fall, we sold the garden preserves we didn’t need to make money for the things we couldn’t make for ourselves. The women from town sometimes came for Kiju’s medical teas, offering sweets or chickens, sometimes yarn to knit with. Sometimes money. Those town folks ignored her at the grocery store but came to her when they needed medicines, trusting her tonics and salves more than their own doctors. Which made it all the more upsetting when they turned against her.

“She was a happy child, like you.”

“And she didn’t have a father, just like me.”

Kiju winced. “No, she didn’t. But she had stories. Something I wish you had.”

“I have your stories.”

She smiled and placed her wrinkled hand over mine. “He was a good man, your grandfather. I loved him very much. I asked him not to go. He didn’t have to, you know. But he read the news and saw what was happening over there. I never understood it myself, but he was determined to fight in a war for a country that wouldn’t acknowledge his humanity. That’s the kind of man he was. Stubborn as a bull.”

Mr. Armstrong’s bull was a grumpy old thing, penned all by himself on account of his violence, so when I was young, I nodded, never fully understanding the kind of person my grandfather really was. But somehow I knew that, despite the vision of a hateful bull, he must have been good.

When she told these stories, she looked sad, an emotion that was so rare for her that I hardly recognized it. And I didn’t like it. I didn’t like that I caused her to go to a sad place.

“It’s okay, Kiju. I promise it’s okay.” She smiled again, but there was something false about it. I felt bad, the way a child feels when they’ve disappointed someone they love as much as I loved my grandmother.

In 1939, my grandfather went to Europe, somewhere so far away as to be unthinkable, and lived to see the end of the war. It was pneumonia on the ship back that took him. Such a cruel fate. My grandmother stopped going to church once the military men stepped off her door stoop after handing her a notice and expressing their condolences. The joy of knowing he survived such horrific violence and then losing him once the fear was gone was more than she could take, and she blamed a cruel and unmerciful God, and promised never to set foot in a place of worship again. She had one picture of him, in his uniform, hidden away in a wooden box under her bed. It sat with the marriage licence with their signatures, the only other evidence of their commitment to one another scrawled across the yellowed pages in slanted cursive. She held on to those memories of him, and around the fire at night, when the snow drifted high against the walls of our little house and the wind howled so loud it threatened to drown out her voice, she shared those memories with me, and I hold on to them still, and to her through them.

“He was a carpenter, self-taught,” she said one blustery evening over tea and sugar cookies, the light from an oil lantern barely enough to see, as she embroidered tiny purple flowers onto the edges of pillowcases. “Could build anything just from seeing it in his mind. Or he’d see something in town and come home with a pencil and some paper, sit in that chair where you are right now, and draw it out. Before you knew it, there was a new headboard for a bed. I mean, he built sheds and outhouses to pay the bills, but he was a master with the wood.”

I never saw much of what he made. The furniture he designed and carved out of trees from the woods behind the house was sold to folks in town to keep my grandparents fed and clothed, to pay for a trip each year to visit with family. When the men arrived, informing her of his death, there was nothing left except the house he’d built them, a starter, he’d called it. Three rooms, sturdy and warm, to start a family. But that was never meant to be. When my mother was born, her father was shooting men for reasons he didn’t truly understand but believed would make him a man in the eyes of his country. When she took her first steps, he was in a trench somewhere in France, his feet blistered and sore, his hair full of lice. When she had her fifth birthday, he was waiting for his leave so he could go home. By her sixth birthday, he was buried at the edge of the Catholic graveyard. Catholic enough to be buried there but too Indian to take space from the white folk. But my grandmother always took pride in the little poppy that was displayed on his grave and his title of Private First Class.

“First Class. That’s gotta mean something,” she sighed every year when we took flowers to his grave on his birthday. “First Class.”

Kiju lived in that house he built for her and slept in the bed he’d made for her and chopped vegetables at the table he fashioned out of an old maple that had fallen in a winter storm. In a way, each time she gently washed the crumbs from the counter, or the dust from the headboard, curved and made to look like braided sweetgrass, she was communing with him, talking to him, telling him that his memory was still floating around on this side of the spirit world. I liked to watch her and how delicately she touched everything that he had touched. It felt intimate, not in a way that would make me turn away, but in a way that told me I should watch and learn how delicate and precious love can be. She’d given birth under the same tree where my mother had given birth to me. And hours before the sun rose, she took her child back to that house and showed her the things her father made. She took my mother’s tiny fingers, pruned and delicate, and ran them along the wood, connecting a father and daughter across miles of trees and fields and so many miles of waves that she could never comprehend the distance.

I suppose she took my mother to his grave before she took me, but she didn’t talk about that. We would go to see my mother on a different day, on her birthday, on a day when the sun was useless and the wind unforgiving. When the snow covered the small stone that lay in the ground, not above it like the others, but in it. My grandmother, with her mittened hand, wiped away the snow. Margaret, Daughter and Mother, 1940–1955.

“I would have liked it to say more, but I didn’t have the money. So I put what she meant to me and what she meant to you.”

“It’s perfect,” I responded.

After a few minutes of silence, I asked, “Did my mother look like him, or like you?”

“A little like both. She had his nose, the same one you now carry on your adorable face.” She took my chin in her hands and squeezed. “But she had my hair, thick and quick growing. Always catching twigs and burdocks if we weren’t careful, if we didn’t have it pulled back in a tight braid. Once, even some chewing gum. She wasn’t allowed to chew gum, but someone at school gave her some and she waited until she was in bed so I wouldn’t see and started chewing. She fell asleep and it fell out of her mouth, and I had to cut it out of her hair in the morning. I remember being so angry, and now all I can do is smile.”

“I like these stories, Kiju.”

“Me too, Aliet. And you should have seen it. A big round short spot in her hair. She begged me not to go to school, but she went. She got made fun of, but that was nothing new around here. At least this time there was an excuse—not a good one, mind you, there is never a good reason to mock a child, but an excuse nonetheless when everyone around you is nine years old.”

I’ve always been able to feel my family in the walls of that house, even those I’d never met. The house was small, but spirits existed in every nook and every cranny. Two people fit there comfortably, but on the rare occasion when there were more than two, it felt no bigger than the hen house. The front door opened in the middle, the kitchen on one side, the living room on the other, defined in their difference only by the furniture. Behind the kitchen was Kiju’s bedroom and behind the living room was mine, the room that had belonged to my mother, where she had slept and dreamt. Between the bedrooms, a narrow hallway led to a back door and to the garden and the animals. Rust-coloured hooks held our jackets. In the winter, wet boots by the door. This house, in all its smallness, was only ever intended to be the beginning of their lives together.

Sometimes I envied the folks in town with their big houses and big windows and indoor plumbing. Other times I would know that someone who once dreamt of me, who once dreamt of my mother, had built this home. And when I remembered, I would run my hands along the boards of the floor or the walls, the same way my grandmother ran my mother’s newborn fingers across the table, and I would know that those big houses with their windows and their running water were nothing compared with what I had. This house held on to the past, kept the dead alive. I think that’s why my grandmother refused to get the indoor plumbing for so long and refused to build on to it. The house was a remembrance of those she’d lost. Altering it threatened the memories she held so sacred.

“They tried to take it away once,” Kiju said one night, “this ‘shack,’ as they called it. They tried to make us move, to give up the land where we raised chickens and grew vegetables, the land where we cut down our winter wood with the help of Big Ben.”

Big Ben stayed to help every October after all the other apple pickers had packed up and gone home. No one else stayed, not any of the relatives who supposedly shared the same blood and at least some of the same stories. They were gone as soon as their work was done, never offering a helping hand for Kiju, who let them camp on her land, who gave them molasses when they needed it, who made tea to calm an angry belly after too much whiskey. Only Big Ben and Sally stayed. I tended to their children while Ben chopped wood and Sally helped Kiju with preserving or stowing the last of the root vegetables.

My grandfather bought this land with his own money directly from a farmer, a handwritten bill of sale since Indians still weren’t technically allowed to own land. But the farmer, Mr. Armstrong—who, when I was young, I was disappointed to discover did not have big, strapping arms with muscles that pulled on the stitches of his shirts—was nice and had no use for the land, having too much to work on his own since he had six daughters and not one son. So he sold it to my grandfather, and apparently everyone knew it, but the people from the county sometimes came and threatened to take it anyway. They even had the nerve to come and try when my grandfather was away fighting in their war. This bothered my grandmother when she told these stories.

“Not a bone of common decency in any of them, Aliet. Still makes my blood boil.”

I could hear the residual anger in her voice. Anger nurtured for decades. While I like to believe that I inherited only the good from my grandmother, her wisdom and her patience, instead it is the ability to preserve and store anger and resentment that seems to be our shared trait. Hers was rare and generally harmless, while mine, as I grew older, showed itself to be destructive.

“But they didn’t get it, Kiju. We’re still here,” I would say in a joking voice, trying to help her forget the anger and return to the present.

“Yes, yes. I know. I hold on to these little offences and let them sour me from the inside. Never let yourself do that, Aliet.”

I wish I could have made that promise and kept it.

The land bought from Mr. Armstrong bordered the plot of land where the other Indian families lived. Four families lived together in a little hollow. Close enough that someone could get there quick in an emergency but far enough away that we had our privacy. Trees lined our property, protecting us from prying eyes and nosy souls. But a few years before I was born, the government came and told my grandmother that she was being moved. There was a need to gather all the Indians together to keep better track of us.

“It’s in your best interest, ma’am.” The man in a grey suit stood at the door, holding a little piece of paper with the exact words he was meant to say to be persuasive, to convince her to give up her home. “There will be services there, and nice homes. Homes with plumbing and running water, electricity even.”

“And why would I want to leave here? My home? On land I own?”

“We don’t need to talk about ownership just now. And you should go for the reasons I’ve already mentioned.”

“Those aren’t good reasons. We get along fine here without them.”

“But—”

“I’m not interested. I’m going to stay right here on this land where I intended to stay with my husband. And where I now stay with my daughter.” She closed the door, not hard but with conviction. He knocked again, a weak knock, but she had moved to the stove and was stoking the fire to make tea and pretended not to hear. This is the way she told me about it once I was old enough to be angry at their callousness along with her.

Two of the other families left with the man in the grey suit, packing up their belongings and placing them on the back of an old truck. But they were back before the end of the year. They told us how the white men had lied. The houses promised were worse than the ones they’d left. Might as well live outside in the winter, they’d told us. So our little community stayed the same in the end. When I was much older and the stories had become a part of history and not simply a means of amusing a bored child in winter, I found them distressing. The cruel irony of men in suits and shiny shoes trying to take away the land that had been stolen from us, the same land we bought back from the thieves. But by the time I came around, by the time my mother had me under the tree, the attempts to rid the land of the brown people had ended. They’d succeeded in some places but not this one.

My grandfather was missed, to be sure. By my Kiju especially, and by the people who visited us and who knew him. But he was so far away from me, from being a part of my life, that he was more like a character in a story. My mother was different. For a brief minute, we had both existed on earth, we had been together. Most of the time, I feel like I know her in the stories I’ve been told. Other times she feels like an absolute mystery.

Each autumn when all the apple pickers showed up, I would be introduced to her all over again. Those who camped on our property brought family and tents and stories, and when they saw me, walking shyly behind my grandmother, their stories turned to Maggie. Over the years, I would ask if she had, perhaps, been in the background of a family photo, or if someone might’ve caught her accidentally on film, but I was always disappointed. As my memory grew stronger, their stories locked tight, I began to wonder who she had once loved or if she had loved at all. No one seemed to know, and the conversation turned quickly any time it came up. My father was a man without a history. He was absent in the minds of people who held generations of memory as easily as they held a loved one’s hand or a perfectly formed apple before letting it fall into a box with all the others. But I never stopped wondering. And in moments of self-pity, which grew infrequent the older I got but never disappeared altogether, I would try my best not to be angry with my mother, who took my father’s identity with her to the other side.



Her mother’s blood exists in the rings of this tree. Her birth water nourished these roots. But her story is unfinished.



TWO

September 1996

I was at work when I got the call. I was sewing up the chin of a child who’d fallen off the monkey bars at a playground and put their bottom teeth through their lip when my name came across the speakers. A voice, made rough by the static of a microphone held too close to their mouth, called me to the nursing station. I wanted to ignore it, but the message said it was urgent and another nurse, a student I’d seen around but hadn’t gotten to know yet, appeared before me.

“I can finish up here, you have a call.” Her name badge said DANIELLE. I don’t know why I remember that small detail out of all the things I should remember in my life, but I do. I picked the phone up off the desk and turned away from the people looking at me.

“Is this . . .” There was a long pause. “Aliet?”

“It is. What can I do for you?”

“Ms. Aliet.”

“Aliet is my first name. What can I do for you?” I repeated, almost annoyed.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news.” The voice on the other end paused and took a deep breath. “Your grandmother has passed away. It’s my understanding that she was working in her garden this morning and a neighbour saw her fall and called the ambulance. Unfortunately, they were unable to save her. We believe it was a heart attack.” The line went quiet.

“I’m sorry, but do you have the right person?”

“Are you Aliet Paul? And is her name—”

“Stop, okay.”

I have seen people suffering from vertigo. Their entire world turned upside down and they have no choice but to wait for it to right itself. They lie perfectly still, praying that the earth won’t tilt. They breathe long, heavy breaths, willing the crystals in their ears to move, to dislodge from the places they don’t belong and allow them to return to the land of the upright. I had seen it, but I had never experienced it—until then. Whether it was real vertigo or my body’s reaction to loss, I may never know. The room began to spin, and I fell hard to the floor. The chair that had been sitting there, waiting to catch me, wheeled away and hit the wall. One of the other nurses came toward me, arms outstretched, but I shooed her away with my hand.

“Ms.? Hello?”

“I’m here.” I stopped to take a breath and placed my free hand on the cold linoleum floor to steady myself. The cold was comforting. “Where is she?”

“She’s at the hospital here in town. I understand that you don’t live close.”

“I’m in the city. I’ll be there in a couple hours.”

I reached over my head to the counter above me and tried to hang up the phone but missed. The receiver hit the floor with a clang. The high pitch of the busy signal echoed down the halls. All I could see was the chair I’d tried to sit in as it finished its spin and settled, the seat at eye level. Everything was quiet except that damn telephone. People were moving, but they made no sound. Feet shuffled past me; the heavy soles of nursing shoes looked absurd from where I sat. And I waited for them to squeak or thump against the floor, but they were quiet. I knew that, somewhere, machines continued to beep and patients continued to cry out, but I couldn’t hear them. Just that ridiculous phone and my own breathing. I swatted at the phone as it swung beside me.

“Come on, let’s get you up off the floor.” It was the head nurse. She placed her hand under my arm and helped me to my feet. Someone had replaced the receiver, and all the other sounds came back in a terrible flood of noise. I winced.

“I need to go. My Kiju, my grandmother, she’s dead.”

Such a horrible word. Dead. So short, so easy to spell and say, yet so dreadful in its finality. It felt heavy in my mouth, it didn’t belong to the person it was attached to, to my Kiju.

“She raised me. My mother died. Not today, my mother didn’t die today, she died when I was born. My Kiju. She raised me.” I didn’t know what to do except talk. To explain to people who required no explanation.

“It’s okay, Aliet. You go, be with your family. We can take care of things here. Why don’t we get someone to help you get your things together and get you to your car.”

“I walked.”

“Okay then, how about someone walks you home?”

I looked around at the sympathetic smiles. I wondered what happened to the little girl, the one who needed her chin sewn, put back together. Then I saw her, her chin bandaged, carrying a latex glove blown up into a giant swollen hand, a smiley face drawn in black marker. She walked past, her other hand in her mother’s, and waved the bloated hand.

“No, that’s okay. But thank you.”

I offered a comforting smile to my colleagues, who desperately looked like they wanted to be anywhere but here. Grief is hard to look at straight on, especially when it’s so new and unfocused. It feels almost contagious. Looking into the eyes of the grieving only serves to remind you of your own grief, those moments of sadness stored in the past. They threaten to burst out when you make eye contact with the bereft. As I walked away, I felt the force of the situation push back against me, willing me to go back in time to that little girl, to calm her and finish putting her back together, to unhear my name being called over the system. But there was no going back, that’s not how time works. We go forward whether we want to or not.

The hospital doors slid closed, my work life locked away behind me. I never anticipated that I would be leaving for the last time. I pulled my scarf tight around my neck, trying to hold the chill at bay as the sadness began to settle. When the tears started, people moved around me, providing me with a wide berth for my grief. I’d known she was going to die someday, she was old and getting older, just as I was, but knowing something is going to happen and being ready when it does happen are two completely different things. Knowing is not readiness.

It was getting dark as I walked past the parking garage and onto the city street, still busy with people leaving work, going to eat, meeting friends for drinks. All the things people do on a Friday night. The sun was setting in front of me as I walked quickly through the public gardens; the branches of a lazy willow dangled, ghostly in the fading light. It must have rained earlier because the autumn leaves had fallen from their branches and lay wet and slippery. The park gates locked at dusk, so I kept a watchful eye on the setting sun as I edged around empty flower beds and ignored the neatly manicured walkways in favour of shortcuts across equally manicured grass. It was quiet despite the traffic that whizzed past on all four sides, the tall trees absorbing the sounds of the city. I walked through the large iron gates just as the sun set and the three-quarters moon showed itself over the tops of the buildings. A hawk sat untroubled on the top of a light post, ignoring the machines and people below.

When I was small, I was sitting on the lawn in an old blanket, playing with the plastic horses I’d gotten for my birthday, when I spotted a hawk looking down at me from a tree on the edge of where our garden met the woods. Kiju was in the garden and followed my gaze to see what I was looking at.

“Aliet, did you know that the eyes of the hawk are so powerful that they can see into the future, and when the hawk follows you, he is making sure you arrive at your future safe?”

Now, as I stood on the corner, I looked up and whispered, “Wela’lin,” a thank you, to the bird.

My apartment was dark and smelled mildly of the compost that was stored under the sink until garbage day. I thought of emptying it, but by the time I had packed my bag, I had forgotten. Funny how the nose so quickly adjusts to scent, even the scent of rot.

The highway stretched from the city to home through trees and more trees. Off in the distance, every few minutes a house or the shadows of a town, but in the end I was alone. Me, the trees, and the rhythm and hum of tires on asphalt. The exit to the town where I’d spent my first eighteen years looked the same as it always did, but there was something different now: no expectation associated with a homecoming, only dread.

When I arrived at the hospital, Kiju was by herself in a small room, covered by a white blanket. I wondered, briefly, if she was warm enough. I reached under and took her hand in mine. They hadn’t covered her face. To cover the face of the dead so soon after their passing was something that had always bothered me. Close their eyes, yes. The eyes of the dead show nothing of who they were when they walked among the living, but the face was the way family knew them, the way they recognized that someone they loved was really gone. That death wasn’t playing tricks. I never covered the face, or I would sneak into a room and uncover it before the family came in, to let them know that their loved one still mattered. Her face was old, older than I remembered, the wrinkles deeper than I thought they could be, settled. But her hands were soft, her papery skin wrinkled as I pressed my finger along the back of her hand, following blue-green veins that no longer pumped blood. I lifted one to my lips and kissed it.

“We kept her here until you arrived.”

The nurse startled me, and I turned quickly.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No, that’s okay.”

“I remember your grandmother. She was such a nice lady. And her strawberry preserves at Christmas were a highlight for me when I was a kid. Strawberries in winter always remind me of her.”

“Thank you. That means a lot.” It did and I meant it. I know those are things people say in moments like this, but it was what I needed to hear. Someone remembered her.

“When you’re ready, we can have her transferred over to the funeral home. But please, take your time.” She turned and left, closing the heavy door behind her, leaving me alone with my Kiju for the last time. I bent and laid my head down on her chest; the silence of it was somehow comforting. Everything about her was at rest.

“Kesalul, Kiju,” I whispered, and put her hand back under the blanket before leaving. “Nmultes.”

I paid for a room at the motel that sat alongside the highway, a long building with twenty separate doors to twenty separate rooms where I assumed people with no other choice slept in old beds with springs that poked the back, water of a questionable colour and the smell of cigarette smoke that seemed to be embedded into the walls. I placed a long-distance call. The phone rang five or six times, and I was about to hang up when Sally answered.

“Hello?” She strung out her o, sounding playful and happy, and I felt bad at having to be the one to ruin her good mood.

“Hi, Sally, it’s Aliet.”

“Oh, my goodness. How are you? We’ve missed you. You haven’t been down for a visit in over a year.”

I started to cry immediately. I’d been so good at holding it in since getting out of the car at the hospital parking lot, but hearing Sally’s voice brought the loss close again.

“Oh no, what’s wrong? Aliet? Is it Kiju?”

I wiped my nose on my sleeve and took a deep breath to try to strengthen myself for the words I needed to say.

“Sally, she’s gone. This morning. Heart attack in the garden.” It came out quick, my words a jumble I hoped she would understand.

“Oh love. I’m so sorry. We are on our way. Ben’s out in the woods, but as soon as he gets back, we’ll be down. Are you at the house?”

“No, the motel, the one along the highway. I couldn’t stay at the house without her.”

“Okay then, we will see you soon. We love you, girl.”

She still called me girl even though I was approaching mid-life.

I was sitting in a lawn chair on the cement slab outside the door of my motel room when they pulled in. I looked in the back of their car but there were no children, forgetting that they weren’t children anymore and were busy living lives of their own. Even Faye, the baby, was in her twenties now.

“Aliet.” Sally wrapped herself around me, smothering me in the bulk of her jacket. It was nice to be mothered this way. I stayed until she let go. “So good to see you. Even under the circumstances.”

Ben came around the side of the truck and did the same. I disappeared into his arms.

He’d claim you. I could hear Kiju’s voice.

“My girl.” Ben pulled away and looked at me, his eyes on my eyes. “She was a good woman, had a good life and raised a good girl. It’s okay for her to rest now. I like to imagine her and Maggie together again, drinking tea and laughing on the other side.”

“I know,” I stammered. I turned and walked back to my chair, lifted my glass and drank.

Sally and Ben unpacked and then joined me, Ben with a flask of rye and a diet Pepsi, Sally with an apple juice, me with a glass of red wine. We raided the vending machine for dinner—chips and chocolate. We spent the evening that way, sometimes quiet, sometimes in conversation, watching the cars drive past on the busy road, nothing to obscure the view except the Vacancy sign, the second a dark, the light bulbs spent. Others checked in, but there must have been something about us, lined up in lawn chairs, drinking, sometimes crying, because no one said hello, no one nodded to us acknowledging our presence. They passed by on their way to their rooms from the reception desk, locking themselves inside, leaving us to our grief.

There was no church funeral. Kiju would not have wanted that. Instead, we held a small service in the reception area of the funeral home. I paid the local volunteer fire department’s ladies’ auxiliary to provide tea and coffee, small squares and triangle sandwiches, the mainstays of all rural functions, whether celebrating or grieving. At the front beside the urn there was a picture of her when she was younger, the one and only time she had posed for a portrait. Each time someone stopped to look at her photo I wondered what they were remembering. I was overwhelmed by my own inability to focus on any one memory. No single event stood out, they melted together like a collage, full of light and colour.

“I remember when she used to be a midwife,” said one old lady, leaning on a cane and wearing all black, including her little lace gloves.

“She was a midwife until the end,” I said. “She never stopped wanting to bring babies into the world.”

“Yes, I guess that’s right. People just have safer options now, I guess.”

She went to say something else, but I interjected. “If you’ll excuse me.”

I turned and walked away.

It was a short reception, over in under two hours. The flowers that adorned the table beside her picture seemed limp, defeated. Or maybe tired from having to carry the weight of both beauty and grief. I took the photo and her urn and placed them in the back seat, leaving the flowers and the leftover food at the funeral home. Sitting in the car, the remains of my one true family member strapped in the back, her smiling eyes looking out at me from a picture taken decades ago, I cried again. I thought I was done with the tears, but I hadn’t got to cry for my mother, so maybe I was due for this unsurmountable amount of grief.

Sally and Ben had left from the service. They were needed at home to care for their grandchildren and their little store, which was less for supplies now and more for tourists, offering coffee and Sally’s homemade luski, baked or fried, along with Mi’kmaw crafts, created by actual Mi’kmaw people as opposed to the cheap plastic dream catchers they sell at gas stations and the airport. I’d checked out of the hotel and was going to head directly back to the city. I had the rest of the week off, but I couldn’t see myself spending my time here, alone. There was no one I knew here anymore. The place seemed foreign to me. There is a word that I learned long ago that has somehow managed to find a place permanently in my memory. Hiraeth, homesickness for a place you have never been. But I had been here, I knew this place, yet it seemed so distant, so unrecognizable, without Kiju there to go home to. The teenage Aliet felt comfortable here; the adult Aliet felt like an intruder.

Before I drove back to the city, I decided to stop by the house to ensure it was locked and there was nothing perishable to attract rodents. But first, I took her ashes from the back seat and made my way to the birthing tree. She’d never said what she wanted me to do with them, but I couldn’t imagine having them sit on a mantel or in a closet somewhere. She needed to be where she belonged, and I could think of nowhere better than the tree, the place where she had been truly happy. I stood among the strong roots as the sun, pushing through the rain clouds that were fast approaching, lit up the last of the summer leaves. I opened the urn, thanked her for everything she had given me and scattered her ashes. There was something pure and final about it, not necessarily sad but comforting. When I returned to the house an unfamiliar car was waiting. A man in a nondescript grey suit climbed out.

“Are you the granddaughter?”

“I am. Can I help you?” I said as I placed the empty urn back in my car.

“I tried to get you at the service, but you left before I could speak to you. I’m the lawyer in charge of your grandmother’s estate.”

The word estate seemed slightly ridiculous as I looked around at the dilapidated house, the garden that had already started to wilt and die without her gentle hand; the outhouse, no longer in use but standing as a testament to our past, and the grass, unmowed now since Kiju was trying to be a friend of the earth and had decided to let the grass grow wild and free. Last summer when I was down, we had fun throwing wildflower seeds into the wet grass after a hard rain. I think the birds feasted on the seeds since only a few pink lupines, a handful of bluets and goldenrod grew in patchy in among the tall grass.

“Her estate?”

“Yes, it’s quite simple really, she left everything to you. I just need you to sign this document and I will send you a copy in a week or so and everything will be settled.” He handed me a thick legal document with tabs. I leaned over the hood of his car and signed where I was told to. I didn’t read a word. He took it and threw it into the front seat.

“And this.” He handed me my grandmother’s wooden box, the box that held all her treasures. “There is a list when you open it. I catalogued everything in it for the paperwork. The contents of the house are also in the document you just signed. I’m sorry about your grandmother. I’ll be in touch.”

“How did you get this?” I asked, perhaps with too much suspicion in my voice.

“The funeral home called and informed us of her passing. She had everything pre-arranged. She didn’t want to leave you with the burden that often accompanies death. In her will there was a note to give the box directly to you, but we did have to review the contents in the event of any, well, undeclared wealth.”

“Undeclared wealth?” I nearly laughed. Had he looked at this home, its contents, old and threadbare, scratched and worn? A roof in need of repair, a window about to fall out of its casing?

“Yes. Again, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

The sky was turning grey as he pulled out of the driveway. I watched his car until he was out of sight, standing there holding the box. When the first raindrops darkened the wood, I headed inside. Nothing had changed but at the same time, everything had changed. The floors under my feet were soft, the windowpanes had started to rot and the wallpaper that Kiju had been so proud of was peeling. My heart sank. I should have seen this, I should have been here for her, I should have helped. Dust, which would have been banished before it had time to rest, had begun to settle on everything. I wiped a spot clean on the kitchen table and set the box down. The rain had started coming down hard and it beat loudly against the windows.

I love a good storm, I heard her say. I turned, not sure what I was expecting, but I was alone. Her voice was alive in the walls of this place.

The dishes still sat on the open shelves, mismatched coffee mugs and teacups, a few with matching saucers. Her prized pots that had cooked many a meal hung off hooks on the wall. I had mistakenly bought her new pots last Christmas. But she liked the pots she had; they’d been a wedding gift from her parents. Her father had worked extra, they’d saved for them. It was important that she use those pots until she joined them on the other side. The new set remained in the corner, the receipt still in my wallet. She had never been against modern amenities, but she saw no need for them. Who needed to pay for a fancy toilet when the outhouse was just fine? The county eventually threatened to condemn the place and forced her to get indoor plumbing. I think she secretly liked it, not having to go out to the outhouse in the middle of a January night. But she would never say so. She did agree to power, but only because she loved listening to the radio. Her little silver radio sat beside the sink. There were a few radishes sitting on the wooden counter; their green leaves had wilted and the radishes had gone soft. She must have been preparing to cook them for supper. I leaned over and took one of the radishes in my hand. I snapped off the greens and wiped it on my pant leg before popping it into my mouth.

“No waste, Kiju.”

I smiled and opened the box. I think it must have been the emotion of the day, but something in me silently made a wish that there was a picture of my mother inside that box. I knew there wasn’t, there’d never be, but losing Kiju and knowing I would never see her face, or hear her voice remind me that I had my mother’s nose, brought that childhood wish front and centre again. There wasn’t much light coming in through the grey skies and rain-soaked windows, so I bent low to see what it contained. On top was the letter the lawyer had mentioned.

A box, located under the bed of the deceased, has had the contents examined and recorded. All the worldly possessions of the deceased, including those contained in the aforementioned box, are now the property of the granddaughter, Aliet Paul. There may be no claim from any other.

Contents

One marriage certificate for the deceased and husband, June 12, 1937

Photo of deceased husband in military uniform, dated September 14, 1940

One birth certificate for a daughter, Margaret, March 8, 1940

One death certificate attached to a telegram informing the deceased that her husband had died. Date smudged and cannot be determined

One braid of black hair labelled Maggie’s first haircut

Multiple school report cards for child named Margaret

Death certificate of daughter, aged 15, Margaret. Cause of death: heart condition during childbirth. August 5, 1955

Birth certificate of baby girl, daughter of Margaret, granddaughter of the deceased and now owner of this box and its contents, dated August 5, 1955

One braid of auburn hair labelled Aliet’s first haircut

Multiple report cards for a child named Aliet

A collection of pennies, of no real significance

One knife, plain, hilt wrapped in leather, of no real significance

One similar knife, etched with the word we’ ji’wet, no real significance

Multiple letters from a woman named Sally, no envelopes, town unknown, various dates 1958–present

High school graduation certificate for a girl named Aliet

Piece of twine with note: last baby born under the tree. Of no real significance

College certificate in nursing for a woman named Aliet. High honours. 1977

Birthday card celebrating deceased sixtieth birthday

Postcard from woman named Aliet to the deceased from vacation to Banff, Alberta, 1985

Stack of recipe cards tied with twine with a note: For Aliet only, no date

Deed to the house and the land transferred to granddaughter, Aliet

Colour photo of deceased with woman, back reads Aliet’s fortieth birthday, Kiju and Aliet, August 1995

Signed

Robert J. Adams, Attorney

I lifted each item out individually, smoothing the papers on the tabletop. I ran the tips of my fingers over the tufts of hair, mine and my mother’s, the picture of Kiju and me when she made me a lemon cake with chocolate frosting last year for my fortieth birthday. I untied the stack of recipe cards with my name on them, tied with a piece of twine. There in her crisp cursive were the recipes for all the teas and medicines. On the top card, she’d written me a note.

My dearest girl, my Aliet,

I always said I would never write these down. I always felt that they would be taken for granted if I did. There would be no need to think about them, to consider the gifts given to us. But there hasn’t been a baby born under the tree in over two decades. And the women in town don’t come to me anymore for teas and I never got the chance to fully teach you, so I am writing them down, for you, and you only. I hope you find a use for them.

All my love, Kiju.

As I flipped through them, I remembered sitting by the fire, stirring the medicines, listening to the songs and the first cry of a baby. The loving first words of the mother. The stories of my own mother. I straightened the stack, tied it with the same twine, put everything back in the box, looked around at the house my grandfather had built and that had helped raise me, and closed the door behind me. On the drive back to the city, I tried my best to convince myself that it was just wood and glass, doors and old furniture. There was no reason to stay, but by the time I’d reached the outskirts of the city, the glare of lights and hum of too many cars and too many people, I remembered all that the house was, knowing it was always so much more than four walls and a roof.

When I was eighteen, my world turned upside down, and I had abandoned this house and the legacy she’d left me, naively thinking that the past would remain in the past, but no one tells you that it doesn’t work that way. The past follows you, regardless of how desperately you want it to leave you alone. But deep down, I knew that this time I wasn’t leaving for good. This time, I was going home.




THREE

September 1965

There was a time early in my childhood, before the world got messy and complicated; a time when I looked forward to October. I still love Octobers, a vestige from those cool autumn days. I spent most of my childhood in the company of my grandmother, but when the apple pickers arrived, there were children who came with their parents. Many were too young to help pick and weren’t yet in school, but there were a few my age. I remember Susan asking once how the children were permitted to miss so much school, and it was never something I thought about. Kiju told us later that agricultural kids were permitted during harvest season, but some of the mothers brought books just the same, and after the evening meal you could see them working with the children on addition and subtraction, reading and writing.

I don’t know when I started to wait for them, but it must have been when I was very young. Kiju teased me when each day I got off the bus and stomped into the house, annoyed that the pickers hadn’t yet arrived.

“You act like a wet hen. All mad and squawky,” she said when I entered the house, the screen door slamming behind me. “They’ll get here when they get here.”

And they did, every October, and I would race off the bus, drop my school bag just inside the door of the house, and seek out Kenneth and John. They had been coming with their families for as long as I had memory, and each fall we were inseparable. John was one year older than me, and his family were kind. His mother made the best potatoes over a fire with onions and pieces of pork. His older brother had moved to Boston and joined the American military. He had two younger sisters, who he helped look after when his father was in the orchard. Kenneth used to spend more time at my house than John did on account of him being a cousin somehow. His mother was a nervous woman, always looked like she was about to jump out of her skin. And where she was quiet, her husband was loud and brash. He made me feel uncomfortable, and Kiju told me that Kenneth and his baby brother were always welcome in the house but Reg, his father, was not. I never thought to ask why. Kiju was kind to everyone, but for Reg she had nothing but scorn.

When the pickers arrived, I was still forced to attend school. But the weekends were ours. Susan, my only real friend in the town, spent many of those weekends at our house. She was the youngest of five and her mother claimed that Kiju was a godsend for taking Susan off her hands every once in a while. So, on those early Saturday mornings when the dew was still on the grass, we would seek out adventure, no matter how small. We collected mushrooms for Kiju, made up worlds where we were heroes and villains, hid while someone else counted to ten and then we’d cry foul when we were found, accusations of cheating forgotten the moment Kiju stuck her head out the front door to chastise us. As night fell, we tried and mostly failed to catch lightning bugs and stayed out until the stars littered the sky. There is a scent—only in autumn, when the sun is just about to set and the air begins to cool—that, when caught, can send me right back to those days. It’s so strange to think about that now—Kenneth and his violence, the soft touch of John’s hand on mine, and Susan, almost lost to history. But Susan was, thankfully, not eternally lost. I think sometimes that I don’t deserve her friendship, but I value it too much to say this to her.

Susan never liked Kenneth, not from the day she’d met him. He called her an Indian wannabe for hanging out with the rest of us, and she never forgave him for that. John tried to tell her that Kenneth was joking, but Susan wouldn’t believe it. Kiju always made us include him. She’d tell us that Kenneth’s life had never been easy, and that kindness was contagious and maybe if we demonstrated it to him, he might just catch it. And while there may have been good times with him, I can’t recall them, and for the last quarter century Kenneth’s name has not been uttered by anyone who knows me. The last time we were all together, before Kenneth’s father forbade him to associate with us anymore, and before he turned mean, Kenneth got us lost.

On this particular Saturday, the apple pickers headed to the orchards just as the sun was coming up, and we were left to the care of Kiju. She made us breakfast and then shooed us out the door. Not that we needed shooing; we were eager to get out of the watchful eye of the adults. Normally, we didn’t stray too far, always within hollering distance, but that morning Kenneth had a different plan.

Back in the woods, farther back than we were permitted to go, stood an abandoned shack. It was so old that even Kiju didn’t know of its origin. I’d seen it once when she and I had gone chaga hunting.

“Now, you stay away from that. It’s dangerous. A slight breeze and it could collapse. I ever find you’ve been in and around it, I’ll tan your hide.” She looked serious, but I couldn’t imagine Kiju being violent, so I muffled a laugh.

“I want to see it.” Kenneth glanced toward the edge of the woods.

“Me too,” John said.

“We’re not allowed,” I pleaded, but the other three were already making their way to the tree line. I looked back toward the house, where I knew that Kiju was in the kitchen mixing up a medicine for a sore belly for one of the pickers, before following them into the trees. As we ducked into the woods, the smell of damp pine wrapped itself around us. I took the lead, John close behind me, then Susan, and Kenneth behind her. They didn’t walk together on account of him being mean to her. The only thing Susan and Kenneth could ever agree on was their shared teasing of John and me. That childhood rhyme, something to do with kissing in a tree, was flung at us if we dared stand less than three feet away from one another. We ignored it, but other times, when no one was looking, John would take my small hand in his and I’d let him. There is something comforting, even as a child, in knowing someone who isn’t related to you for as long as you’ve had memory. And John had known me my whole life.

The day grew darker the farther we walked, and the noise of the outside world was soon replaced but for the gentle rustling of leaves and the occasional twig as it snapped when we passed. There was a small trail that if you weren’t looking for it, you’d miss it entirely. No one wandered these woods anymore. Kiju, in one of her many stories, told me how her great-grandfather had been one of the last Indians around here to live off the land. His wife passed at a young age, and he and his two sons lived the old ways: camps in the woods in the winter, by the water in the summer. That wasn’t these woods, but I still thought of those stories each time I entered, and wondered if someone who shared my name and my blood had once wandered these woods. I’m not sure how long or how far we walked before we got to the little clearing where the shack leaned dangerously to the right.

“Maybe a witch lived out here,” Susan whispered as we approached.

“Or a hermit,” said John.

“Or a kid killer.” Kenneth always went dark. “I bet it was a kid killer. He would get kids to come out here with candy and then cook and eat them.”

“That’s just Hansel and Gretel,” Susan said, rolling her eyes.

“Shut up. You think you’re so smart.”

“Smarter than you,” Susan said as she ducked inside the doorway. The actual door was nowhere to be found. Kenneth and John followed her inside.

“Susan, you shouldn’t go in. Kiju says it’s dangerous.”

“Kiju says it’s dangerous,” Kenneth mocked.

I hesitated, but not wanting to be left out or made fun of, I followed. It was dark inside, with a single square hole in the wall that I imagined was once a window. Moss grew everywhere. The rocks that had once made up the chimney lay mostly scattered on the hard-packed dirt floor. My eyes didn’t adjust to the darkness, and I was feeling my way back to the door when a few of the remaining stones from the fireplace fell. Susan screamed and Kenneth laughed.

“Wimps,” Kenneth said.

“Jerk,” Susan replied.

“We need to leave, now,” John said as we made our way to the door.

As we stepped out of the shack, dusting years of cobwebs from our clothes and hair, there was a loud cracking, like a branch being stepped on and broken. I looked to Susan, her eyes as wide with fear as I imagined my own to be. John took my hand.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said, pulling me toward the trail we’d come in by.

“No way, I wanna know what that was.” Kenneth looked giddy with excitement.

“Probably a bear, or just a rotten branch falling off a tree.” I tried to steady my voice, but I knew I sounded scared.

“Scared?” Kenneth teased.

“Yup,” said John. “Now let’s get out of here.”

But before we had time to turn around, there was another sound, this one closer. With a mischievous smile, Kenneth turned and disappeared behind a thicket of scraggly pine.

“Get back here,” John whisper-shouted, but Kenneth was gone.

“Leave him,” said Susan as she turned to head back down the trail. But we all knew how much trouble we’d be in if we showed up back at the house with no Kenneth, having to explain where we’d been.

“Susan,” I pleaded.

With a huff, she turned back and started toward the same place Kenneth had disappeared. John and I followed.

We made our way deeper into the woods, following the sounds Kenneth was making. John called for him to come back, but there was no sign of him. When we finally caught up to him, he was sitting on a large stone, out of breath. I stopped and looked around me. Nothing was familiar. I knew these woods from helping Kiju, but this was new, this place was not committed to my memory. I turned in the small opening in the trees, looking for anything familiar, but there was nothing—no familiar group of mushrooms on the ground, no chaga, its shape distinct and leaning toward home, no tree with an odd-shaped trunk telling me to head south. Nothing.

“Thanks a lot, Kenneth. Now we’re lost.”

He shrugged as he stood up, his breathing back to normal. “We’ll be fine. We’re Indians. At least, some of us are.” He glanced over at Susan, who stuck out her tongue. “We can’t get lost.”

“You really are an idiot sometimes, Kenneth,” John said.

The two of them argued while I wandered, not too far, not out of earshot, looking desperately for something familiar, something to tell us where we were, but there was nothing. And then, in the darkness of daylight, I saw some moss growing at the foot of a tree, its dark green glimmering in the half-light. Kiju said that moss likes the moisture and the dark of the north, so if I ever get lost, look for the moss and head in the opposite direction to get home. I leaned down and pulled a tuft of moss and held it to my nose. It smelled of earth, of clean. Behind me, they were still arguing.

“We need to go in that direction.” I pointed south.

“You don’t know that,” Kenneth said. “Besides her”—he nodded his head toward Susan—“you’re the least Indian of us all.”

I ignored him.

“You’re one to talk,” John defended me.

“Just trust me.” I stood up, straightened my pants, the old ones Kiju said were only for playing outside and not for school, and headed toward a grand old oak tree. It reminded me of the birthing tree, a sister maybe, I thought as I approached her. All three fell in line. If we didn’t get home soon, everyone would know we’d disobeyed, and the thought of Kiju being cross with me pushed me through the trees.

It wasn’t long before we came to the clearing with the shack, and everyone sighed in relief. It was getting dark. The sun sets quicker in the woods and I was afraid of getting lost again. But my fears of staying in the woods for the night vanished when I heard my name being called. It was Big Ben, called that on account of his being taller than anyone else by at least a head or two. He was, aside from my grandmother, my favourite human. I hollered back and we continued this way until his looming form emerged from the trees ahead of us, a flashlight in his hand and Kenneth’s father behind him. Ben looked relieved; Kenneth’s father, Reg, looked angry. His red face glared first at Kenneth and then at me. I shrunk back.

“Thank god.” Ben grabbed me into a hug and placed his hand on John’s shoulder. “Let’s get you home. You had us all in a panic.”

“Sorry,” was all I could say.

“Should be,” Reg said. His voice was low and had a menace to it. He looked me up and down then moved his gaze to Susan, who shrunk in behind me. We all knew the rumours about him, his drinking, his anger, his fists.

Ben moved past him, a barrier between Reg and myself. John, Susan and I followed. Reg whispered something to Kenneth before they followed us down the trail and out of the woods.

Kiju and John’s and Susan’s mothers met us at the edge of the woods. They cried with relief when we emerged, sporting a few scrapes from tree branches we couldn’t see in the dark, tired and a little hungry, but otherwise fine. Their relief soon turned to annoyance, and Susan was put in the back seat of her car and taken away. It would be Christmas before she was permitted to come back for a visit. John was taken to his camp and he told me later that he was given a stern lecture on responsibility. Kiju followed me into the house and made a cup of hot chocolate.

“You can never do that to me again, Aliet. You need to promise me. I haven’t been that scared since the night we lost your mother. Don’t ever do that to me again. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I whispered into my cup, embarrassed and guilty for having made her worry. And I kept that promise. I never went into those woods again without her. And when we did go searching for medicines, I stayed close.

Kenneth was forbidden from that day forward to have anything to do with any of us. When he saw us, he glared and turned away. When we tried to talk to him, he ignored us, pretended we weren’t even there in front of him. He went from mean to meaner the older we got. Until the violence—rumoured to be the reason his mother had left just after his brother was born—was transferred from his father to him and he became a monster of a boy and then a monster of a man. But there was a time when we were all friends. I’d like to say that it’s funny how life turns out, but there was nothing funny about it.



I hold his story in my rings, not far from hers. It is thin and weak. But I fear that his story has not been told to him. And without our stories, we are lost.



FOUR

September 1996

I’ve always found beauty in disrepair. I think this is the gift of poverty, to see something you know as debris, something others have cast off as useless. I can see beautiful faces in the cracks of chipped plaster walls, I see the curls of a small child in the twisted roots of a maple tree. I can see lives lived in the discarded furniture left to mildew and rot in backyards or the town dump. I can close my eyes and see the lives of people who sat on those sofas, those long after-dinner talks in the thrown-off chairs. Yet I wasn’t prepared for the shock of what had become of my grandmother’s home in the short time since she’d passed.

It had taken me two weeks to pack up the life I’d lived for nearly twenty years. I didn’t return to work, putting my resignation in an email and giving Kiju’s home, my home, as a forwarding address. I suppose a benefit of being single most of my life and living in the same small one-bedroom apartment is that my savings account had the opportunity to grow. I had enough to last me a while, until I could decide the path I wanted to follow. At forty-one years of age, I knew that the solitary life I had been living was no longer feasible. I no longer had my grandmother to fall back on when I was lonely. And I wasn’t sure why I thought that moving home would be the answer. But grief has a strange influence over rational people; I’d seen this in my career as a nurse, and apparently I was no different.

I sold my furniture cheap to a grateful grad student in the same building and packed everything else I owned into the back of a rented U-Haul. The last thing to leave was Kiju’s wooden box. It sat on the counter that separated my small living room from my even smaller kitchen. I dusted it off before opening it. There on the top were her recipes. Such an integral part of my childhood. I picked up the stack of cards and ran my fingers along the edges of the thick paper. I slid the twine aside and admired her cursive, slanted and perfect. I knew then that I was doing the right thing, whatever that might be. I placed the cards gently back where they had rested for far too long, closed the box and then the door behind me.

When I arrived at the house, it was dark. The headlights illuminated the unmown lawn, a scattering of wildflowers but mostly untamed grass. I grabbed the flashlight from the console, a small, dim thing but adequate for its purpose. As I moved around to the back of the house, the night creatures fell silent, and I felt their reproach. After all, I was the one who had abandoned this place while they had remained faithful. My flashlight scanned the garden, overgrown with weeds, the small rows nearly imperceptible under the wild growth that comes from neglect. The little food that had managed to break through the mess had been dug up, eaten by mice or rabbits, the mounds of brown soil proof of their scavenging. My heart sank at the sight, and I imagined how disappointed Kiju would be if she were alive to see this.

The key struggled with the lock. A few curse words, some jostling, and the door finally opened with an awful whine. In the pale glow of my flashlight, I was surprised to see how much dust had accumulated in a house that had rarely seen dust. The familiar scents that I associated with my grandmother were gone, replaced by the smell of mouse droppings and rot. How quickly a home can give up on itself when not lived in.

As I walked through the house, footprints in the dust marking my way, I realized what I had let happen. The floor creaked and groaned under my feet in ways it never had before. The door to Kiju’s bedroom hung loose. She had always cared for the house. Ben, when he came for picking, would fix what needed to be fixed, but the pickers didn’t come anymore, and she was older. It had been my responsibility, and I should have known. This house was everything to her and I should have cared enough to visit more, to see what was happening, but I was so involved with my own life. I’d let her down.

A cry caught in my throat when I saw my bed, still made, the blankets covered in dust but still there, waiting for me. The rest of the house was an abandoned museum of my childhood. And I understood then that this little house was never meant to be empty. There were too many souls waiting on my return.

The grief that came with the knowledge that I had abandoned something so important drove me out of the house. There was a penance to be paid for staying away so long, for visiting only at Christmas or a weekend in the summer, for pretending that my history, my family, was something from the past to be forgotten, not spirits that walked beside me each day. I locked the door and returned to the car. I knew I couldn’t sleep inside, I hadn’t earned that right just yet. Ben once told me that “all things worth doing take time and a little elbow grease.” This might be the first time in my life that sentence made genuine sense to me. I would earn my right to my own home. I would make amends for leaving everything behind, and I promised I would never do it again.

The next morning, sore from sleeping in my car—the front seats leaned back but still not enough to call it comfortable—I went back inside the house. The daylight brought new realizations. The night before, I hadn’t noticed that a window was broken, completely empty of glass, spots of mould had started to develop on the ceiling where water must have leaked through, the broken window an entry for the rain, the wind, and a person. That’s when I noticed the initials carved into the wooden table my grandfather had made. An open wound, the yellow insides of what was once a tree rough and uneven, grotesque against the wood stain. Someone had been here in my absence. Someone had thought this house was abandoned and that they had the right to do with it as they wanted.

I don’t appreciate colour the way some people do. When I see wood painted over with a colour, or even plain white, I cringe. The beautiful grains of wood, the twists and turns of age lines, stories of long winters and wet springs written in the grain—that’s what I love. My grandmother never painted the wood in our little house. She always left it as nature intended. Only wood stain was permitted. My grandfather made his own by soaking tobacco in a liquid mixture. The recipe was no longer part of our family history. Kiju and I used commercial stains. But some of the older pieces of wood in the house still smell faintly of tobacco when it rains. Or at least my brain imagines that they do.

Seeing those initials, the blistered wood bright against the dark stain, reminded me that I was the one who had allowed this to happen. I left the table and continued to walk through the house, careful to avoid the soft spots on the floor, the wood still covered in dust and the webs weaved by industrious spiders. I used my scarf—a decorative one, not one used for warmth, its thin material covered in birds in flight—to wipe away some of the dust. Leaves had gathered in the wash basin and there were mouse droppings all over the wooden countertop. It smelled like decay but a natural kind, the kind that comes with nature taking back what is rightfully hers. I used the scarf again to clean the leaves out of the dirty sink, gathering a few dead spiders with them. I scooped them onto the floor but then felt compelled to sweep them up. I knew that the broom hung just on the other side of the door that led to the wood room. I opened the door and it creaked loudly, the hinges protesting movement after existing so long in stillness. There was no light, so I reached around and felt for the broom and found it in the same place it had always been. The handle was crooked, carved from a branch, straw bunched at the end. The branch had a curve in it and my hand fit nicely into it.

That broom was made for you. Fits perfect. From now on, I will let you do the sweeping up. I could hear Kiju laugh and turned around to see only the faint light of a clouded sun permeate the one intact window, cracked and old, the waves of melted sand obscuring the outside. And instead of crying, I smiled.

I swept the leaves out the door and leaned the broom against the wall and headed to my car. I retrieved the paper towels I keep in the car to clean up my messes, hot coffee, fast food. I’m a spiller. I went into the house and grabbed the same bucket I’d grabbed that day so long ago when Sally arrived, her belly big and round. I never thought to check the tap to see if it still worked, forgetting that in the country we have wells and payment is not required to keep it flowing as it is in the city. Instead, I headed directly for the water pump. It seemed to be what the house required. It took another two days before I realized that the tap did indeed work and the natural spring water was as cold and crisp as it had always been. The pump was not in great shape, but after a few hard pushes the water started to trickle and then gush out.

Inside, I placed some of the wood, cut just before my grandmother passed, near the stove. I gathered the leaves I’d previously discarded and a few twigs and started a fire. I still had a Zippo lighter from the days when I used to smoke pot. Smoke filled the house, and I moved to open the door wider. I coughed and wondered if, then feared, I might burn the place down, but eventually the smoke subsided and made its way up the stone chimney. I boiled some water on the stove, and as I watched the pot, I heard my grandmother’s voice. A watched pot never boils. So I left it there to heat and walked around the outside, marvelling in the scent of woodsmoke, something so rare in the city. It was something that, until that moment, I hadn’t realized I’d missed.

An animal, perhaps a raccoon, had dug under the walls and likely had a nest somewhere, probably in the crawl space underneath the house. The house also had an attic, a small space where there was only enough room to insulate with horsehair and no more. I pushed on one of the window frames from the outside and it shifted slightly. Some of the windowpanes had started to rot around the edges. Seeing the state of the house and knowing she had not called me to help her broke my heart.

When I got back inside, the water was warm but not boiling. Perfect for cleaning. I only had water and paper towel, but I cleaned the kitchen as best I could. With each turn of my head, I could see my past. I saw the ghost of a Christmas tree in the corner, lit and covered in tinsel. I saw my Kiju sitting in her chair, yarn wrapped around her fingers, humming along with a song on the radio. I looked to the far wall, to pictures of me from infancy to eighteen, now crooked and covered with so much dust I had a hard time making out my own face.

“I’m so sorry,” I said to no one. And no one responded. The quiet held my words. “So sorry.”

The second night, I slept in my car again. Two nights in a row sleeping in a car reminded me of my age. I woke to the sounds of my bones creaking and snapping; my neck, without the support of a proper pillow, was tight and sore. I hadn’t thought this out in any reasonable way, and instead of unpacking the U-Haul, I let it sit in the yard, unopened, and used my purse as a pillow and a sweater as a blanket.

I went back inside, the key more forgiving this time. I laid my head down on the table. I could smell the bread, pies, the sharp scent of homemade sauerkraut. The scuffling of animals out in the backyard, the scent of lilacs in late spring, the ghostly creaking of hardwood trees in winter, comforted by the green mass of the softwoods. I could smell the campfires and the scent of apples in the fall, I could hear Big Ben laugh. I could hear the fights that occasionally broke out after too much drink and grudges long held. As I closed my eyes, I saw the branches of the birthing tree reaching out in the dark, and I wanted to gently walk into its embrace, to let it hold me and bring me home. To really bring me home, to where my grandmother was still alive, to where women came to the door in the middle of the night scared and excited to give birth. To a place where Big Ben and Sally came to pick apples, to where John would pull up in his father’s truck to take me on a drive to the shore. But none of that was real. Kiju was gone and the apple pickers had stopped coming just after I’d left, and no one had been born under the tree in so very long. It was all gone, everything that brought joy was gone, and I felt incredibly sorry for myself in those moments.

“Pull yourself together, Aliet,” I said. I stood, my hands on my hips. As I listened to a mouse scurry through the walls, I knew there was work to be done.

I headed to the diner in town, the one unmarked by age, everything the way it had always been, the way it had been that night John and I shared fried chicken and a Coke. And in a moment of nostalgia, I ordered the same thing we’d ordered that night. I even ordered a slice of pie, to go.

I sat at the window and watched the occasional car and people go by. In a small town after dinner, the world becomes quiet. People tucked away in their houses, eating dinner, children playing soccer or baseball, teenagers finding places to do what teenagers do. Myself and another couple, younger than me by a decade or more, were the only ones in the diner. Someone had called for takeout and the greasy paper bags sat on the counter, waiting. The chicken was salty and delicious.

“Aliet?”

I heard a voice that was vaguely familiar, then looked up into a face that was very familiar.

“Susan. Oh my god.”

I am not a person prone to outbursts of joy. But I couldn’t help it. Here she was, fully formed, Susan standing in front of me. She hadn’t aged. Where I found grey in my hair and new wrinkles each morning, the mirror an enemy of youth, Susan looked pretty much the same as she had the last time I saw her. The skin under her eyes may have been a little darker, but her face looked the same. I stood up and she wrapped her arms around me. She laughed. Her Susan laugh.

“My god, woman, you’re going to squeeze the life outta me.”

I let go and stood back. “It’s just so good to see you. Sit down.” I waved my hand at the empty chair. “So how have you been?”

We talked for a few minutes. She ordered a Coke and stole french fries off my plate. I’ve been accused, more than once, of being closed off and cold, but I prefer to think of myself as participating in a lifelong act of self-preservation. It is far easier to keep people at a distance than it is to let them into your life, to risk loving them, and then lose them. But sitting in the diner in the town where I was raised, with someone I thought I had lost to time, I opened up and, to my amazement, felt something akin to joy. I learned that she had married the same guy she dated in university, had four kids before she was thirty, and moved to Victoria with her naval husband. He’d retired after twenty-five years and they’d decided to move home. They’d bought a small farm halfway up the mountain and she worked at the high school now as the librarian. She’d quickly abandoned nursing school in favour of English literature, and as I look back on it, I think this may have been where we started to drift away from one another. Her husband fiddled with things, she said, as she rolled her eyes. She had a barn full of half-finished wood projects and reconstructed antique farming tools. The only thing her husband was good at, and consistent with, was cooking, and she let him.

“Got an extra twenty-five pounds around the midsection, but wouldn’t trade it for anything.” She patted her stomach and laughed.

“It’s hard to believe that we are old enough that one of us is retired.”

“I’m not retired, only my husband is. But I suppose I could stop working if I wanted to, but what would I do with myself?”

It was comforting, the way we fell into conversation. Despite the decades, seeing Susan there in that diner was a relief, a welcome home I hadn’t anticipated. A very real, very human link, back to this place where I’d been born, been raised. Someone who knew about teas and babies. Who remembered Kiju and John, and had once declared herself to be my best friend for life. Maybe I wasn’t alone.

The waitress came over and handed her the two paper bags from the counter.

“Still have two teens at home,” she said as she paid the server. “I gotta go, but we need to get together. I think we have some catching up to do.”

“Well, I’m staying at the old house. Come by any time.”

“I heard that the town wants to condemn it now that Kiju is gone. I wanted to tell you to let you know about the state of it, but I had no way of getting hold of you. I heard through the grapevine that Kiju had tried to keep up with it, but as she got older . . .” Her voice trailed off and I had the familiar pang of guilt.

“I’m going to fix it up. It deserves to be lived in. Out of my mind probably, moving back here.”

“Well, let me know if you want help—I would love a project. Get me out of the house and away from George. Sometimes he drives me crazy.” She winked and turned to leave. “I’ll be by. You can count on that.” The door closed behind her, and I saw her slide into the driver’s seat of a white minivan.

I ordered a coffee, decaf to go, and paid the bill. I placed the slice of apple pie on the passenger side of the car and headed across the road to the used bookstore. There was only really one street with stores on it: two banks, one on each corner, a flower shop, the diner with the hardware store attached, a shoe store, a pizza place that delivered, a small grocery that held only the basics, and the used bookstore. The bookstore was closing, but the owner let me take a look anyway. The shop was musty and the collection was stacked haphazardly in piles or on crooked bookshelves in sections delineated by Post-it Notes stapled to the shelves. Fiction, romance, classics, music, business, philosophy. I thumbed through a few mindless fiction titles and stacked them in the crook of my arm before sidling through a narrow hallway to the reference section. I needed books that would tell me how to replace a window, how to fix soggy floors and shingle an old roof. When I left, sixteen dollars less in my wallet, I had enough information to fix the house and some reading materials for the evenings. I stopped at the hardware store and got some cleaning supplies, an oil lantern, some sandpaper and wood stain before I headed out of town.

As I drove home, past houses that had once held other people like me, I noticed that nothing looked familiar anymore. Three decades ago, I could have told you who lived in each house and who their grandparents had been. But now, I passed by unfamiliar faces out mowing lawns in the cool autumn evening, people sitting on front decks waving, not because they knew me but because that’s what people around here did.

The brown faces of my youth had scattered to the wind, the younger generation no longer satisfied to stay in one place their whole lives, particularly somewhere they’d never been welcome in the first place. They moved to town, to the city, a few to other countries. The older folks died and were placed in the ground, and their houses were sold to strangers looking for the quiet life of the small town. A myth of urban-dwelling people, that everything is better in the country. Quieter, yes, but better, no. And it was strange to see these houses, these yards where brown people used to live, used to love, used to grow food and celebrate holidays together, where berry pickers returned to become apple pickers, their tents in parallel lines dotting the fields. No babies born under our tree, no families made bigger, my grandmother’s songs long silenced. Where the feet of generations before me had wandered.

I remember visiting just after I got my first job as a nurse in the city and asking about the new faces and wondering where the old ones had gone. The Jeremys next door had sold and moved away. Kiju said that they sent letters, but it wasn’t the same as having a neighbour you’d known your whole life. After they left, the others started to trickle out, until Kiju was the only one remaining, surrounded by unfamiliar faces.

“Some of them went down to Boston. More opportunity down there. Some to the city like you. Some just in town.”

My grandmother poured tea into my cup. I reached over to scoop a teaspoon of sugar into the brown liquid, steam wandering toward the ceiling.

“It’s not like it was thirty years ago. Although I don’t know why anyone would want to live in town. The houses so close together. Anyone can look in your window and see you in your underthings.” She laughed at herself.

“No Indians here anymore?”

“Just me now.” She shrugged her shoulders and sipped her tea.

I parked the car outside the dark house, far enough away to take it in, to really look at it for the first time. The grass was still untamed, and I had covered the broken window with a piece of cardboard. The roof was in desperate need of shingles, but the setting sun hit the windows and the whole place glowed. Kiju always said that home was the place where the people who loved you were. I had avoided this place immediately after her death, preferring to stay at the motel because I foolishly thought that she wasn’t here. But she was. She was in the creaking of the floorboards and the wooden furniture made by her husband’s hand. She was in the garden, sad now but still green with hope that someone would come to revive it. She was here, and as I sat and gripped the steering wheel, I understood this.

That night was spent reacquainting myself with the sounds of rural life. A life empty of honking horns or screeching buses. It was quiet—not silent, since there is no such thing, but quieter than I remembered it—the sound of the breeze in the trees sneaking through the cardboard window, the house settling as the temperature dropped slightly. The snapping and cracking of the fire, the sound of a raccoon or skunk wandering around outside, curious about the light from a window they’d only begun to get used to as dark. That night, the sounds that never would have bothered me twenty-five years ago unnerved me. Sometime in the night—late, I assumed, since the warmth of the fire was waning—I heard a bird.

“When you hear a bird sing at night, it means that there is a skite’kmuj about, a ghost wanting to talk to you. The birds can see them, so best be keeping your ears open. Might be a bad ghost.” I heard her voice for a moment, so fleeting, but it brought a smile to my face until I heard the bird again and wondered.

I slept in an old sleeping bag on the couch since the beds were still in need of washing. It was a restless sleep, full of dreams that vanished as soon as I opened my eyes, leaving me with nothing but a sense of uneasiness. I needed to use the bathroom, but I held it until the first light of dawn despite the fact that it was no longer outside but just down the hall.

“Get it together, Aliet. This is your home.”

But I couldn’t seem to get it together, so I got up and found the bag from the hardware store. I took the sandpaper and gently erased the initials from the table that my grandfather had built. I took my time and watched as the unfamiliar faded into the wood, then I stained the table. The colour was slightly off, but I massaged the stain into the wood, working my way out from the centre of the blemish until I couldn’t tell where the original ended and my repair began. Only then could I fall asleep.

I’m not sure what time I actually got to sleep, but it felt like only minutes before the morning sun was shining through the curtainless window. I made myself a coffee, wrapped a thin blanket around my shoulders and went to sit on the stoop to drink it, to take in the rural sounds of early morning. Beyond the side lawn, over a small hill, I could just make out the top of the birthing tree and I knew she was calling me to her.

The trail to the birthing tree isn’t hard to find when it’s burned into your memory. It stood proudly just at the edge of Kiju’s, now my, property, a few of its longer roots pushed into the county, but she was firmly on our land. I was upset when I reached the start of the path to see that it had almost entirely grown over. Bushes spread their thin branches onto the trail, grass had grown down the middle where feet used to tread. Thorns snagged the loose ends of my pants. The trip was still short, but where once it had been filled with joy and anticipation, now it made me sad. The tree looked lonely, an elder long forgotten by those she had nurtured and loved. The well-worn dirt at the base where she used to welcome new souls was covered in grass and nature’s debris, old leaves, pine needles carried on the wind. My heart dropped when I saw beer cans and cigarette butts scattered around the base. This tree, this sacred place, where my mother once lay, once breathed, and where she died, was now used for parties. It was sacrilege, I thought, truly understanding for the first time in my life what the term meant. I slipped the blanket off my shoulders and shivered in the cool of early morning. I placed it on the ground and began to collect the trash. Sticky pop dripped out of old cans and insects inhabited chip bags. I took a fallen branch and swept at the dirt. I stood back, admiring the work, and just before the sun crept behind some gathering clouds, it shone on the base of the tree. The gold that only the sun can produce seemed to enliven the tree, and if I am honest, I thought I heard the tree sigh. She seemed to be herself once more. She just needed someone to care, someone to understand and acknowledge that she was still important, that the world still needed her, that I still needed her. I gathered the corners of the blanket and tied them in the centre, and I carried that garbage away, promising to come back.

When I returned to the house, I boiled water and washed my blanket, then all the blankets, taking care to be gentle. They were old and hand-sewn, fragile. The clothesline had fallen, but the clothespins still sat on a shelf in the back of the house. With a chair from the kitchen table, I was able to reach the tree where the line had once been attached and reattach it. I flung the two quilts over the line to let them dry in the autumn sun. The mattresses stunk of neglect, so I pulled them out and leaned them against the house, allowing the air and sun to rid them of their scent.

That morning, I made two trips into town: one to the power company to get power restored and the other for more supplies, mattress covers and sheets, dish soap and a cooler to put real food into, food that I could cook over the wood stove until the power could be restored, which they told me would not happen until next week.

I was beating the mattresses with a large stick I’d cut down from one of the trees in the back of the yard when Susan’s minivan pulled into the driveway. It was close to dinner and she carried a grocery bag toward me.

“Thought you might need some supplies.”

I followed her inside the house, where the stove had been going all day.

“Jesus Christ almighty. Got it hot enough in here?” She laughed as she set the bag on the counter. She pulled out a bag of baby spinach and some veggies, salad dressing, bread, a rotisserie chicken and lastly a bottle of red wine.

“You go continue your violence against those mattresses and I’ll get some dinner ready.”

After dinner, Susan helped me to put the mattresses back on the beds and make them up clean. I would sleep in my own bed again. We took our glasses and headed outside.

“I want to show you something.”

We walked to the tree.

“This the tree from when you guys used to have babies, right?”

“Yup. And now look at it. Kiju would be so sad to see this.”

“I know there weren’t any more births here, but people often said they saw her up here cleaning away the garbage left by people partying. She kept it tidy.”

It broke my heart to hear this, that my grandmother had taken care of the tree even when it no longer served the purpose she held so dear. But then again, we all eventually stop serving our purpose, but we are not left out to die, we are not abandoned. And Kiju knew this. If I wasn’t convinced to care for this tree before, Susan had lit a fire in me. I would make sure this tree and everything it represented to generations of people was taken care of. Maybe I wouldn’t be welcoming newer generations, but I would protect the history of those who had been born here.
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October 1966

The apple pickers started coming to the field across the road after a tragedy befell the family that usually hosted them: a child gone missing. The family lived on the other side of town, close to the train tracks. Ten minutes by car, but since we didn’t have one, it was a one-hour walk. Apparently, some of the pickers were family, but there never seemed to be a clear definition of family for us. Someone I’d never met would be introduced as a cousin. Blood was less important than a shared history. None of the Indians lived in town; neither did the Black folks. We all lived on the edges, a testament to our place in the world. Never at the centre, always on the periphery, easily forgotten, easily ignored. So, in the aftermath of this terrible event, the apple pickers, some direct from the blueberry fields of Maine, came to camp in our field, allowing the family their time to grieve.

Big Ben and Sally had always come to our field, along with a few others, but after the child went missing, there were many more. Every evening in October began to feel like a carnival. Music played well into the night. Songs were sung and fires were lit—for food and, occasionally, a good ghost story. The heartbeat of Mother Earth echoed off the drums and scattered through the trees. Every so often a fight. But those were rare, and the disagreement was generally resolved by sun-up.

After the school bus deposited me home in the late afternoon, I liked to see if anyone new had arrived. A few would call out my name, having known my mother. They would remind me of how much I looked like her and they would hug me, as if her death had been recent and I required comforting. As if I was still grieving. It must have made them feel better, to touch a part of her still on this side of the spirit world. But it felt different to me. It only made me think of how little I did grieve her. I didn’t know then, and I’m still not entirely sure now, how to grieve properly. I grieved her when I held the small items in the house that once belonged to her. I used the same hairbrush she had once used, and I would get lost in the brushing and think about how she probably stood in the same spot in the bathroom in front of the little mirror and brushed her hair. My hand was where her hand had been. I grieved for her when I saw friends with their mothers. I grieved for her when Kiju told her stories. I grieved the absence of a photo. I grieved, but I never cried. The clouds and I, heartless in our refusal to weep, and while Kiju held it against the sky, she must have forgiven me.

But that October, grief, and the guilt I held around the lack of it, was as fleeting as the sparks from the dozens of fires lit for cooking, or the apples tucked away inside coat pockets, brought out and given as gifts. I am convinced that nothing in the world is better than the taste of a fresh Cortland apple kissed by the cool October air. I was someone else during those cool autumn evenings; I was Aliet, I was Kiju’s granddaughter, and I was Maggie’s girl. I found comfort in wrapping a blanket over my shoulders and wandering among the pickers, fetching water or holding squirming babies while their mothers ran to the outhouse. I was the Aliet I never was anywhere else. I was comfortable, I was content, and I sometimes crave the girl I was then.

It was early October, our second year of hosting the big crowd, and Kiju was in the kitchen cooking supper. John and his family had yet to arrive. One of the other families told us they had stayed in Maine to haul potatoes and onions. When I heard this, my heart sank and I resigned myself to thinking they wouldn’t come at all. I was sitting outside on the front step trying to channel the spirit of my grandfather. I had stripped the bark off a piece of a branch with a knife my grandmother had given me. Not his knife—I wasn’t ready for that yet. The knife he used for carving delicate scenes into wood sat in the same wooden box as his photo. It sat alongside Kiju’s knife, the one used for separating mother from newborn, the one engraved with the word we’ ji’wet, to give birth. I never did earn my grandfather’s knife, and by the time I earned Kiju’s, she was gone. I wish she had been around to give it to me herself. I think she would have been proud.

“They will both be yours someday. Either by talent or my death.”

I stopped what I was doing and looked at her as if she’d proclaimed her death to be imminent.

“Aliet, I’m not going anywhere. I just mean that you need to show me your dedication to using these knives as they were intended. And if neither carving nor guiding babies into the world is your calling, you will get the knives when I cross over to meet your mother and grandfather. But if I am being honest, I do hope that you carry on one, if not both, of these things. I hope that isn’t too much of a burden.” She smiled and made her way into the backyard, where I heard her talking to the pig.

On this particular day, I was concentrating on carving the image of an acorn. A perfectly formed one, its little hat still affixed, sat on the step beside me for reference. The branch I’d chosen was wide and had a small bulb protruding from it. I was concentrating hard on removing the bulb without breaking the branch when I looked up to see a woman walking up our driveway. I raised my hand to my eyes to block the late-day sun and get a better look. She swayed as she walked, and the closer she got, the more I could make out the shape of her. She carried one baby on her back and the other on her hip, a suitcase in the other hand.

“Kiju, it’s Sally,” I hollered. The acorn rolled off the step as I jumped up, closed my knife and placed it in my pocket. I shoved the branch I’d been working on under the step for safekeeping.

“Kiju,” I hollered again.

“I heard you.” She came to the door, held open with a wedge of wood to let the cool autumn air inside. “Well, seems that girl comes to my house just to have babies. Look at the belly, round and hard. Even from here, I can tell she’s nearly ready. I must have a talk with Ben.”

Kiju laughed. I laughed too, even though I wasn’t entirely sure why. Maybe it was the thought of Big Ben getting scolded by my grandmother, the smallest woman I knew, and Ben the largest man I’d ever seen.

“Go to the well and get her some water.”

I grabbed the bucket from the kitchen and ran out the back door. I placed the bucket under the pump and forced the lever down until water came gushing out, clean and clear. Our well was fed from a natural spring that ran far under the earth and Kiju proclaimed it to be the best water Mother Earth had to offer.

The water sloshed over the sides of the bucket as I raced across the yard to greet Sally. She was seated now with Kiju crouched behind her, rubbing her back. The younger boy slept under a blanket, held up with two sticks draped over the top to keep the sun off him. His birthmark, so red last fall when he rushed into the world, had faded, a small mark just below his right eye. Kiju said that birthmarks came from the ancestors, marking their favourites, but I didn’t really know. Sometimes I thought she made things up to trick me. And I didn’t seem to have one, no matter how much I looked. I liked to think it was buried somewhere in my hair as thick as a horse tail, said Kiju. The older boy sat at his mother’s side, his chin on his chest as he struggled to stay awake, curious about his new surroundings. Last fall, around the same time, I had watched my grandmother help birth the youngest. I’d been too young to help but old enough to sit with the women, to learn the song my grandmother sang only at a birth, to hear the first cry of a new soul. To sit under that tree, to be part of someone’s creation story.

“You look well, Sally,” I said, as I dipped a cup into the bucket and handed it to her.

“You’re sweet, Aliet. I don’t feel like I look all that well. I’m as big as a house. And as much as I wanted a girl, I think this one will be another boy.” She held the cup to the older child’s lips, and he took a sip. She reached over and rubbed the tummy of the sleeping child. Kiju was still on the ground behind her, kneading Sally’s lower back with her knuckles. Little sighs of relief escaped Sally’s lips.

“Did you take the train?” Kiju asked.

“I did. And this one was a rascal, running up and down the aisle.” She looked crossly at the older boy, but he just stared back, his brown eyes so big. My grandmother said he would grow into them one day, but I wasn’t as sure. Sally couldn’t stay cross with him, and kissed the tips of her fingers and placed them on his forehead, and he smiled before laying his head on his mother’s thigh, drifting into sleep.

“And no one offered you a ride from the station?” It was Kiju’s turn to sound cross.

“No, but I don’t mind. After sitting for so long, it was nice to get up and move a bit. And I don’t have a lot. Ben will be bringing the rest in a day or two. I thought I might ask you to help me a bit until he comes?” Her voice went low. “I would have waited for him, but I didn’t want to be alone if this one came while he was out fishing.” She rubbed her belly.

“Of course, Sally. You are always welcome here. You and the boys can have my bedroom, and I’ll bunk with Aliet until Ben comes.”

If it had been anyone but Sally, I might have protested, but I loved her, even when she was scolding me. When not scolding, she had a way of making me feel special, included. Sally always had a kind word for me, and Ben always a penny, which I saved in a little tin can I kept hidden under my bed.

For two days, Sally slept in Kiju’s bed, and I slept pushed up against the wall of my bedroom, my grandmother, who was prone to snoring, beside me. During the day, Sally mostly sat. Her roundness prevented her from doing much else. I tried to be of help, rubbing her swollen feet, getting her tea and playing with the boys. The youngest had just been weaned and still cried occasionally for the breast, but aside from that they were good children. Well-behaved, as much as young boys, full of energy, could be.

Over the next few days, the rest of the apple pickers began to arrive. While I loved this time of year and the atmosphere it brought with it, I was disappointed to see my cousin Kenneth among them. Ever since we got lost in the woods, Kenneth had started to get mean. He was always a little unkind, but he was getting worse each time I saw him. Ever since his father had dragged him away by the arm, muttering curse words under his breath, Kenneth seemed distant, on his own in every way. And I wouldn’t understand why for three full decades. It made me feel only a little better knowing he wasn’t really my cousin. My grandmother had taken in his mother when she needed a place to stay long before he was born, and so he had somehow gained the right to call her Kiju. I don’t know if he was an ugly boy or if I just perceived him to be ugly because of how he treated me, but in my mind’s eye he was just about the ugliest boy in the world, with short, cropped hair because of the lice and teeth already beginning to colour with rot. When he arrived that fall, the first thing he did was seek me out. Not to catch up, not to play a game of tag. His motivation seemed to be to make me feel bad. I was attempting to avoid him by weaving in and around the tents when he jumped out in front of me.

“Hey there, orphan half-breed,” he sneered.

He hadn’t seen John come up behind him.

“Shut your mouth, Kenneth. Don’t listen to him, Aliet. He’s not one to talk about being mixed.”

Kenneth balked and turned to walk away, cursing John under his breath.

“John,” I said, perhaps louder than the greeting required, “I was afraid you weren’t coming this year.”

He walked toward me and embraced me in a quick hug. “We just got here.” He turned and pointed to where his parents were setting up their tent. His mother waved and I waved back. “You need to ignore Kenneth. He just likes to be an ass. He’s that way in school, too. And he won’t tell you, but his dad is half too.”

John walked quietly beside me until we got to his camp. I didn’t even have time to say my hellos to his family before I heard my grandmother calling me to dinner.

Kenneth’s father was an ass, that’s what my grandmother called him. That’s why Kenneth’s mother left and moved to Boston. Too many times she had to explain a bruise or a broken bone. I never knew my grandmother to hate someone, she always said hate was wasted on the hater, but boy, did she hate Kenneth’s father, and she warned me to stay away from him, especially when he got into the drink. Regardless, Kiju always made allowances for Kenneth, even now. It was something I never understood. If anyone had asked me, I would have told them he was rotten to his core, but Kiju said that all souls needed love, even Kenneth. I had half a mind to remind her of what she said about his father, but I kept it to myself. And while I like to think that I am a good person, I never reserved my good thoughts for Kenneth; he only ever received my scorn. And in the end, after what he did, I don’t think there is anyone on earth who would say he didn’t deserve it.

After a quiet dinner of just Kiju and myself, I made my way over to Sally’s fire. She’d moved out of the house that morning after receiving word that Ben was on his way. Kiju had lent her one of the kitchen chairs and we’d pushed the legs into the earth to make sure it didn’t tip on her. I sat on the ground across from her and whispered the word and let it roll around in my head, repeating it in clenched whispers. Half-breed.

“Sally, am I a half-breed?”

She looked at me, the youngest asleep on her lap, the other entertaining himself with a stuffed toy dog. “Good god, Aliet, where did you learn that? You are exactly what the ancestors had in mind, and I won’t hear another word about it.” She handed me the sleeping baby as she got up to put a kettle over the open fire. As I looked down at the child, so peaceful and quiet, the word and all it implied vanished off my tongue and slipped out of my mind. Sally could do that, could make me forget the unpleasant things. Most of them, but not all.

When the baby woke, I let him grip my hair, the strands tangled up in his pudgy little fingers. He was the spitting image of Big Ben, although I would never tell Sally that. She got pretend annoyed when people said that, afraid that none of her children were ever going to look like her. She pretended it didn’t, but I think that secretly it bothered her. They did have her brown eyes, though. The oldest boy sat by the fire playing in the dirt, drawing pictures with a small twig and pulling grass and arranging it in a way that only he could understand.

As the sun began to sink and I waited for my grandmother to call my name to come home, Big Ben wandered across the field toward his wife and kids. He was one of the last to arrive, never knowing how long he was going to be out on the boat. All depends on the catch is what he always said. Sally didn’t like him going on the fishing boats for days at a time, but the money was good.

“If he keeps putting these babies in me, he’s going to have to spend a lot more time at sea. Gotta feed them all now,” she laughed as he bent down to kiss her on the forehead.

“Well hello, Aliet,” he said with more enthusiasm than was necessary, and I blushed.

“Hi, Big Ben.”

“I got something for ya.” He bent down to where I was sitting with his son and turned my small, freckled hand over and placed a penny in my palm before closing my fingers around it. “Now don’t spend it all in one place.”

With each new penny, I’d tried to map the details of his hand. The broken lines, the shape of his nails. I would compare them to mine, trying to find any likeness. But hands are different, they are not the same as noses or eyes, or the shape of a chin or dimples. All I saw were the weathered hands of a man who worked hard. There could be no real comparison to my small, pale, thin fingers and half-moon nails, which Kiju cleaned and shaped on Sunday evenings. But I looked nevertheless, hoping against hope to find some resemblance.

Kenneth never got a penny from Big Ben, and that day he saw me get one. The next day, as I patiently waited for supper to be ready, I was sitting on the step, knife in hand and the stick I’d been working on starting to resemble an acorn, when he walked by.

“Big Ben isn’t your father, you know.”

“I never said he was.” I was surprised and a little embarrassed that Kenneth knew what I was thinking.

“But you want him to be.”

“What does that even mean? You’re such an idiot.” I was unnerved that he could read me so well.

“I think your father is the man who buys our baskets, the one with the curly red hair and missing thumb.”

I stood up so fast that my acorn flew into the air and fell near his feet. He looked down before lifting his foot and bringing it down hard, crushing the wooden acorn under his boot. When I heard it crack, I felt my anger rise.

“What are you going to do without John here to save you?” he sneered.

I clenched my fists at my sides as he started to laugh. Not the happy laughs we might have shared just a year ago, but one that held malice. He was surprised when I walked up to him, looked into his ugly face and punched him square in the nose. His head flew back, and he stumbled but didn’t fall. Blood dripped down his chin. My knuckle was split, a cut the size of his two front teeth. My own blood seeped in between the clenched fingers of my fist. I wasn’t even sorry I did it. He wiped his hands on his pants, turned and walked away.

“Half-breed bastard,” he whispered under his breath, but loud enough for me to hear. I started to walk toward him, but he took off running, checking over his shoulder to make sure I wasn’t following.

He never did tell Kiju that I gave him a bloody nose. I don’t know what he told his father, but I never got into trouble. Big Ben had been walking by on his way to the outhouse and saw the whole thing.

“Get that cleaned up,” was all he said, motioning to my hand, as he continued on his way.

While the stew simmered on the stove, Kiju was in the garden explaining the medicinal value of beet greens to someone from the camp, so I was able to sneak into the bathroom unobserved. When I sat down at the dinner table, the murmur of the apple pickers drifting in through the open window, Kiju glanced down at the makeshift bandage I had fashioned out of her old cleaning rags stinking of iodine. I smiled and picked up my fork with my other hand. I spilled food everywhere.

“Seeing as though you seem to be injured, I guess you don’t have to help with the dishes tonight,” she said as she cleared the table.

I rocketed out of my chair so fast that it tipped over, crashing to the floor. “Sorry,” I said as I righted the chair and turned to flee the house before Kiju could change her mind.

The sun had started its early descent, the crown of it peeking out over the small hills we liked to call mountains, setting the clouds ablaze, a patchwork of red, orange and purple. I pulled the blanket tighter around my shoulders against the chill as I walked up and down the narrow aisles and between the tents, moving to avoid playing children, breathing in the smell of bread fried in pork fat over an open fire. But it wasn’t the food I was interested in; it was the faces, always the faces.

I’d always wondered about my father’s identity, but I didn’t miss him the way I missed my mother. I’ve been told that you can’t miss something you’ve never had, but I don’t think that is true. For a moment, my mother and I had known each other. We had existed together in this world. But my father, he had never existed, at least not for me. He was as real to me as the tooth fairy. But that night, with the swelling of my hand under the bandage, the memory of how great it felt to punch Kenneth in the face, I felt an urgency to know, a keen desire to prove Kenneth wrong, to prove that I was every bit as Indian as he was. But I didn’t see anyone who had the same freckles that stretched across my nose, and to my dismay, only Kenneth had green eyes. Sometimes, when Kenneth was too much on my mind, I forgot that Ben also had green eyes. Those were the eyes I wanted to remember, that I wanted to be my own.

Upset at my failure to identify a single feature that matched mine, I headed home. The moment I stepped in the door, I could tell something was not right. It wasn’t anything specific, just a heavy feeling in the air, the quiet of a house that usually had singing or boiling water, the clang of pots or silverware, the echo of clucking chickens, the clack clack of knitting needles. But the table was bare, nothing sizzled on the stove, and my grandmother’s knitting sat on the seat of her chair, untouched.

“Kiju?” I half called, half whispered.

Silence.

I walked around to her bedroom door and there she was, hunched over, sitting on the edge of her bed, crying.

“Kiju! What’s wrong?” I hurried over and knelt in front of her.

“It’s nothing, just me being a silly old woman.”

“You are not silly.”

She reached down and took my cheek in her hand. “I’m afraid I am. Crying because one of the young girls at the camp had a baby a couple days ago.”

“Well, that’s good news. Isn’t it?”

“I suppose it is.”

“Then why are you crying?”

“She went into town, to the hospital.”

“Oh.”

I still wasn’t entirely sure why this brought tears, so I stayed quiet, waiting for her to explain.

“She didn’t want to have her child under the tree. She told Sally she didn’t think it was safe. Her doctor told her it was barbaric. Can you imagine giving such a word to birth, barbaric?”

“Well, that’s silly. Lots of ladies have their babies under the tree.”

Yet it was true that we hadn’t had as many women in the last few years. Kiju had assumed it was because women were having fewer children now. When she was young, it wasn’t uncommon for a woman to have ten children. Now, that was a rarity. I don’t think she or I ever considered that the women would feel unsafe and choose not to come to us, to give life under the tree.

“She didn’t even come and talk to me about it,” she whispered, more to herself than to me. I moved up to sit beside her and rubbed her back until her sighs began to soften.

She was wiping the last of her tears off her face when there was a knock at the door. Ben’s deep voice boomed throughout our little house.

“It’s Sally. She’s ready, Kiju. Sally says she’s ready to go.”

Kiju looked to me and smiled. The tears, so recent, forgotten in an instant. The timing could not have been better. I often thought, and still do think, that Sally must be a saint.

“Gather the herbs, the leather to wrap the baby in and the rest of the supplies, and meet me at Sally and Ben’s tent,” Kiju instructed as she put on her shoes to follow Ben across the grass, wet with evening dew.

I quickly gathered the herbs we needed, a packet of tobacco to lay down, two small kettles, a few clean cloths, a book of matches to light the fire, a metal cup and a new moss bag ready to carry the little one once the baby arrived.

Sally was at the campsite, lying on the ground on a blanket, and Ben was sitting with her head in the cross of his legs. He was using his fingers to rub the sides of her head, and she hummed quietly, her eyes closed. Kiju knelt beside her and pressed on her belly, checking her breathing, while humming the same tune. Loaded down with supplies, I stood at the edge of the scene and watched, excitement growing in my belly. Excitement for a new soul to join us, and excitement because surely a new baby for Sally and Ben would let Kiju know that she was still needed, that many more babies would be born under the ancient tree, nature’s midwife who bore witness to our continued existence.

A short older woman with white hair, a relation of Sally’s, appeared out of the approaching dark and took one of Sally’s arms, with Kiju under the other. With a nod from Kiju, Ben took the two boys, kissed Sally and disappeared to his brothers’ fire.

“I love you, woman,” he said as he walked away. Sally winked.

As we walked, the hum emanating from the throats of all three women grew loud and deep. The song seemed to help Sally rise above the pain. She swayed and they swayed with her, she slowed and they slowed, she bent over in pain and they held her. I followed, carrying the supplies, the clank of the kettle against the cup keeping rhythm. The path to the birthing tree wasn’t long, a five-minute walk when there wasn’t a woman in labour.

“It’s these big swollen feet,” Sally said.

“I think it might be that baby that is trying to be born,” Kiju replied.

As the moon replaced the sun, its white light flickered through the crooked branches and remaining leaves of early October. The splintered light reflected off the surface of the pond that only moments before was alive with frog song but now sat silent, waiting. It felt as though the entire world was holding its breath. Sally found herself a comfortable spot, one arm draped over each of the two roots, and I wondered—the same as every time the tree cradled a woman—if it was the same place my mother had chosen.

I lit the fire while Kiju checked on the position of the baby.

“Head first, Sally, nothing to worry about. Aliet’s getting the tea ready that’s going to help you keep your strength. For now, just hum along with us.”

I gathered some water from the pond and placed a handful of partridge stems and leaves in the kettle to steep. The tea would help Sally during the birthing process. Kiju kept all the medicines we needed in tin jars above the sink in our little kitchen.

In spring, summer and fall, we wandered the woods and the nearby meadows to collect herbs and mushrooms, flowers and roots, with the occasional trip to the water’s edge along the bay for seaweed to calm an angry belly. Kiju showed me the best ways to harvest to ensure the plants we needed would grow again, and with each one she explained its purpose and how to properly prepare it for use: pussy willow steeped in hot water to treat a cold, the bark of yellow birch to ease indigestion, cherry bark for high blood pressure, cedar to welcome a baby. These were the things she tried to teach me when I was too young to appreciate them. I was too fixated on the colour of my eyes, the smile of one boy and the cruel words of another, when I should have been learning. These were the things she knew I would need to know someday, the things she wrote on recipe cards, her immaculate cursive reminding me how to heal. I feel foolish now as I look back and see the things I worried about when I was a child. And I think about the things I missed while I focused all my attention on holding a grudge, on proving someone wrong, someone who never deserved my time. But the past is just that, the past, and dwelling on it will never change it. But that does nothing to quell my regret. On some of the cards there were sketches. I needed to know the difference between hemlock and balsam. This and the song she sang while babies were being born were her legacies, both of which I left behind at eighteen. But that night, I breathed the scent of the steeping tea and the sounds of women, their hum in harmony.

I loved that song, the one she sang, passed down from her mother, the one she used to calm a labouring mother and welcome a son or daughter. It makes me sad now, thinking that I don’t remember it, that I can’t conjure the tune. Once in a while the memory comes back, usually in the place between asleep and awake, and I try to catch it, try to hold on to it, but it always escapes me. And for the rest of the night, I lie awake mourning the loss.

Kiju waved me over. Her hands were resting on Sally’s thighs, the light from the lantern flickering as it muted the pain on Sally’s face.

“You’re going to help me.”

My first instinct was to run, but Kiju took my hand and pulled me to my knees and placed my hands on the inside of Sally’s thighs. Sally looked down and smiled, nodding her head.

“Don’t worry, Aliet, I trust you.”

“But I’m eleven,” I exclaimed, rather loudly.

“I know how old you are. I’m not leaving you, Aliet. I’m right here,” Kiju said.

“But I’m only eleven,” I repeated, panic rising in my voice.

Kiju smiled and stirred the tea. I took a deep breath, and one last look up into the leaves to see the sliver of moon shining through.

Sally made a grunting noise and pushed herself up, her chin pressed into her chest. I looked behind me again.

“Kiju, the baby is coming.”

“I know.”

“Kiju, the baby is coming,” I repeated, a little more urgent this time. “I’m not ready.”

All I could imagine was the baby coming out all slippery and me dropping it. Sally would hate me for life if I hurt her new baby. I started to cry.

“It’s okay, Aliet. I wasn’t going to make you catch the baby. I just want you to see how a woman gives birth. It’s such a beautiful thing. I never tire of it.”

My tears turned to ones of relief.

I moved aside, the warmth from Sally’s thighs still on my hands. Kiju took my place as I returned to the tea, a place where I knew I could hurt only myself. And a burn would be nothing compared with the imagined injuries I would inflict upon an innocent baby. I emptied the partridge tea into a large mug and handed it to her relation, who held it to Sally’s lips for her to drink. Then I filled the kettle again, but this time with cedar and a few beech leaves to clean Sally and the baby once the birth was over.

The baby was born easily, just like the other two. Two strong pushes and his head slipped out. Kiju took it into her soft hands and gently turned it, to help Sally out a bit. The humming grew loud.

“One more, Sally, one more and we should be good.”

Sally took a deep breath. She clenched her teeth and pushed. The baby came out in a rush of fluid, clear and scented of salt water. I stood up to see over Kiju’s shoulder to gaze at this little human I’d helped, if ever so slightly, to guide into the world. Another boy, his head full of black hair, his face all squished. He cried his first cry as Kiju placed him on Sally’s chest, her hands and arms wet with birth. The song was over. I watched Sally, just as enamoured of this son as she’d been of the ones who came before him. There must be so much room in a mother’s heart. Kiju, Sally’s relation and I stayed silent, waiting. The first words a baby hears must be those of his mother, so he understands that he is safe and loved.

“Pjilsi nkwis, kesalul,” Sally whispered into his tiny ear.

I watched Kiju take the twine, cut days before in preparation, to tie off the cord. She cut it with her own knife, reserved for this one duty, and set it aside. Sally would want to take it home and bury it with the others to remind her children where their home will always be. The ground was dark where he entered the world, Sally’s water and blood joining the blood of our women, the blood of my own mother.

She cooed and kissed his wet head, whispering to him.

“Aliet, clean up now and get the tea ready.” My grandmother’s voice snapped me out of my daze as she took the baby from Sally and washed him with water that smelled of cedar before wrapping him in the soft leather and placing him at his mother’s breast. This was a ritual reserved for the grandmother, but since Sally’s mother had passed away, it had become Kiju’s responsibility and one she took very seriously.

I washed my hands in the remaining water before returning it to the earth. I put a fresh kettle on to boil, and Sally’s relative left to return to her own family and to let Big Ben know it was time to meet his son. Sally pulled the leather hide away so I could see his face. Even through the cloudy eyes of a newborn, and in the dim light of a lantern, I thought I could see a fleck of gold in his dark-brown eyes.

The baby born, the placenta and cord cleaned and wrapped to take home with them, Ben arrived to greet his new son. He sat beside Sally, kissed her and then kissed the head of his newest child. He carried a blanket, which he laid across his wife and child before climbing under and taking them both in his arms. The small family held in the roots of that tree.

“Another boy,” Sally said, rolling her eyes and smiling.

“He’s a handsome one, too. Looks just like his dad.”

Sally elbowed him in the midsection, and he kissed her again. It felt odd sitting there watching something so personal, but Kiju and I had to stay until the little one started feeding and Sally was strong enough to make her way back to the camp. I turned away and stared into the dark, to give them their privacy. But not before peeking one last time at Big Ben, who seemed to be in awe of something so small.

Before the sun was up, Ben, Sally and their baby boy were back at their tent, Ben caring for their every need. I was excited to tell John, but he and his father had already left for the orchards, so the news would have to wait.

Before we were allowed to sleep, we had to clean up. I was at the stove, boiling water to clean the birthing supplies.

“Kiju, who’s my father?” While I had spent many autumn days looking into the faces of the men who inhabited the camp, I had never asked Kiju. More than once the question had sat on the tip of my tongue, but there was something about watching Ben with the new baby that forced it out.

She looked surprised and a little uneasy. She paused, for what seemed to me a very long time, as if she were carefully choosing what she would say next.

“I don’t know. Your mother never said.” She turned away to place a stick of hardwood in the stove. I looked out the little window above the wash basin, admiring the colour of morning.

“You think it could be Big Ben?” I asked, without turning around.

She was quiet at first and I let myself believe, only for a moment, that he might be. She seemed to be deep in thought, as if conjuring the right answer.

“I suppose. They were friends, good friends. He’s the same age, and you were born before he and Sally got friendly. But Ben’s a good man. If he thought you were his child, he’d claim you.”

“Maybe she never told him.”

“Where is all this coming from? Who’ve you been talking to?”

“No one. Just that everyone else has a father but me. I don’t have a mother or a father. Just think it’s a bit unfair, that’s all. And Ben’s light like me. And he has green eyes.”

“His father was Acadian, died of a fever before he was born,” she said, shooing the cat off the counter. “His mother could say the Lord’s Prayer in French and thought she was better than the rest of us because of it.” She rolled her eyes and threw me a smile. “And don’t you worry, Aliet, you got me.”

She stood behind me and reached around, filling the palm of her hand with bubbles from the dishes. She stepped back and blew a soapy pile of bubbles into my hair and laughed.

I didn’t want to tell her what Kenneth had said. How my light skin was a focus of torment for him. How I wanted the word half-breed not to be applied to me. And I did have Kiju, and each day I was grateful for that, and I would never want her to think that she wasn’t enough. So I wiped the bubbles out of my hair and went to get ready for bed.

I only saw Kenneth once more that autumn. I worked hard to avoid him. I was sure he would want revenge for his bloody nose. Each time I stepped down from the front stoop of our little house, I checked over my shoulder. Each time I visited the outhouse, I would peek through the crescent moon window before leaving. Yet despite how careful I was, he found me anyway. It was the middle of the day, and Sally and the new baby were napping inside the house. The other two boys were playing on the ground while I worked at carving. After Kenneth crushed the wooden acorn, I had started something new. I took a piece of old maple and sanded it down until it was thin. Then I found a perfectly intact leaf, no rips or pieces missing, and was trying to etch the veins into my piece of wood. I was so intent on getting them right, my head down, knife in hand, that I didn’t see him approach. The boys took no notice, they were used to people milling about. I let out a shocked cry when Kenneth reached over and knocked the wooden leaf out of my hand.

“What are you doing?” I yelled.

“You got me in trouble. It’s called payback.” He reached to the ground and took the carved leaf and broke it in half. “That’s for breaking my nose.”

His nose did look bad, and the skin around his eyes was black and blue, but I was sure I didn’t hit him hard enough to break it.

“You started it.”

“I was just saying what’s true. Half-breed. You think you’re better than us with your ghost skin.”

I looked down at my summer skin, still not as brown as his, and felt ashamed and then angry that I let him make me feel that way.

“No, I don’t.” I wished I could have thought of something cruel to say to him, but my mind was muddled.

“You’re gonna get all high and mighty,” he snickered.

“You’re an ass, just like your daddy,” was all I could muster, and immediately regretted it, using that language in front of Sally and Ben’s boys. I wanted John to walk by and defend me, for Kiju to come around the corner, for Sally to step out of the house, for Big Ben to take him by the collar of his T-shirt and drag him away. But no one came.

“You’re not a real Indian. Kiju should send you to live with the man with the missing thumb.”

I stood up and started toward him. “Your daddy ain’t full either.”

He started to back away. He didn’t run like I wanted him to, but walked confidently, knowing I couldn’t go anywhere, I couldn’t leave the boys. He smiled, turned and walked away.

There are some people who don’t know how to be happy. They find joy only in misery. And I believe that Kenneth was one of those people. He found joy in other people’s misery; he sought out hurt instead of love. He dismissed friendship and replaced it with scorn. He found injustices where there were none and he held on to them. And for reasons that, at the time, I thought had nothing to do with me, I became the focus of his hurt, his anger. I wonder, if I had known the truth, if I could have changed things back then, if I could have been the bigger person. Maybe things wouldn’t have turned out the way they did if I had known.
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During a particularly nasty autumn storm, I had to set pots in four different places around the house to catch the rain. It was frustrating but also beautiful to fall asleep to the sound of water striking metal. The next morning I was up on the ladder, inspecting the holes in the roof, when a truck turned up the drive. I knew instantly it was Ben and Sally. I hurried down the ladder and over to the truck just as Sally was getting out. I grabbed her in a hug. She was still strong for an older woman, the result no doubt of all that mothering.

“What are you doing here?” I said as I ran around to the driver’s side to hug Ben. I looked across the road to the bare field, a field that hadn’t seen pickers in decades. But the ghost of the past came back to me in the scent of a campfire carried from somewhere by the wind.

“We came to help you fix the place up. I wish Kiju had let me know the state of it—I would’ve come down to help out.” Ben walked past me, his eyes on the ladder.

“She was stubborn,” I said as I followed him. “How’d you know I was here?” I’d only been home a week and hadn’t had the chance to let them know.

“Saw Will Francis down home in the grocery store and he said he’d drove by and seen you here trying to fix a window with some cardboard.” Ben laughed.

“I haven’t seen him in years.” I marvelled at how news still travelled so fast in Indian country.

Sally and Ben set up in Kiju’s old bedroom and then set right to work, Ben on fixing the place and Sally on salvaging the garden and preparing it for the cold weather. Ben was back and forth to the hardware store, gathering supplies for the house, burlap to cover the garden for the winter. I went between the two, going to where I was needed most, holding a ladder or on my knees in the dirt pulling weeds with Sally. It didn’t take long for the house to start resembling itself again, and as it did, I found myself wondering about the things I had wondered when I was young, before the scar, before all the loss. When I could, I would sneak a look at Ben’s hands, aged now with a few spots littering the dark and weathered skin. His hands were ones of a man who had worked hard all his life. But also of a man who I could never imagine would use them in violence. A man who had the devotion of a strong woman and who had held his babies and raised them with love.

Once, he caught me staring at his hands.

“You expecting a penny?” he said, and I looked away, my face warm and red.

“Lost in a daydream,” I answered. “But it has been a while since I got one of those pennies. I could use them now that I’m unemployed.” I still had a few months’ worth of savings until I had to decide on whether I wanted to go back to nursing.

I was adding new wire to the chicken coop in preparation for a few chicks I intended on purchasing, and Sally was turning soil in the garden, when we heard a crash. Sally and I looked at one another before breaking into a run. We reached Ben at the same time. He was laid out on the ground, the ladder beside him. As he struggled for breath, Sally knelt beside him and rubbed his chest.

“Just the wind knocked out of you. Stay calm.” Her voice was soft and comforting as it had always been, but I was not comforted.

The air around me began to turn cold as I watched Ben struggle for air. My vision blurred and I saw my own body lying on the ground—not Ben’s, mine. I felt the cold earth on my back, the pressure on my arms. I felt myself struggling. I felt the sting of snowflakes as they landed carelessly on my naked face. Then I felt light again, and John’s face was in front of me. I felt his hands hold me as I prayed for the earth to open up and swallow me.

“Aliet?” Sally hollered.

“Sorry,” I said as I shook my head and returned to the present.

“Help me get him inside.”

Ben slung one arm over my shoulder and the other over his wife’s. When we got him indoors, he fell heavily onto the couch. Sally went to the kitchen.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Nothing too serious. You okay?”

Sally returned and handed him a drink of water.

“Yeah, sorry. Not sure what happened just then.”

“You want to talk about it?” Sally asked.

“I do not.”

“Okay, then.”

Under strict orders from Sally, Ben spent the rest of the day on the couch or wandering around the yard when he got antsy, which was always. He was never a man to be still, so Sally sent him to the store for food.

We were sitting down to eat—a roast chicken with boiled potatoes and coleslaw—when Sally asked, “So why now?”

“What do you mean?” I asked as I spooned some coleslaw onto my plate.

“Why have you moved home now? I thought you never wanted to come back. So I guess I’m wondering what made you come home.”

“Kiju died and . . .” I paused, not entirely sure I knew what I was going to say next. “And I miss her. She was all I had.”

“What do you mean? What about us?” Sally asked.

“Sally,” Ben said, a hint of warning in his voice. But she would not be deterred.

“It took her death to remember that there are people in this world who love you? Now that she’s gone, you want to be around her?”

I found the hint of disappointment in Sally’s voice unsettling, and I started to well up. A lump in my throat felt constricting.

“Where is this coming from?” I could hear the confusion in my own voice.

“You’ve always had people who loved you. Remember that you chose to walk alone.”

“Sally,” Ben whispered.

“Don’t Sally me,” she said before turning back to me. “You’ve had it hard, no one can deny it. Grief seems to favour you. But you’ve never been alone, you’ve never been abandoned, you chose loneliness. And it also meant that Kiju was alone. Did you ever think about her? She worried over you all the time. It bothered her to the end.”

This was the first time I heard that they’d been worried about me, that they’d discussed the life I’d lived behind my back. And I wasn’t sure if I should feel guilt for making them worry or anger for talking about me that way.

“She worried about me?”

“Of course she did. She was afraid that when she crossed over to the spirit world, you’d be completely alone. All she wanted was for you to love and be loved. And now here you are, getting close to mid-life, alone, unemployed. Living in the past?”

“I . . .” My voice dropped off as my fork sat across the plate, a lump of mashed potatoes sitting on top. Sally seemed finished with me and moved on to a conversation with Ben about one of the children.

Later that night, while I lay awake and went over the conversation in my head, I tossed and turned and let my anger grow disproportionately in response to what I perceived as an offence but in reality was the truth. Most people, I find, only appreciate the truth when it is directed at others and not themselves. I was particularly annoyed since she was right. The window beside the bed was open and the crisp autumn air was carried in on a strong breeze. Normally this was enough to put me to sleep in minutes, but not that night.

“I heard you get up.” Ben walked into the kitchen behind me. I poured a glass of water and set it in front of him and another for myself. “She doesn’t mean to be harsh. She’s just telling you like it is.”

“Of course, you take her side.”

“There are no sides. There is only truth.”

“Her truth. What does she know about my life?” I sounded like a spoiled child and I knew it.

“Not much, I must say. And whose fault is that?”

“You’re not very subtle.”

“Not trying to be.”

I went to take a drink from the glass and tipped it too soon, spilling cold water down the front of the T-shirt I was wearing as pajamas.

Ben let out a quiet laugh and I tried to hold mine in but failed.

“You got to admit to yourself that you don’t let anyone in, you don’t let anyone love you fully, no matter how hard we try. You live too much in the past.”

I wiped the water from my chin with the back of my hand, set my glass on the counter, gave Ben a hug and returned to my room. It was too late in the night to talk about this. I didn’t have the energy, physically or emotionally.

The next morning, I was up early and made breakfast. Bacon and eggs, oatmeal with homemade strawberry jam and coffee.

“This you apologizing?” Sally was already dressed when she came into the kitchen.

I handed her a cup of hot coffee. “I suppose it is.” We both sat. “I just hate it when you are right.”

“You must be filled up with hate, then.”

Now it was my turn to laugh.

Harsh truths are something we all like to avoid. It’s uncomfortable having the worst parts of you, the parts you know are the worst, held up like a mirror. I could have been angry, I could have denied it, I could have raged against Sally. She didn’t know my thoughts, she didn’t live my life, experience the world through my eyes. But I knew, always knew, that she was right.

“Let’s you and me take a walk,” Sally said after lunch on their third day at the house. “Ben can handle things here.” Ben nodded and Sally took my hand in hers and headed to the trail that led to the birthing tree.

“You still have your grandmother’s recipe cards? The ones with all her tonics and cures? The ones she wouldn’t let anyone have except you?”

“I do. They are in her wooden box.”

We walked to the tree, and to my surprise Sally sat down between the same roots where she had given birth to three of her five children. Sally mirrored the tree, her dark skin, wrinkled now with age, becoming one with the bark. She looked as comfortable there as she did anywhere else.

“You look like you belong to that tree,” I said after she had gone quiet and closed her eyes.

“I do. We all do. This tree holds our stories.”

“That’s what Kiju used to say.”

I sat down across from her just as I had all those years ago when I thought Kiju was going to leave me to deliver a baby on my own. I smile now when I think about it.

“She was a smart woman. If you’re not going back to nursing right away, you have some time. You could get those cards out and start learning again.”

The afternoon wind rustled the leaves on the tree and I looked up into her canopy. The sun tried to penetrate her leaves, but she protected us from its glare. For a moment, I imagined that each leaf was a baby born here, the way each star was a person taken to the other side. This tree was our record of us on earth, and she needed love.

“Maybe I will.”

“Maybe is a weak word.”

Sally was getting to her feet. I stood and offered a hand, which she swatted away. She dusted her hands off on her skirt and turned toward home.

Ben and Sally stayed for another two days. By the time they left for home, the roof was patched, the new windows were in, the table had been sanded and stained, the garden was ready for winter, five hens and a rooster had taken up lodging in the chicken coop, and before Christmas they would be joined by two pigs, all of whom I refused to name, heeding the advice of my grandmother from so long ago. The house was spotless, not a drop of dust to be found. I hadn’t seen it shine this way since Kiju lived here. We agreed they might come back and help me with the bathroom, maybe in the spring. The bathroom that Kiju was forced to install was small and cramped and the shower was tiny, Ben couldn’t even fit into it. Besides, the floor under it was starting to rot since there was no proper ventilation. I hugged them before they left and promised them both that I would focus on myself as my next project. And as luck would have it, if luck is something to be believed in, just a month later I would meet someone who quietly and gently reintroduced me to the life I had been meant to lead.



She thinks she is unlovable. I wish she could leave the past in the past and see what I see, the love she has yet to experience. She may not believe it, but her joy is written in my rings.



SEVEN

December 1967

I missed John when we didn’t see one another. After his family left each October, I would mope around the house for days. Kiju made me tea and my favourite sugar cookies to try and lift my spirits.

“You remind me of your mother just now, and a little of myself as a girl,” she said one evening while I was reading, dunking the cookies into a cup of hot chocolate, she with her knitting and a cup of tea on the little table beside her chair. I tore my eyes away from the page, waiting for her to continue. Her comparisons of me to my mother brought me a mix of joy and sorrow—joy because these stories were my link to my mother and sorrow because that link had been broken so soon after our meeting.

“I do?”

“Mooning over that boy John.” She smiled but didn’t look at me, so she could not have seen me blush.

“No, I don’t.”

“Nothing wrong with a little lovesickness. I had it when I was your age. I thought your mother had it for Ben when she was small, but it turned out to be friendship. Equally, if not more, important, I wager.”

“How did they know each other?”

“Same as you and John. Ben would come with his family each year and camp in the field. They became inseparable, those two.” She stopped knitting, hands mid-air, yarn twisted around her aging fingers, and looked out the window into the dark. I followed her gaze but saw nothing except the night. With a sigh, she returned to her work, the clacking of knitting needles the only sound between us.

“John’s a good boy, good family.”

“I’m twelve, Kiju.”

“Yes, yes, you are,” was her only response, leaving me to wonder what she meant.

Adults were always so cryptic when I was young. So many things went unsaid. But I was a thoughtful and careful child and knew something bigger often lurked behind those conversations, especially the ones spoken in hushed tones, ones that were cut short when children entered the room. I knew that more than a few of those conversations were about me, yet I never thought to ask. Perhaps I should have.

The first Saturday of Christmas break was a snowy one. I remember waking up to the smell of cookies and fresh bread. I got out of my bed and pulled my quilt around my shoulders.

“There’s oatmeal on the stove for you, lazy bones.” Kiju pointed to the old pot at the back of the stove. “And some honey on the table.”

I ladled myself some of the porridge. Kiju placed a cup of tea and a slice of toast with butter on the table in front of me.

“Some mail came for you yesterday. It’s on the table by the door.” Kiju pointed her fingers, dough strung through them like a thick spiderweb.

“For me?” I’d never gotten mail before.

“Yup. Looks to be from John.” She smiled and turned back to her task.

I jumped from my seat and my quilt fell to the floor. There were two letters on the little table by the door reserved for mail and keys. I saw that one was from Sally and addressed to Kiju and one was from John; and there, in his boy-like printing in the centre of the envelope, was my name. His name was tiny and scratched in the upper left-hand corner. I still have that letter. I remember the thrill of receiving my first bit of mail and the additional thrill that it was from John. I held the envelope for a moment without opening it. I returned to the table, placed the quilt across my lap, took a sip of tea and opened the letter.

Dear Aliet,

This is John Bear. I asked my mom if I could write you a letter and she said yes and she would mail it for me. I hope you are doing good. I am doing good. It was fun hanging out with you in October. I am looking forward to it again next year. I just had my birthday. My mom says now that I am 13, I have to have more responsibilities, so my dad taught me how to chop wood into kindling. Nothing else new. I hope you are having a good winter.

John Bear

It was brief, but it was also perfect.

“You might want to write him back and let him know that we will be travelling up his way for New Year’s.”

I turned my head so quickly, I thought it might fly clean off my shoulders. Kiju pointed to the other letter on the little table by the door.

“Ben and Sally have invited us to celebrate the New Year with them. I think we should go.”

I wrote back, telling John we would be arriving on December 27 and staying through the New Year. I was so excited about our trip that Christmas was a bit of a blur. A new set of mittens with a matching hat and a new book from Kiju. I had made her a tiny embroidery with wildflowers in home economics class. She hung it on the wall immediately and stood back to admire it. It wasn’t anything special, but I guess it was to her. The day we left for the tiny village where Ben and Sally lived was cool but clear, so we decided to walk to the station with our suitcases and an extra bag with homemade sweets and breads for Ben, Sally and the little ones. The snow was so clean and white, and the time between Christmas and New Year’s brings a quiet to the world that doesn’t exist any other time of the year.

When we arrived, Ben met us at the train station. He looked massive with the bulk of a winter jacket, big snow boots and a pair of mittens that I swear could have fit my entire arm. When he hugged Kiju, she nearly disappeared into his largeness.

“John was down earlier asking if you’d arrived yet. I told him to come back later.”

I blushed. I wasn’t sure why I turned pink at the mention of John, but it had recently become something that my body did of its own accord, without my permission. The blush felt especially warm against the cool winter air.

While Ben and Sally lived in the little village, John lived up the hill on the reserve with his family, a few doors down from Kenneth. They knew each other better than I knew either of them. I was excited to see John, but I had no desire to see Kenneth.

We arrived at the house just as John was walking into the yard. He smiled and waved as we got out of Ben’s old truck. I loved their home. It was old and needed work, but, like Kiju’s, there was love soaked into the walls and everyone could feel it. It was one of the oldest in the little village and sat two houses down from the bridge that crossed over a lovely river, which I swear I could hear sing. The rush of the current over stones, the sound of water brushing the leaves of the trees that stooped too low, the gentle sound of cattails in the wind.

“Just in time, John. Help me get the ladies’ suitcases into the house.”

John took my suitcase from the back of the truck and followed Ben. Kiju placed her arm around my shoulders and we followed them inside. Sally welcomed us and gave us each a hug. On the stove, water was already boiled, anticipating company.

“I’m making hot chocolate. Thought you might need a bit of warming up,” Sally said, as John helped me out of my jacket and hung it up beside his.

A little Christmas tree sat in the corner of the room, adorned with tinsel and lights. That Christmas is imprinted into my memory. Yet there are times when I think back and wonder if I imagined it all. In an act of self-sabotage that has become the hallmark of my adulthood, I searched my memory for grief, anger, despair, positive that such a happy memory could not possibly belong to me. The children were well-behaved and playful, the food was delicious, the conversation full of laughter. We played so many games of cribbage in the evening, and drank so much tea.

“You have to count your cards and you want them to add up to fifteen, like this, see.” I showed John my cards, two queens and two fives. He’d never played cribbage before, a fact we all found incredible. He wasn’t very good at it and didn’t take to it the way most people I knew did, so we played crazy eights instead. He won each game.

“I have to get going home. Mom has chores for me in the morning. And I can almost hear her telling me that I’ve been annoying you all for too long now,” John said, as he smiled at Sally.

“You’re never a bother here, John. You come by any time. Tell your mother I said hello and tell her she should come down here for a cup of tea and a little gossip sometime.”

“Will do.”

I walked John to the door.

“I’m glad you came down,” I said.

“Me too. Although I don’t think I will ever get the hang of that game.”

“Are you coming over for New Year’s?” I asked.

“I think so. I think Big Ben mentioned to my dad that the whole family should come. It’d be a busy house if that’s the case.”

“I like a busy house. It’s only ever Kiju and me in ours. Sometimes it’s so quiet, it’s creepy.”

“Except during apple season.”

“Except during apple season. My favourite time of year.”

“Me too,” he said, as he slid on a mitten.

“So, I’ll see you tomorrow?” I asked.

“I don’t think so. I have to help around the house tomorrow. Been slacking since you arrived,” he joked. “But I’ll be here New Year’s Eve.”

I want to say I wasn’t disappointed, but I was. I hope I didn’t show it, but I think he saw it in the way my shoulders slumped forward. He didn’t say anything, just moved in and gave me a hug. I rested into him.

“Well, I gotta go before I melt with all these clothes on.” He leaned in and kissed my cheek.

I closed the door behind him and watched out a window as he tucked his head into his chest and walked off into the dark. I stood there until the darkness erased him completely. Perhaps I was too young to understand affection in the way it would eventually present itself between us, but I knew there was something different about that hug, about that kiss that he had fixed onto my cheek. His kiss held a different weight than one from Kiju, Ben or Sally, or even one of the little ones. I couldn’t have told you what that was, but I knew it was different.

December 31 was spent cooking and cleaning. Everyone had their chores. Mine was to dust and clean the floors upstairs. Kiju and Sally were cooking a feast and Ben had gone up the reserve to check on a few of the Elders, to make sure they had everything they needed, firewood to keep warm and food to fill their bellies. He took the boys with him, bundled up against the cold and pulled on a toboggan. Before anyone arrived, Kiju washed my hair over the kitchen sink. She used rosewater shampoo and it smelled like summer. She brushed it until it lay straight and flat. I admired it in the mirror before it dried and began to frizz.

As the light withdrew and the moon started to rise, I began to feel inexplicably anxious. My stomach felt the same as it did when the teacher asked me to stand in front of the class and speak. When Ben mentioned that John’s family were coming down the road, it intensified, and I could feel little beads of sweat starting to form on my forehead. When my heart started to thump harder than I thought possible, I began to wonder if I was going to be the youngest person ever to die of a heart attack. And then I realized that for the first time since I’d known him, I was nervous about seeing John. I was in the middle of overthinking my reaction to his impending arrival when the door opened and his family bustled in. The rush of cold air felt good on my flushed face. John was the last one through the door and I peeked around Ben to see him. He had a red rose in his hand. He hung up his coat, then handed me the rose. To my surprise, it wasn’t a real rose but one made of wood. The wood was thin and had been curved to look like petals. From a distance you would never have known it wasn’t from Mother Nature’s own garden.

“My grandfather makes them, so I had him help me last night and I made one for you. Do you like it?” His voice sounded hopeful.

“I love it. It’s so incredible. I can’t believe you made this.”

“I can’t play cribbage, but I can carve a rose from wood.”

The nervousness I’d felt just moments before faded away as we joined the others. Before long, the table was crowded with food and everyone began to eat. There was so much laughter that it filled the house right up into the attic rafters and shook the spiderwebs in the dirt basement. We made New Year’s resolutions and drank fruit punch. Ben and John’s dad added a little rye whiskey to theirs, pretending to sneak it when their wives weren’t looking, but they were not fooling anyone.

Just before midnight, John whispered in my ear. “Let’s go for a walk. It’s too warm in here.”

“I don’t know if Kiju will let me. It’s really dark outside.”

But she had overheard. “You can go, just make sure you stay together, and stay away from the river. That water is too cold to be playing around.”

We bundled ourselves and walked out into the night. The stars are brighter in the winter. I know that isn’t scientifically correct, but you cannot convince me otherwise. Something about the cold makes them shine brighter. And that night, the sky was ablaze with stars.

“Reminds me of the star stories,” John said, looking up into the darkened sky. I closed the door behind me, leaving the heat and the sound of happiness on the other side of the door. The world became quiet, the hum of voices muted against the night.

“I like the Muin story. Kiju tells that one all the time.” I stood beside him and looked toward the horizon in search of Muin in the sky. And there she was, resting just along the top of the trees. In science class they call her Ursa Major, but we call her Muin, the Bear, the protector of the medicines, the guide to the changing of the seasons.

“Let’s go down by the river. I love it down there. We can sit under the bridge and wait for the New Year to arrive.”

“But Kiju said . . .” I started.

Kiju and Ben had made it clear to me for as long as I could remember that the river could be dangerous, especially in winter. The edges often froze where the water was shallow, but the centre offered up an illusion to those who didn’t understand the fickleness of ice. It was thin and the water underneath was deep. But I didn’t want John to think I was a coward or, worse, a little girl, so I followed him. The ground was uneven, and I was careful to keep my eyes on my feet. The farther away from the house we went, the less light there was. But I managed to keep up and stay on my feet. When we got to the bridge, we wandered down the narrow path used by so many other children who were told not to go down there without an adult. John climbed up on a large rock at the edge of the water and reached down to take my hand. It was difficult given the bulk of our combined mittens, but eventually I was sitting beside him as we listened to the river rush past. For the longest time, neither of us spoke. We sat watching the water. It was an easy silence. We were comfortable. Still, I wanted to know what he was thinking about in that exact moment.

“Penny for your thoughts?” I whispered.

“Nothing, really. Just how nice it is out here . . . with you.”

“You two are disgusting.” A familiar voice came from behind us and I screamed. I hadn’t heard him come down the path. Maybe he had been here all along, hidden by the dark.

“Hey, Kenneth,” John said, as I tried to slow my racing heart.

“What are you two doing down here? What are you even doing here in the village?” He pointed his chin in my direction.

“Kiju and I are spending the New Year with Ben and Sally. We came out for a walk.”

I hadn’t seen Kenneth since he’d crushed my wooden carvings and called me a half-breed. I heard one night while sitting around the fire that his mother, tired of explaining her bruises, had left in the night and moved to Boston to be with her sister, leaving her two sons behind. And for a short while I felt sympathy for Kenneth. My mother was gone as well, but she had no choice in the matter; his mother had left on purpose. On a certain level I could understand him, and it made my heart, so hardened toward him, soften a little.

“What are you doing down here alone?” John asked.

“My father is passed out and my little brother is with my grandparents, so I thought I would come down here and sit in peace. But I guess that isn’t happening now.” His voice wasn’t mean but sad.

“You can sit with us,” John said, and my formerly racing heart sank a little. I didn’t think Kenneth would stay, but the idea that John didn’t want to be alone with me hurt somehow.

“Thanks,” Kenneth said, and climbed up on the rock. There I was, entering a new year with John on one side and Kenneth on the other.

John lifted his mitten to look at his watch. “Ten, nine, eight . . .”

Kenneth and I joined in. “Seven, six, five, four, three, two, one. Happy New Year!”

We shouted into the dark. No one could hear us except the river. There were no midnight kisses or hugs, no loud party toys, no clinking of glass, just three friends sitting by a river, in the quiet, together, for the last time.




EIGHT

March 1997

It didn’t take long for my savings account to dwindle, so I was grateful, if not a little hesitant, when Susan told me that one of the nurses at the small community hospital had decided to retire and a position was going to be posted soon. It wasn’t public yet, but Susan was on the community health board and knew about these things. I went to the library in town and updated my resumé.

I got the position, and assumed that Susan might have put in a good word for me. Despite my twenty years’ experience, I was new at the hospital, so I was given the night shifts, but I didn’t mind; there were fewer patients from 8 p.m. to 8 a.m. People generally tend to get sick or injure themselves when they are awake. And rural emergency rooms are far less hectic than the ones I had worked at in the city.

I’d been working at the hospital only a few weeks when I met Miriam.

I was taking a nap in an empty bed in one of the exam rooms. The bed was old and didn’t lie flat, the reclining mechanism broken long ago. It was covered in a green sheet, and if you wanted a blanket, you brought one from home. The warm flannel blankets, hidden away in the warmer, were reserved for patients only. It felt like only minutes since I’d closed my eyes when the light flickered on and the head nurse told me to get up. We had a pregnant woman in distress.

The woman was rushed in, alert but in obvious pain. Her heart rate was up and once we got her hooked up to the fetal monitor, we noticed that the baby’s heart rate was high as well.

“How are you feeling?” I asked as I inserted an IV into her arm.

“Something’s wrong. Something’s wrong. Isn’t it?”

“Well, we’re not sure, so let’s just get some tests and see what’s going on. I just need you to relax and allow that baby of yours to chill out.” I smiled, hoping if I sounded calm, it would alleviate some of her fear.

I was checking her vitals when a woman in a sweater and jeans, her curly blond hair tied behind her head, came into the room. The pregnant woman sighed with relief.

“And this is . . .” I asked, since only family were permitted.

“My midwife.”

I was taken aback. I had assumed midwifery was illegal or at least strongly discouraged. I had a hard time reconciling the notion of this woman standing in front of me as a midwife when my grandmother had met so much resistance.

“I could tell something was wrong and advised hospital care immediately. Her husband is on the way. He had to drop their toddler at his mother’s.”

“Okay, well, we got it from here. Thank you.” I respected her work, how could I not, but something about this white woman standing there telling me she was a midwife irritated me. And none of it had anything to do with this woman, who appeared to understand her role and the situation. She shouldn’t be the target of my unreasonable rage, and I needed to remember that.

“Please let her stay. I need her,” the woman pleaded.

“Okay, but please just don’t interfere with her care.” I sounded sharper than I intended.

“Of course not. I’m here to assist.”

I listened to the midwife explaining the situation to the young woman in clear and reassuring tones as I reviewed and recorded her blood pressure, oxygen and heart rate. She reminded me of Kiju in the way her voice conveyed comfort.

“The obstetrician will be here shortly and we will be sending you upstairs. Good luck with the little one,” I said as I checked her IV bag one last time before leaving. I cleaned up and made my way back into the emergency room.

Five and a half hours later, my feet sore and my eyes tired from working through the night, I was ready to head home to my bed. As I gathered my sweater and purse, I peered out of the little glass window into the waiting area one last time. It was empty except for the midwife. As I headed for the main doors, with no way to avoid her, she stood up and extended her hand.

“I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced. I’m Miriam.”

“Aliet.”

“Aliet. That’s very pretty. Where is that from?”

“It was my great-grandmother’s name. It’s Mi’kmaq.”

“Oh.”

I don’t know what I was expecting, but I felt a lurch in my stomach, thinking she would end the conversation then and there or, worse, tell me I didn’t look Mi’kmaq.

“Your people have a long tradition of midwifery.”

“Doesn’t every culture?”

“Yes, I guess so. Doctors have only been birthing babies for a hundred years. We’ve been doing it since the beginning of time.” She threw her head back and her laugh filled the waiting room. “Walters, the doctor here, thinks we practise witchcraft. Fuck, I’m tired of hearing that from old white men.”

“I’ve heard it once or twice myself.”

She motioned for me to sit, so we sat down in the blue vinyl chairs, the magazine table between us, old copies of National Geographic and Maclean’s, dog-eared and worn. Aside from the custodian waxing the floors and the kitchen staff coming in to start their day, we were the only ones there. The fluorescent lights were harsh, and I knew they made the dark circles under my eyes appear darker than they were.

“So how is the woman you came in with?” I asked to break the silence.

“She’s great. A baby girl. Needs to spend the night in the NICU for observation, but she’ll be okay. They named her Jacqueline, after her grandmother.”

I nodded my head, grateful for a safe delivery.

“So, I wanted to talk to you . . .” She hesitated. “. . . because you seemed like you didn’t like me back there and I can’t handle when people don’t like me. My hurt feelings are downright pathological.”

“No, no. I’m so sorry, it’s just that I didn’t know there were midwives around here. I thought it was illegal. Not that I agree, I just thought . . .” I trailed off.

Miriam explained that midwifery was not legal, but it wasn’t illegal either; it was unregulated. Women had a choice, but to Miriam’s knowledge there were only three of them working in the province and they needed more. The demand was there, but the government was behind in supply and it seemed to her they weren’t even trying. “They are so stuck on their own ways of doing things.” She let out an exaggerated sigh. “They complain, but they leave us alone mostly.”

“They?” I asked.

“Government. Old stick-in-the-muds like Walters.”

“My grandmother was a midwife around here. But that seems like so long ago now. She used to help the Mi’kmaw women give birth under the birthing tree.”

I told her about my grandmother, about the birthing tree. Miriam had been born in a different province but had been living in this town for twenty-two years, and she’d never heard of the birthing tree, something that didn’t surprise me at all.

“And you didn’t carry on your grandmother’s tradition?”

I looked down at the floor, the weight of generations of knowledge, knowledge I had chosen to walk away from, heavy on my shoulders.

“Sorry,” she said. “Did I hit a sore spot?”

“Sure did.” I tried to laugh it off. “It’s just that she wanted me to. But the women stopped coming to the tree and I got wound up in my own life and . . .”

“Life happens. We can’t always do everything.”

“I have her recipes, the ones for all the medicines. I have the knife she handed down, a knife whose sole purpose is to bring life into the world, to separate baby from mother. I have these things from her.”

“I’d love to see them sometime. If it’s okay. I don’t want to interfere with any protocols you might have.”

“Are you trying to recruit me?” I tried to make another joke, but my exhaustion made it hard to be witty.

“I’m not saying no.”

The sound of the opening doors distracted us as a man brought in a little boy with a fever and a cough. I excused myself and, despite my shift being over, accompanied them through the metal doors and into an exam room. When I looked out next, Miriam was gone, but she’d left her name and number and a note with the charge nurse, asking me to call her sometime. She signed it with “I think we’d be good friends.” I folded the note and stuck it in my pocket.

The next day, the sky was threatening rain, but I set out to the birthing tree anyway, in my raincoat and rubber boots. I picked up the cans and trash and threw them to the side and sat in that place where the tree had held so many women. No one knew how long women had been giving birth under that tree. Kiju had always told me it had been happening for longer than there was memory. I sat there as the rain started, soft at first then harder, but I didn’t move. I stayed there, under that tree, letting the rain cover me, letting the rain run off the tips of my hair and my nose, letting the rain seep in under me and wet me completely. It was a cool rain, but I wasn’t cold. I felt relief and maybe even hope. I thought about all those women, all those babies, the memory of this tree, a grandmother to generations. I thought about my own mother, her young body, sitting here where I now sat. I thought of my Kiju and the joy she felt each time she welcomed a new soul. But I also thought of the day they took her away in handcuffs, those intrusive memories that make themselves heard even when we want to block them, to un-remember. I saw her bruised wrists and her crushed spirit. When the rain finally let up and I had let it soak through my clothes and into my skin, I got up and headed home. I felt, for the first time since I’d made my own teas for Sally when she was giving birth, that maybe, just maybe, I had a purpose.



For so long she was nothing more than a whisper in a hurricane, but now I can feel her again.



NINE

February 1968

On a bone-chilling day in February, over a table of textbooks and potato chips, Susan and I, despite me being only twelve years old, decided we were going to go to college together and studied more than we ever had, with the realities of impending adulthood still a few years away. Susan had become obsessed with the Women’s Liberation Movement and the Royal Commission on the Status of Women, so there was no room in her future for men—“just yet,” she said. So, in our conversations about the future, I left John out. In my mind, he was there, but around the kitchen table doing homework and when we were at school sitting on the bleachers eating lunch, I didn’t mention him. Susan and I had become friends thanks to her mother, who occasionally stopped by our house after dark to buy tea to help with something Kiju called “women’s troubles.” Susan came with her once, just after we’d started elementary school. She was my first friend who wasn’t either from the few small houses around ours or one of the ones who came with their parents in the fall.

“You an Indian?” she asked on her first visit to my house, looking around our small home, taking in all the things she would never find in her own home—ash baskets for collecting vegetables from the garden, braids of sweetgrass hung over the door.

“Half, I think.”

“You think? Don’t you know?”

“Nope.”

“How come?”

An adult would never have been so bold, and this is one of the things I still admire in children, their unchecked curiosity.

“I don’t have a father.”

“Sure you do. Everyone does.”

Susan’s mother lowered her voice and glanced over her shoulder, trying to listen in on the conversation, so I lowered my voice too.

“I don’t know who he is,” I whispered, then shrugged.

Susan’s mother turned and walked quickly toward us. She took Susan by the hand and escorted her out the door, thanking Kiju and chastising Susan for asking questions she had no business asking.

If Susan felt that me being Indian and fatherless were reasons not to be friends with me, she never said so. When we started school a few weeks later, she sat beside me, and we quickly became inseparable.

“My grandfather married an Indian woman after my grandmother died. Mom said that he was as happy as a clam.” This, to Susan, meant we shared something. What that was, I was never really sure, but it made us friends.

Susan had long, dark hair and skin darker than mine. “From the Greek side of my family,” she told me. In our little part of the world, having dark skin from her Greek family was mysterious and interesting. Indian dark and African dark were a different story altogether, seeming to hold something more sinister.

I still wandered among the pickers, looking for new faces, for anyone who might resemble me, no matter how vaguely. A new family would arrive, maybe fair skinned and freckled, and I would offer to help to hold their baby, to read with a child, to stir the stew. I would ask them about a Maggie, the potential of a long-lost photo. But I never found what I was looking for, and I would love to say that the older I got, the easier it got, but it didn’t. To acknowledge my status as an orphan—and not only an orphan but one with an unknown father—was a ghost that loomed large. The rest of the year it was easy to push my parentage out of my mind, but in October, when everyone gathered, the issue was front and centre. My desire to belong to someone took up all my thoughts and most of my time.

When I got a little older, my mind turned to other things at that time of year. I found myself looking forward to John’s arrival, scanning the cars and trucks as they pulled up, waiting for him. That year, his father and younger brother were there, but he wasn’t. I asked his father why he wasn’t there and he said John’s mother wanted him to stay in school. He’d had a hard year, so she decided to stay home with him. I walked away disappointed.

I was a teenager now, but I was still a child, particularly when it came to my feelings. As I walked back to the house, I let my mind wander, making something out of nothing. By the time I reached the door to the house, I had convinced myself that John didn’t come because he didn’t like me anymore. Maybe I had put too much stock in our letters, in the kiss on the cheek at New Year’s. I felt like a silly girl and moped around the house for the rest of the evening. That night I dreamt of John, and in the morning my feelings were tempered, not gone but a little less intense. Then Kiju got sad and my own emotions, valid or not, took a back seat.

It was a Saturday morning when Kiju came into the kitchen, a pronounced frown on her face.

“Something wrong, Kiju?”

“I heard another family chose to have their baby in the hospital.”

“Oh.”

She sounded hurt but busied herself setting the table for breakfast. She didn’t cry like the first time, but sighed a heavy sigh, full of loss.

“They’re still there, I guess. They keep the mother and the babies for a week, you know, away from family. Don’t even let the mothers give milk from the breast. I just can’t understand it.”

“It’s winter,” I said, hoping this weak excuse would soothe her worried heart, even though I knew that babies were born under the tree in winter. Kiju ignored me.

“We haven’t had a baby all year, Aliet.” She sat down, the weight of sadness taken out on the thin legs of a very old kitchen chair.

“I’m sure there’ll be more babies under the tree.”

She didn’t say anything as I placed a cup of tea on the small table beside her chair. That morning, I cooked us breakfast.

“Maybe I should chat with them. Reassure them,” she said as she scooped a spoonful of oatmeal into her mouth.

“It might help. Everyone trusts you, Kiju.”

“I don’t know, Aliet. They are starting to believe those white doctors instead of me. I fear they are starting to see me as a silly old woman trying to hold on to the past. But it’s more than that.”

I buttered a piece of toast and waited for her to continue.

“We’ve lost so much, I just can’t imagine this. Bringing our babies into the world in their way. Starting them off on their journey in such a cold manner. If we don’t hold on, if they don’t know their stories, how will they go out into the world? Lost, that’s how, disconnected.” She paused to take a breath. “I’ve heard that the mother isn’t even permitted to keep the birth sac. They throw it into a fire. It’s so wrong, Aliet, it just breaks my heart. Those children need to know their roots, need to know that there is always a place where they are loved and welcomed. These doctors are stealing our ways and giving us lost children.”

“I’m so sorry, Kiju.” I was still unsure how to comfort her, so I offered advice instead. “Maybe you should go talk to people, just like you said. Start with the folks who live here and maybe they will talk to their families. Tell them what’s happening. Tell them you are worried.”

She was quiet, considering my words. “Maybe.”

After breakfast, the dishes done, Kiju put on her boots and jacket and headed next door. I followed close behind. We knocked on the door and listened to the murmur of voices on the other side. Mrs. Jeremy opened the door.

“Well, look who’s here. Come in, come in.”

We took off our jackets and boots and followed her into the kitchen. Before we had the opportunity to refuse, she had put water on the stove for tea. I remember admiring the telephone that hung on the wall, a modern amenity that Kiju had yet to allow. Mrs. Jeremy set out a plate of store-bought cookies and sat at the table across from us, her cigarette squeezed between her fingers.

“What brings you two to my door on a cold day like this?”

Kiju took a breath before starting. “I wanted to talk to you about the birthing tree and our women. Apparently, they are choosing to give birth in hospitals now without even considering the traditional ways.”

“I know. My own girl gave birth last year in one. She said that they offer pain relief. You don’t have to experience the pain.” She flicked the ash from the tip of her cigarette into the glass ashtray and I winced as some of the smoke made its way toward me.

“But those medicines, they steal your memory. How can you tell your own child their birth story if you can’t remember it yourself? How will they know where they came from, who they came from?” Kiju’s voice was distraught, her face drawn. “And you sleep through the most beautiful . . .” She stammered. “And the lights, and the noise, so harsh on the ears of a newborn. And they steal the cord, the birth sac.”

“Superstition is what they told my girl when I asked to keep them. She tried to explain that it needs to be buried to remind children of their roots. But they made her feel silly, like she was a child, so she let them take it.” She looked sad. Kiju reached over and held her hand. There was no admonishment, no advice, only comfort.

Anita, Mrs. Jeremy’s daughter, who was a few years older than me, walked into the room and nodded to us as she got herself a glass of juice. She listened in on the conversation but didn’t take a seat.

“But we need to move forward, like the white folks. We don’t want to be left behind,” Anita said. “They already think we are slow and behind the times.”

Kiju sat up straighter and let go of Mrs. Jeremy’s hand, her own hands balled into tiny little fists in her lap. “Does it matter what they think? We can’t always listen to them. Haven’t you seen the damage they’ve already done?” Kiju asked.

“But that was so long ago. Things are better now.”

“Better?”

“Yeah, better than before.”

“We need to hold on to the threads that connect us to our past. Without knowing our past, we won’t know who we are. That scares me. It should scare you. We can still be bold in this world but keep our own traditions.”

Kiju was trying to keep her voice level, but desperation was creeping in.

“Didn’t you say before that we should be able to choose?” Anita asked.

“Yes, but when you understand all the facts, all the information. Then choose. They are telling people lies, and people are believing them.”

Anita shrugged as if the conversation was nothing more than gossip between friends.

“If folks would sit with me, learn with me. I can help them,” Kiju said.

“I dunno,” Anita said. “Seems kinda old-fashioned to me.”

“But . . .” Kiju tried to say more, but she was dispirited, and nothing came out.

Anita left the room as silently as she had entered. Mrs. Jeremy stood to make the tea.

“No, thank you. I think we will move on,” Kiju said.

Mrs. Jeremy poured herself a cup and left the other two cups on the counter, empty, as she followed us out.

“If you could maybe talk to your family, let them know that I would be happy to talk about all this, I would be grateful,” Kiju said.

“I’ll see what I can do, but no promises. These young folks these days have minds of their own.”

We bundled up against the cold and stepped out into winter. I turned toward home, thinking Kiju might have abandoned her mission, but she turned in the other direction. We spent the entire morning talking to the families who lived near us, trying to help them understand the importance of our ways of birthing new generations. But their responses echoed those of Anita, and Kiju wandered home disheartened.

That night, I tried everything I could to comfort her, to reassure her that she was wanted, needed. For hours it was only my voice interrupting the silence. She was so quiet as she knit a new pair of mittens for me, my hands apparently too large now for the ones she’d made the previous year. I made hot chocolate, and it went cold beside her. I buttered toast and sprinkled sugar on it, a special treat, and the toast went soggy and uneaten. It was a little after ten when she spoke.

“Maybe they are right and I’m just an old woman holding on too hard to the past.” With that, she stood up, put down the knitting needles and went to bed, without another word.

As the days grew longer, her quiet remained, her words reserved for necessity only. Until one dark afternoon in early March.

Each day after school, I rushed home, checking the mailbox at the end of the driveway and then the little table by the door, waiting on a letter from John, but I was disappointed each time the mailbox was empty and the little table was bare. I had begged Kiju for a telephone but had yet to win that particular battle. Letter writing was all we had, and he seemed to have given up on it, and I was determined that I wouldn’t write until he did. I could be stubborn when I wanted to be.

That winter, Kiju and I suffered together but separately, content in our misery. It was a particularly nasty day, with heavy snow and strong winds, when I looked up from my homework to see Kiju staring out the window. Her silence concerned me. She didn’t respond when I asked what we were having for supper and if I could help. She simply stared. I wondered if yet another of our women had confessed to using the hospital and not the tender care of my grandmother. I wished they would just stop telling her, but she knew, deep down. Fewer women were coming to us. It was impossible not to notice, but it had happened so fast. Change can creep up on you or it can pounce. This was a leap we were not prepared for.

“Kiju?”

She jumped, startled.

“Something is wrong. You are too quiet.” I said it lightly, but my effort to lift her mood fell flat.

Kiju reached over and took a piece of paper off the counter and handed it to me. It was a notice from the town about a council meeting to take place next Tuesday. Under the items to be discussed was “public safety and childbirth.”

“What does that mean?” I handed it back to her.

“Some of the people in town don’t like what we do, and they want us to stop. Not that anyone comes to us anymore. I don’t see why it’s so important now. They are winning the battle for our children. I suppose they want everyone to know they are winning. That once again they have beaten us down.”

“It’s none of their business what we do, and the women will come back, Kiju. They’re just confused. They’ll come back.” I hoped she couldn’t hear the doubt in my voice.

“I’m not so sure.” Kiju stared into her teacup.

“We can go. We can explain to them.”

“I wish I had your faith in people.”

“We’ll go, Kiju. They have to listen to you. They all listen to you when they want your herbs and medicines. They’ll listen now.”

The night before the town meeting, I couldn’t sleep. When my mother died under the birthing tree, a small group of local people put up a fuss, insisting that we be forced into the sanitized hospitals, a world full of sharp light and loud noises, of antiseptic smells and unfamiliar faces, and the prick of needles to lessen the pain, while white women, dressed in white hats and white dresses, snatched our babies from us the moment they came into the world, and exchanged the nutrients of a mother’s milk for manufactured formula. This was not what we wanted, but the more this small group talked, the more the fear they sought to instill took root.

The previous year a few of these people had even wandered the camp in the evenings, men dressed in suits and women with lipstick on their teeth. Some carried Bibles, some sandwiches, as if we would let our own go hungry. If not a Bible then pamphlets, concern, real or not, in their voices. Our people seemed to be patient if not attentive. They listened about the wonders of modern medicine, the value of a “proper education” and not filling children’s heads with Indian nonsense and superstition. The visitors spoke of the risks of the medicines Kiju made in our kitchen, of the dangers of a mistaken mushroom in a tonic, of the potential of death in the misuse of a berry or leaf. The pamphlets were taken, and maybe even read, but when night fell, they often met the fire. Regardless, something was taking root; Kiju and I could feel it.

Kiju had continued quietly protesting the changes, speaking to any woman who would listen, but the more she pleaded for the children, the more she seemed to drive the families away.

We ate dinner early so we could walk into town without being late. Toasted fried egg sandwiches with apples cut into slices. Sweet and salty.

“Well, let’s go, I guess,” she said as she threw the reminder notice of that night’s meeting into the fire. We watched the edges curl and burn as the words disappeared into the flames.

As we walked toward town, I considered that going to the meeting might be a fool’s errand. They had already made up their minds, and they weren’t going to listen to us. Kiju said that Indians were never listened to in matters considered important to the rest of society, and that was even more true for Indian women. Susan’s women’s rights movement had yet to make its way to our part of the world, and even if it did, it wouldn’t represent us. The tree still stood, waiting, but no one visited, no one entered the world under her strong branches, her rustling leaves. No one held on to the roots for strength. I hadn’t seen the ground glow red in so long, I was forgetting what it looked like, even when I closed my eyes and concentrated.

The town hall was half-full, mostly women, given the topic. The only men were the mayor, the three members of town council, the priest from the Catholic church, Father Michael, and the reverend from the Baptist church, as well as a man with a balding head and a full moustache, his suit pressed and clean. He looked confident in himself, if completely out of place.

“Good evening, Mrs. Paul.” Father Michael took my grandmother’s hand without asking and held on to it while bending slightly to come face to face with her. “You need to know that we mean no disrespect to you. The women of this town hold you in very high esteem. But we need to move ahead with the rest of the world and take advantage of new methods to ensure the safety of the flock. You understand.” His voice dripped with condescension. Even at my young age I understood that.

Kiju took a deep breath and removed her hand from between his. “I understand,” she said as she walked past him, leaving his hands hanging mid-air.

“Father Michael.” I nodded as I followed her to the plastic seats in the second row, facing the town council.

“Why do they treat me like I’m an idiot? I’ll wager none of these men have ever witnessed the beauty of birth. And these women”—she cast her hand around in a semicircle—“don’t even get me started.” Then she placed her hands on her lap and avoided the glances and idle whispers.

I went to the back of the room to collect some snacks. No one approached Kiju or tried to engage me in conversation, despite the fact that almost everyone in the room had known us for years. We all shopped in the same stores, and some had come to Kiju for herbs to calm a cough or stop a crying baby. But on this night, instead of being upset at their avoidance, I was glad for it. We dipped stale cookies in weak tea as we waited for the meeting to start.

The mayor faced the crowd and cleared his throat, waiting for the room to quiet.

“Good evening. It’s so nice to see so many concerned citizens.” He stopped to clear his throat again. “As you know, historically there have been some unwanted practices related to childbirth that have been happening in and around our town. While these practices may have been welcome in the past, we have made wonderful advances in medical treatment that provide a safe and clean environment where women can labour.” He looked around the room, careful to avoid making eye contact with either of us. Kiju sat still and said nothing.

“We have a guest with us this evening to better explain the dangers of these practices and the advancements that make labour safer for our womenfolk. Please help me welcome Dr. Vincent Thorn.”

I didn’t recognize the man, dressed in his fancy suit, who walked down the centre aisle, took the mayor’s hand and thanked him for the invite.

“As many of you know, the medical field has advanced quite a lot in the last few decades. Giving birth is now safer for both mother and child, as well as being less painful for the mother. There is no longer a need for the . . .” He stopped to consider his words. “. . . more uncivilized ways of having children that could and does endanger both the mother and the child.”

He looked directly at us. Someone must have told him who we were. The room was quiet except for the nervous shuffling of feet.

“I think everyone will agree with me that progress is welcome, and the safety of the women and children is paramount.”

A few quiet claps.

Kiju stood and the room went as quiet as a tomb. Hands stopped mid-clap, waiting.

“I think that you and everyone else here should respect the ways in which women choose to give birth. If a woman chooses a hospital, that is her right, but traditional birth should always be an option. A woman should be able to choose without fear or pressure.” She spoke softly, and everything she said was a matter of fact. “And you, a man, think you know what is best for a woman. You who want to deprive her of memory, of the moment she brings life into the world, by knocking her unconscious. It’s cruel, if you ask me.”

“Ma’am—”

“Please let me finish before you carry on with your bullshit.”

I choked back a laugh. I don’t think I’d ever heard her swear in all my years on earth. It was a shock, and I was delighted by it.

“If a woman chooses to give birth in one of your institutions, that is her right. If she chooses to give birth among nature, where she is held in the earth’s embrace, what gives you the right to tell her she is not allowed? Where do you get your moral authority?”

The room was quiet.

“You have nothing to say?” She looked around the room as people looked at their hands, their feet, the wall—anything except my grandmother. “Well, to me, that says it all. I’m finished now.” Kiju sat back down and placed her hands on her lap.

“Mrs. Paul.” Father Michael was standing now. “I believe that the doctor has a good point. We just want what is best.”

“And a bunch of men know what’s best for a woman? I hardly think so.”

“Mrs. Paul. I agree with the doctor, and I think most of the women here do as well.” Father Michael looked around the room, half-full of nodding women.

“You have corrupted their minds. You have convinced them of something you want. Half of these women have been to my door, for teas and medicines.”

I looked around the room at the women who wouldn’t look at us. My home economics teacher, the wife of the man who owned the grocery store, and the woman who lived three houses down from ours—they had all been to the house for something to stop headaches, or a tonic to ease a nasty belly, one to end a pregnancy she didn’t want to explain to anyone. Yet they said nothing to defend my grandmother.

“You keep your practices and I will keep mine. I just ask that you stop trying to terrify our women into adopting your ways. It’s unfair and it’s wrong.” Kiju reached over and took my hand. “I have nothing else to say. I’ve said my piece.”

We stood and started to walk down the aisle toward the door when a woman younger than my grandmother but much older than me slid her thin body down the narrow row of chairs and stepped out into the aisle, blocking our way to the door. She was tall and bent her back to make sure she would meet Kiju’s eyes.

“I didn’t want to say anything, but you of all people should understand. You let your own daughter die.” She whispered it, but just loud enough for the people sitting on the aisle to hear. A hush fell over the room. I swear that every single person was holding their breath.

My grandmother was a kind woman, not prone to fits of anger or violence, so when she brought her arm up, stretched out her fingers and slapped the woman so hard that the sound of it echoed off the walls, it was all I could do not to either run or start to laugh. The woman’s head of auburn curls, so neatly assembled and without a hair out of place, was flung to the side and her cheek, powdered with rouge, was now as red as a sunset. Kiju looked at me, took my hand, and walked around the woman and out into the night air as those inside gasped and moved to help the vile woman.

A three-quarters moon guided our walk home. The wind had settled, and the cool air felt good on my face.

“I’m ashamed,” she said quietly.

“Of what?”

“Of my behaviour. I shouldn’t have hit her.”

“I thought it was great.”

She stopped and turned toward me, her face in shadow. “Aliet, violence, whether with words or hands, is always a bad idea.” Yet there was the smallest smile on her face.

She turned and started walking again. “But boy, did that feel good.”

We both laughed, and I hooked my arm in hers.

“I need you to know.” She stopped to catch her breath. “I need you to know that I would never have let your mother die. She was my entire life. I loved her more than the moon loves the stars. Her pregnancy was normal, nothing out of the ordinary. If there was something wrong, I would have taken her to the hospital. It was her heart, a condition she’d had since birth, but we didn’t know, no one knew. I would never let her die.”

“I know that.”

“Good, but I had to say it out loud. Throw it out into the universe. Hopefully, she knows.”

“She does.”

“It’s not something you ever get over, losing a child. It’s something that never ends, the grief just comes and goes as it pleases. It’s a greedy thing, grief. You have to sit with it, let it do what it does, and then rise up and keep going.”

I kicked a rock into the ditch and let her talk. Sometimes, when she got like this, I wasn’t even sure she knew I was around. But as we turned the last corner toward home, her mittened hand took my mittened hand and she started to swing until we both had no choice but to smile.

The house was dark, and the fire had almost gone out. I went out to the woodshed and grabbed a few logs to last us the night while she sliced a few pieces of homemade bread and buttered them, sprinkling cinnamon sugar on them for a treat. The fire restored, she made tea and we talked about the woman’s face and the shock that had quieted the entire audience.

We stayed up late that night, and she told me stories about my mother, stories she’d told so many times I could mouth the words along with her, but I listened, and I pretended to be surprised and saddened at all the right places. How she and Big Ben, back then known only as Ben, had stolen the bicycle of a boy who was mean to her and threw it in the river on the other side of town and how the police brought my mother home. About the time where she jumped rope for 796 consecutive jumps without tripping. About the comfort she provided when my grandfather died, even though she herself was too young to understand.

“And when she was expecting you, she would sit in that chair by the fire and rub her belly and sing to you. Not the traditional songs, but the new kind of music. She just loved Frank Sinatra. I’m surprised you can’t hear her voice, she sang so much to you.”

That night, I dreamt of the birthing tree. In my dream, the woman with the shape of Kiju’s hand imprinted on her cheek was using a hatchet, slamming it into the trunk over and over again, her neatly coiffed hair loose and knotted. Each time she struck the tree, a woman cried and blood seeped out of the bark. I was running to stop her, but each time I got close, the tree moved farther away. I screamed for her to stop, but she wouldn’t listen. In the sky, black birds shrieked and dove at the woman, but, like me, each time they came close, she moved farther away. We watched as she slammed the hatchet into the trunk, but the tree wouldn’t fall. The leaves shook and the branches swayed, but the tree stood. I woke up to the dull light of dawn, my head aching from clenching my teeth, my eyes and pillow wet from crying. Kiju snored in her room, unaware of the battle I’d fought in my sleep.

I got up and stretched the tension from my body and walked out into the cold. The ground was covered in a thick layer of frost that crunched under my feet as I made my way to the outhouse. The cold wrapped itself around me as I gathered logs to start the fire. Inside was almost as cold as outside; what the house had in charm, it lacked in insulation. I snuck around quietly, lighting the fire in the stove, and set the kettle on to boil. While an indoor toilet wasn’t something she thought we needed, a tap in the kitchen delighted her. It was cold water and we had to boil water for dishes, but it was a welcome addition. I stood and watched the steam start to rise out of the little whistle hole on the kettle, determined to get to it before it whistled and woke her. I was watching so intently that I didn’t hear her come up behind me.

“A watched pot never boils.”

I jumped as the kettle whistled and I moved out of her way, letting her begin her day.

“It’s a simple life with me, Aliet. I hope you don’t feel that you are missing out on anything. If your mother were alive, I imagine you would be off on some great adventure.”

“I have lots of time for adventure,” I replied.

When I got to school, I noticed everyone looking at me. Apparently, word had gotten around about Kiju’s slap. Susan pulled me into an empty classroom just before the bell rang for third period. We only had English together and that wasn’t until the afternoon.

“Did Kiju really punch Mrs. Brown?” Her eyes were wide with pure joy. “Please tell me she did. I wish I could have seen it. That woman never minds her own business.”

“She did. I was so shocked I almost started laughing, but I held it together. She, Mrs. Brown, blamed Kiju for my mother’s death.”

Susan’s face went cold. “What a bitch.”

“Yup. She deserved it.”

“I guess so.”

The bell rang and we went our separate ways, her to the left and me to the right. I was left to wade through the crowded halls, listening to the whispers and catching the odd glance. Some were nasty and some, I swear, held admiration.

A month later, an envelope arrived in the mail. A new bylaw had been passed making any medical procedure illegal unless conducted by a qualified medical practitioner in a proper medical facility. Monetary fines and other penalties would be issued if the illegal activity was discovered. Kiju handed me the notice, and as I read, I turned up my nose as if the message itself reeked of decay. I had just finished when Kiju snapped it out of my hands and threw it into the fire. We never spoke of it again until the night we met Paulina.




TEN

June 1997

I’ve come to understand that Kiju was right. I hope someday I can claim some of the wisdom she so graciously carried. I do hold on to memories too hard. I hold them like a person gripping the edge of a roof, feet dangling, the street far below. I hold on to those vague thoughts, those moments of time that come in and out whenever they please. I battle my own mind to keep them, to avoid them getting lost in grey matter. I hold on to them so fiercely that sometimes I fear I will never be able to live in the present. And while Kiju was gone, Susan had stepped into her shoes and liked to remind me. And now there was Miriam.

“She prefers the comfort of a man in her memory to the comfort of a man right in front of her. I’ve never seen anything like it,” Susan said to Miriam the first night they met. I had them both over for wine and pasta. Susan held her wine up to the light. I wasn’t sure what exactly she was expecting to see. “She had a great love. Did she tell you about him?” Susan placed her glass down, a little too hard.

“No, but a great love is a good thing to have, and so many don’t get a chance. I’ve yet to have one, but I’m hopeful he or she is out there somewhere.” Miriam grabbed a piece of the leftover focaccia, covered in garlic butter.

“His name was John.”

“She’s just getting to know us, Susan, let’s leave some of the skeletons in the closet.”

But Susan could not be stopped, fuelled by memory and red wine. She went on to tell Miriam about John, about our childhood, the time we got lost in the woods, the letters I still had. I was glad for Susan. It wasn’t a story I think I could have told myself. And when you hear it from someone else, there is a distance between you and the memory. It becomes less intense, less all-consuming. I could appreciate it more, appreciate the time we had together, instead of focusing on the time we didn’t.

“He was a good guy,” Susan said quietly.

“Maybe it’s time for you to head to bed. You can sleep with me. Miriam, you can stay in the other room. None of us should even think about driving.”

“Agreed,” Susan said as she got up from the table. She flopped down on my bed and I helped her get into one of my nightgowns. I’m sure she was asleep before I even left the room. I grabbed the wooden box from under the bed on my way out.

“Sorry about her. You don’t need to know all that. It’s in the past.”

Miriam was at the stove putting the kettle on for tea. “Camomile?”

“Yes, please.” I set the box on the table. “This is the box that holds all my grandmother’s knowledge. She left it to me, and it sits here, unused. You don’t know this, but I don’t know what my mother looks like. These are the only photos of her.”

I handed Miriam the two photos, the one of her as an infant and the one where she is turned away.

“When I came home after Kiju died, I’d hoped that I would open this box and a photo would appear, but it wasn’t meant to be, I guess. I even checked under her bed and in every nook and cranny I could find. No photo.”

Miriam was good at saying the right thing and also good at saying nothing at all when the situation required it. She let me drift into memories of my childhood, waiting for me to break the silence. I reached in and took the knife, my grandmother’s knife, and held it. I noticed that it had started to tarnish after being ignored for so long.

“This is the knife, the one my grandmother used to cut the cord. It was only ever used for that one purpose. She told me once that it would be mine. I had to earn it or I would inherit it.”

I passed it to Miriam and watched as she held it, using the tip of her finger to trace the word we’ji’wet, impressed onto the leather. She held it as if it were a relic, her touch almost religious.

“It’s beautiful.” She handed it back to me.

“It’s been passed down for so long we’re not really sure when it originated. The blade and the leather have had to be replaced, but the wooden handle is original. The tree holds our stories, but I think this knife could tell a tale or two.”

“The tree holds your stories?”

“That’s what my grandmother always said. The birthing tree holds our stories, connects us to home, to nature, to family.”

She stood to pour water into waiting teacups, and the scent of camomile drifted across the room. “I wish I had the history that you have.”

I snickered at the fact a white person was saying this to me. She turned around, a look of horror on her face.

“Oh my god, no. I didn’t mean that. I know the cruelty . . . Jesus, Miriam, shut up.” She stopped, teacup in hand, and I started to laugh a little, and she smiled and handed me the cup, a silent I’m sorry and a silent You are forgiven exchanged with the tea.

“So.” She paused. “Returning to the night we met. Ever think about taking up the practice?” she asked as she sat down.

“That’s a discussion for another night.”

“Just keep it in mind. You’re a nurse, it seems to make sense to me. You have the knowledge, and we could use more midwives. The demand is becoming untenable. Women are starting to take birth back.”

In the other room, Susan moved, the ancient bedsprings reminding me of those connections to my past. Kiju wanted me to learn the recipes, to help the sick, to welcome new generations just as she had. I held the packet of recipe cards tenderly in my hands. I brought them to my nose and inhaled the scent of the pine box where they’d been hidden away for so long. But somewhere in the back of my mind, where the scenes dwell, I could smell the pungent scent of mushrooms steeping on the stove, of lavender being infused for oil.

“It’s a big question for a wine-addled mind.” I tried to laugh it off, but as I placed the knife back into the box, I could hear Kiju’s voice telling me the medicinal properties of the willow tree.

I’ve always been unable to think for myself without the ghosts of my past having their say. And as I sat in my childhood kitchen with Miriam, I could hear Kiju telling me that the beets weren’t quite ready to be pulled, that the chicory was finally ready to be dug out and dried, that the juices of the chicken in the roaster were still too pink to be done. I could hear John ask me to dance, I could hear him singing CCR at the top of his lungs, the long sigh as he pulled himself away from my lips. I could hear him telling me that life was too short to stay stuck. I could hear my mother, but since I had no idea what her voice sounded like, it was more of a whisper, a soft breeze just before the rain, full of anticipation but hesitant. She would whisper to me in the place between asleep and awake and tell me that she was sorry, that I needed to live the life she never had the opportunity to. That I needed to find my way back to who I was, that I needed to open my heart, I needed a fierce love.

Then one quiet evening in June, a man walked into the emergency room requiring stitches. William—not Bill or Will or Billy, but William—came into my life, and perhaps she had something to do with it, pushing and prodding from the spirit world.

“I don’t like the shortened versions of my name. They sound either too old or too young. William just sounds like a name of a person, no matter the age.”

“Okay, I’ll make sure to always call you William.” I smiled and finished wrapping his hand, the skin newly stitched back together after an accident, a hand caught in a machine but pulled out before too much damage was done.

“Always?” He grinned.

“Sorry, just making conversation.” He was almost finished. In ten minutes I would be on to another patient, and William would be another person to forget when I left the emergency room that night.

“Would you like to make more conversation, maybe?” He tilted his head like a boy coyly asking for another cookie. His smile was wide and charming.

“I think you might be too young for me.” I laughed, trying to dismiss him.

“I look young. It’s a blessing and sometimes a curse, like right now.”

Turned out he was six years older than me. But he looked so much younger. His hair had no grey in it, still dark as molasses. His arms were strong, and his dimples added to the illusion of youth. He was thin but not skinny, bulky, as my grandmother might have said. He reminded me a little of Big Ben. I thought I could see the same kindness about him.

“What did you have in mind?” I think it was the dimples, they put me at ease.

“The pub? After work?”

The doctor came into the room carrying a tetanus needle. William rolled up the sleeve, and the doctor, without discussion, poked it into his arm. William winced but tried to cover it up with a smile, a failed attempt at masculinity. This tiny vulnerability was endearing.

“I’m off at seven,” I said, before taping the last of the bandage and leaving the room.

To my pleasant surprise, the rest of my shift went quickly. A migraine, a broken finger caught in a car door, and a couple of cases of a nasty flu that seemed to be making its way around the town.

The pub had once been a train station, and the owners had kept the theme. The walls were decorated with beer signs interspersed with old black-and-white photos from a time when the train was an important part of rural life. I instantly felt old, looking at those photos and remembering all the times I had taken the train. I had changed out of my scrubs but hadn’t had time to shower. My hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and I wore no makeup. If William hadn’t liked the me he met at the hospital, then I wouldn’t be searching the room right now looking for him. I found him sitting on the opposite side of the bar, watching a television screen. I hopped up onto the bar stool beside him.

“Sorry, that stool is taken, I’m waiting for someone,” he said as he turned toward me.

“Well then, I guess I’ll just head home.” I waved at the bartender. “Vodka soda, please. With lime.”

William was easy. Everything about him was comforting. His laughs came easily, the gentle touch of his hand against mine felt natural, and we fell into conversation like we were old friends. Until he asked me about my scar.

“I don’t actually talk about that. Not to anyone. I hope that’s okay.”

He looked mortified. “Of course, I’m so sorry. I thought there might be a fun story from when you were a kid or something. I am so sorry.”

I looked up to the television screen and watched a baseball fly out to centre field. A single.

“Want some french fries?” I asked, breaking the tension.

“Always.”

And that was it. He didn’t ask me again about the scar, and I could not possibly have predicted that in a few short weeks I would tell him everything. We ordered another drink, and he insisted on dipping his fries in mayonnaise, against my enthusiastic protests.

“So, William. Where do you come from? I know you’re not local, so where is home?”

“Home is here and there. I travel a lot for work. I’m from the Eastern Shore, but I call Calgary home now. That’s where the kids are.”

“Our Eastern Shore? Here in Nova Scotia?”

He nodded.

“You one of those Scottish descendants, then?”

“Yup, sure am. And a little Mi’kmaq mixed in a while back. Like a long while. Not enough to claim it, but I thought it might give us something to chat about.”

“Really.” I looked at him, his dark hair and pale skin, and I wondered. “I’m Mi’kmaq.”

“I assumed, with your name being Aliet. I went to elementary school with a Mi’kmaw girl named Aliet.”

“No one has ever assumed I am Indian, ever.”

I felt joy then. For the first time, someone I didn’t know saw me as I wanted to be seen, as I had begged to be seen as a little girl, and it was disorienting.

“Thank you.”

“For what?” he asked.

“Just for saying that.”

We fell back into quiet conversation and for the next three nights we met at the pub for dinner. On the fourth night I invited him to the house. I’ve never been a great cook, so it was my go-to meal: spaghetti with bottled sauce and store-bought garlic bread. That night, he stayed.

He worked long hours six days a week, doing something I wasn’t entirely sure I understood at a small factory outside of town that I hadn’t even known existed. But we didn’t really talk about work. We didn’t talk about much really, but he was good company. A few weeks after we met, he showed up unexpectedly at my door with a bottle of wine in hand.

“Let’s go for a drive.”

I slipped on my shoes and grabbed my sweater just in case.

“A sweater? It’s thirty-one degrees.”

“I get cold easily,” I said defensively. He shook his head and I followed him to the car.

It was hot, one of the warmest days of the summer. Those mountains left by the glaciers had a nasty habit of trapping the heat in the valley. On those days where humidity pulled the sweat from under your skin, most people liked to head to the shore where the Bay of Fundy meets Nova Scotia. It was always cooler, and a nice reprieve in the days before everyone had air conditioning. So we headed up the valley side of the mountain in search of a breeze. When we got to the end of the paved road, William stopped. Ahead of us was a narrow dirt road, the edges littered with trees and shrubs.

“Keep straight,” I said, and then sat up, suddenly aware of where we were, of the last time I had been on this road, so many years ago.

“You okay?”

“I’m fine. I just haven’t been down this road in years. I can’t believe I still know how to find it. I hope it’s not overgrown.”

I directed him to take a right when the road narrowed even further and then forked off. It wasn’t long until the trees gave way to the sight of water and, with it, the scent of sea water and the squawking of seagulls. The tide was starting to retreat and I knew that soon the large boulders hidden beneath the water would make an appearance. Feet from the waterline stood extinguished fires and driftwood benches. A family sat around a fire roasting hot dogs at the end of the beach. They waved and we waved back. The stream tumbled past us, emptying itself into the bay. William took my hand and led me to a piece of driftwood beside a dead fire, and I sat. We watched the little waves lap at the ground as they began to back away, and I lost myself in a daydream, no, a memory. I saw myself sitting here, or near here, with John, the scent of sweetgrass rising up from the flames of a small fire.

“Let’s go,” I said, standing and nearly twisting my foot between two rocks. I pulled my foot free and started toward the car.

“Is everything okay?” he asked, hurrying to follow me.

“Fine,” I said. “I just want to leave. Maybe go somewhere else.”

He shrugged and we left, driving until we found an ice cream stand. Once away from the water, the vision of John faded. William never asked and I never explained. That moment, that memory, was mine, mine and John’s, and it would remain that way.

William and I fell into a comfortable routine—long drives through valley back roads, dinner at home or at the bar, sex and sleep. I could hear Kiju telling me to let him in, to open my heart to this man, but we had an unspoken understanding to keep everything on the surface, no attachments permitted. And this worked for us, at least until it didn’t.




ELEVEN

July 1968

A distance had grown between me and John. A brief letter had arrived from him apologizing for his silence. School and working with his father took all his time and he said he was often too tired to write. His letters were infrequent and lacked the enthusiasm they had once contained. Our letters were limited to frustration over school on his part and encouragement on mine. I liked school and did well; the same could not be said for John. He wanted to quit and work with his father, make money of his own, but his mother was making him stay until at least the tenth grade. I hadn’t seen him in months and in my young mind, it seemed like forever, and I was convinced that if I met him on the street I might not even recognize him. I knew I had changed, so I was sure he had too.

Susan tried to convince me to forget about John and move on, but there was something that would not let me let go. We’d known each other for longer than either of us could remember. He knew me better than anyone. I trusted him. We understood each other the way people who have known each other their whole lives do, and I couldn’t, wouldn’t give that up. Our relationship was too precious. Whenever a letter arrived from him, short and not as sweet as they used to be, Kiju would remind me that even when we are young, sometimes life gets in the way of living. But I would still pout and tuck the letter under my mattress with all the others.

Then summer arrived.

Each summer, the tiny village where Ben and Sally lived held a celebration. There was no real reason, it was simply an opportunity to come together. People called it Village Days and everyone from within the village, and even those living on the outskirts, came in for the festivities. The summer I turned thirteen, I travelled down and stayed for the celebration.

There was a parade down the main street where people dressed up and performed. Some of the girls from the Saturday dance classes, taught at the little three-room schoolhouse, wore bright-coloured outfits and danced and did backflips. The local Legion hired a small pipe band to march, and the three churches—Catholic, Baptist and Anglican—all got together in a rare show of solidarity and marched together, with a hand-painted banner that read Together for God. The local politician and his wife attended in their impossibly wrinkle-free clothing. They seemed uncomfortable on the back of a truck, sitting on square bales of hay. They waved and threw candies to the children. An occasional hobo clown or person on stilts would wander past.

The Mi’kmaq from up the hill, dressed in headdresses and deer hide, beat their drums and the children on the sidelines could be heard giving the war whoops they’d seen on television. Sally and Ben’s little one started to mimic them, when Big Ben took him by the arm and in a very strict voice told him, “No.” And then, to show the boy that he wasn’t in trouble, Ben slung him up onto his shoulders so he could see everything. At the end of the parade, the village princess, a fair girl with auburn hair and pink-painted fingernails, sat on a float made of toilet paper roses and waved to everyone, her plastic tiara shining in the sun.

“Are you having fun?” Sally hollered over her shoulder. She had the baby in a sling and held another by the hand as we made our way along the parade route to the baseball field for the barbecue. The oldest walked in front of her, and Ben still had one on his shoulders.

“I am. It’s so nice to see everyone out and smiling.” I didn’t tell her that when Kenneth passed by in his regalia, he had sneered at me. I’d thought, naively, that the New Year’s Eve we’d spent by the river might have softened him toward me. Apparently, I was wrong.

While I cringed when I saw Kenneth, I had blushed when I saw John. He walked past dressed in beaded-hide clothing and his long hair was smoothed back into a thick braid. The sun reflected off his hair and all I could think of was a halo. When he passed, he smiled at me. The fear that he’d forgotten me vanished, swept up into the air and out to sea. Did he notice how tall I was now? Would he want to spend time with me? Did he still see me as little Aliet, a childhood friend? I felt a little sick as I joined the crowd walking down the middle of the street, separating at the honk from a car. The trucks carrying the politician and princess moved through, leading the way to the baseball field.

The field was full of people. Families laid blankets on the ground and children ran in every direction. Mothers and fathers let them go, assured of their safety in the familiar crowd. Adults who hadn’t seen each other since the parade the year before hugged each other and laughed loudly. The sense of joy only increased as more people arrived, as the sun warmed the grass and faces turned pink under the early afternoon rays. On a spit at the edge of the baseball field, by a dilapidated dugout, a full pig rotated over charcoal. The fat hissed and smoked. Ladies laid out salads, casseroles and sweets on long folding tables brought from the basements of the three churches. Juice and soda pop sat in large coolers of quickly melting ice. The adults carried canteens or flasks. I saw Ben open a Coke, drink half and then pour something from a flask into the can. Sally eyed him sideways, and he mouthed to her, “Just one.”

The town crier from the town fifteen minutes away rang his bell and pronounced the pig ready. A few of the men cut the meat off the pig and people started lining up, and I will admit, the smell of the pork and the sight of all those salads and sweets made my mouth water. I followed Ben and Sally and the children.

“Hi.”

I turned to find John standing behind me. He had changed into jeans and a T-shirt, but his hair was still slick and braided down his back. I felt my cheeks flush.

“Hi.”

I turned to the line, my eyes fixed on Ben’s sweat-soaked shirt. It looked as if a wet turtle was climbing his back. I could feel my own sweat trickle down my back and in between my breasts.

“Aliet?” he said.

I turned around to face him, hoping he couldn’t notice my nervousness. “Sorry, John. It’s so good to see you.”

“Been a long time, a really long time.”

“A long time,” I said. “I love your letters, though,” I blurted out.

“Same. I mean, I love your letters, too.”

The line moved and I turned to move with it. I could see the smile on Ben’s face and I flushed all over again.

“Are you staying for the dance?”

I turned back around to face him. “I don’t know. I didn’t know there was a dance.”

“I would like it if you did stay,” he said.

“She can stay. If she wants to,” Ben interjected.

“Yeah, sure. I’d like to stay. Never been to a dance before.”

“Great. How about I come and find you when it starts?”

“Sure.”

John stepped out of the line, without food.

“John’s a good boy, Aliet. And still smitten, I see. And even better, he’s not a cousin.” Big Ben laughed and reached for his plate of food.

The afternoon passed quickly. There were games for the kids and the adults along with an impromptu baseball game. Two of the boys won the three-legged race as I cheered from the sidelines. A few times I caught John’s eye and he smiled at me. Everyone picked at the leftover food, and no one left for dinner, our bellies full.

Sally and Ben took the boys home just as the sun was setting and the dancing was starting. Sally was nervous about me staying out alone after dark, but John’s father and Big Ben assured her that I would get home safely. Someone had put down wooden planks to cover the soft grass and strung Christmas lights and camp lanterns all around. The band—a fiddle player and one guitar—started to play and people were getting up to dance. I noticed more canteens and flasks being passed around. The Indians sat on one side of the dance floor, the whites on the other. But there was no animosity that I could sense, it was just the way it was; people were comfortable with the people they knew. I looked around for Kenneth, afraid he was going to ruin my night, but he was nowhere to be seen. Everyone was dancing and having a good time, drinks were being passed around, and laughter threatened to drown out the two-piece band.

“Want to dance?” John and I had been sitting together at a picnic table, a bag of popcorn with real butter between us.

“I’ve never danced before.”

“Just follow what they are doing.”

“Okay.”

John took my hand and led me to the dance floor. It was the first time someone besides a family member had ever put their hand on the small of my back. His other hand was in mine as we swayed and tried to move like the adults. I felt as though everyone was watching us and my hands started to sweat. That night I learned that coordination would never be something I possessed. I stepped on his feet more than once, did not understand the subtle way he pressed on my back to lead me, and I moved awkwardly. We bumped into other couples and begged to be forgiven. They laughed and moved on, my face red and John’s feet sore. Halfway into the second song we decided that dancing wasn’t for us.

“Let’s go for a walk.”

“Okay.”

“Not too far, John, you don’t want people talking,” his father yelled from the dance floor as he twirled his wife. John waved him away and took my hand.

We didn’t walk far, just to the edge of the field where the light met the dark. I was nervous. I could feel the food in my belly start to move around and wiped my impossibly damp hands on my skirt.

There was a nervous energy in the dark, something that wasn’t as full when we stood on the uneven dance floor under the string lights. I could feel the heat coming off John in waves and I wondered if he could hear my heart beating. This boy was my friend, someone I’d played with as a child, but for some reason, in this moment, it felt that he was also a stranger. Neither of us were children anymore, not really, and we were getting to know one another all over again, in these bodies and these new understandings of one another. We stood quietly for a few minutes, watching the others dance. John hummed along with the song being played.

“Do you know this song?”

“I don’t. We don’t have a radio.” I had begged Kiju for one, but without electricity it didn’t make sense.

“It’s a good song.”

“It sounds like a good song.”

My mouth was starting to go dry, and my nervousness prevented me from turning to look at him, even in the dark.

“Can I kiss you?” he asked as he took one step closer to me.

“Okay.” I licked my lips and breathed in deeply.

“Okay.”

He took a deep breath too, put his hands on my waist and turned my body toward him. I closed my eyes. I felt his left hand take my right hand in his, but I didn’t have time to worry about their sogginess when his lips finally reached mine. He tasted like salted butter. I put my hand on his waist, and he put his other hand gently on my neck. I didn’t know how to kiss, and it came as a surprise when he used his tongue to part my lips. I didn’t pull away. His hand was warm on my neck, then the sensation began to fade as if his hand were somehow becoming part of me. When someone on the dance floor gave out a yelp, we pulled apart, and my neck grew cold where his hand had been. I shivered.

“That was nice,” he said.

“That was nice,” I repeated. I was out of breath and my entire body was tingling.

We stood there for a few minutes in our awkwardness before he took my hand and led me back into the light. We didn’t try to dance, but we had a good time watching the others. When the time came for him to walk me home, the conversation was much more fluid.

We walked slowly, his hand in mine, his calloused from working in the woods with his father, and mine soft and small tucked into his palm. We walked past Sally and Ben’s house, the front light left on for me, the rest of the house dark. We took the time to exchange middle names and dreams of becoming adults. For the first time, I felt my childhood was more behind me than in front. I fell into a comfort with him, and when he kissed me at the door, there was no hesitation, no worry, and I leaned fully into it.




TWELVE

August 1997

I’ve always known that my birth was not a planned one, but never once was I made to feel as if I was unwanted. After witnessing so many children born, I sensed that maybe they knew how their birth story would start. I could tell by their first cries: loud and shrill, maybe destined for hardship; soft and calm, an easier life. No cries for the truly curious ones, as their eyes roamed the face of their mother, the shadow of leaves. Babies can sense their future the way a bird senses a coming storm. And maybe when we, transient guests in their story, are quiet, waiting for their mother to speak to them, the first words they will hear earthside, we can influence their perceptions of themselves. Maybe this is why we stay quiet?

I’m not sure if this is how it is, but for two days I refused to utter a word, and I tried as best I could to push any and all negativity to the back of my mind, as far away from my body as I could. Because I wanted this soul, more than any other, to come into the world soft and curious.

Susan was at my door faster than I could make a cup of tea. In her hands were three different home pregnancy tests. Miriam wasn’t too far behind. I seemed to have created a new, smaller but loving family in this place where generations of my family had loved.

“I thought you were too old for this,” Susan said, handing me the tests.

“So did I, but apparently forty-two isn’t as old as we think.”

“Are you sure it’s not just the start of perimenopause?” asked Miriam.

“Could be. I guess we are about to find out. I’ve had three cups of tea, so let’s do this.”

Until that moment, I had existed in the in-between, the knowing and the not-knowing. And there was comfort there. The life I had been accustomed to living could continue, or it could become something I’d never imagined. I looked at the three boxes in Susan’s hand and tried to tell myself that, regardless of the results, everything was going to be okay.

“Why three tests?” I asked.

“I wanted to be sure.”

We all laughed.

“Okay, get in there and pee on this stick.” Susan passed one of the boxes to me.

Two minutes doesn’t sound long, but it can feel like an eternity. Those two minutes both crawled along and came to an end too fast, tossing me out of the in-between. My heart thumped when the egg timer on the stove, set by Susan, went off. I’d left the stick in the bathroom on the back of the toilet. That way, I could leave it there as long as I needed.

“If you don’t go, I will.” Susan made to stand, but Miriam reached over and touched her arm, a subtle message to sit.

“She’s got this,” Miriam said.

“I got this.” I nodded.

I stood but didn’t move. My feet felt like lead, holding me fast to the floor. I smiled at them both and took one step and then another and then another until I was standing at the bathroom door. The tiled floor felt cold on my bare feet as I took the two steps toward the toilet. I looked down, unable to decide if I was simply apprehensive or utterly afraid, as if a snake were going to emerge from behind the toilet and bite me. But there was no snake, only two pink lines, not thin, not light, as clear as they could possibly be. I stood there holding it in my hand, wondering what the hell I was supposed to do now. Was this who I was now? A pregnant woman, approaching middle age, alone. I had worried I’d be disappointed if I saw two lines, anxious even. But there was a calm that came with knowing.

“A woman becomes a mother when she is meant to.” I could hear Kiju’s voice, clear as day. The gentle inflection on the words become and meant. It was something she often said to girls who were just on the cusp of womanhood and ended up “in the family way,” as the white folks called it. They always made it seem like such a shameful thing, to bring a life into the world, but not Kiju. Regardless of the parents’ age, Kiju said that a child was always a blessing.

I felt Susan and Miriam come in and stand behind me. The tiny bathroom could barely hold all of us.

“So, am I going to be an auntie or what?”

I turned and showed them the stick.

Susan looked down at it. “Auntie it is. Do you need to try another?”

“No, I think this is clear. I think I knew anyway.”

“Women’s intuition. How are you going to tell William?” Miriam asked.

“Do I have to? Can’t I just wait until he leaves in a couple days?”

“Until you have a kid that has his eyes or his nose. I think you need to tell him. Let him decide what to do.”

“But—” I was trying to say something but needed the time to think it through, to choose my words carefully, so that I didn’t sound cold and selfish. But the reality was maybe I didn’t want William around. Maybe I wanted this baby for myself. Maybe I wanted to re-experience the relationship I had with Kiju, just the two of us making it work, but I also realized that Kiju probably would not have chosen to raise two girls alone, first my mother and then me. But for me, I wanted to be free of the burden of custody, of sharing my child with someone I barely knew. William was a good man, a kind and generous man, but our relationship was only meant to be temporary. A child was anything but. And I wanted my child to love only me; I didn’t want to share their affection. It was a selfish thought, and I knew it. But I had to be truthful to myself. And if these friends of mine had their way, I needed to be truthful to William too.

“Fine. I’ll tell him, but I am also going to tell him that I am fully prepared to go this alone.”

“That’s fine, but you have to tell him, and you will not be going it alone, you got me.” Susan wrapped her arms around me, tight.

“And me,” added Miriam, joining our embrace.

It had been three days since I’d seen William, two since I suspected I might be pregnant. He worked long days, so I’d convinced myself that he needed rest, not my voice on the other end of a phone telling him something so unbelievable, something neither one of us had anticipated.

Prior to the pink lines, I assumed William would become another footnote in my life, a happy memory thrown in amongst all the others. But now that footnote had become an entire chapter. I needed time to figure out the right words, if there were any. Each time I picked up the phone to call, I’d hear the shrill sound of the dial tone in my ears before placing the receiver back down, William still in the dark.



Where roots connect and intertwine, I have heard of new life. She will help write a joyful story and I will prepare to collect it.



THIRTEEN

July 1969

The year I turned fourteen, at the end of October, the apple pickers had retreated to their homes, their pantries stocked and winter clothing bought with the money they made in the orchards. Kiju and I had a few chickens and the pig slaughtered and smoked as soon as the weather got cold enough to store the food in the underground cellar. The pleasant chill of fall quickly gave way to a snowy winter, one of the worst in years, or so Kiju said. It seemed like every other winter to me. The snow fell soft but heavy and covered the world in white. We didn’t see anything green for nearly four months. I loved the winter, despite having to shovel the path to the outhouse nearly every day and trudging down the road to catch the bus, a clean pair of socks in my backpack in case the ones I started with got wet. I loved how, when you stepped from the cold into the warmth, winter lingered on you, and the smell of wet wool mittens mingled with the scent of freshly baked bread. I loved the quiet when the snow fell, or the blue light of a reflective moon. But eventually the snow melted and turned the yard into a muddy wasteland until the late spring sun dried it up.

John and I had resumed our letter writing after the village celebration. The letters were more frequent now. He still hadn’t come to visit, but that only made me more anxious for his letters. Every day after school I would walk through the door and pretend I wasn’t longing for there to be a letter on the table by the door with my name in John’s messy writing waiting for me, and Kiju would pretend she didn’t see my disappointment when one failed to arrive. Letters from Sally arrived regularly, but that spring one arrived addressed to me. Kiju handed it to me and I looked at it, turning it over in my hands. I couldn’t imagine why Sally would write to me.

“It’s a letter, Aliet, not a spider. It won’t bite.”

She was proven wrong when I sliced the tip of my index finger trying to open it, a small line of blood soaked into the paper. I licked the blood and unfolded the letter. Sally and Big Ben asked if I wanted to come and spend some time with them during the summer months. Sally needed help. They were opening a shop in the front room of their house to sell baskets, trinkets to tourists, kindling for the local folks, preserves, and anything else that they thought people could use. Sally would need help with preparing the shop and handling all those boys when Ben went out to fish or into the woods. I handed Kiju the letter and she read it intently.

“You should go. It’d be good for you to get away from your grandmother for a little while. I don’t want to turn you into a little old lady.” Kiju smiled.

The thought of spending the summer in the same place as John was terribly exciting, but at the same time, I worried about leaving Kiju alone.

“I’ve only really been alone in that short time between when your grandfather left and your mother arrived.” She patted her stomach the way I’d seen pregnant women do. “And I talked to her, that was true. But since then, there have always been two. Might be good for me to spend some time alone.” She stopped for a second as her smile waned. “Before you know it, you’ll be out on your own and I won’t have a choice. You’d be doing your grandmother a favour. Getting me ready for when that day comes.”

I wrote back to Sally and told her that I would come. And I wrote a letter to John to let him know I would be close all summer. The day after school ended, I walked to the train station with my backpack and a small suitcase in my hand to spend six weeks with Sally and Ben. Kiju stood by the front door and watched me go. I don’t know if she cried, she never said, but I felt her absence as soon as the house was out of sight.

The train was slow. It stopped at every town along the route, but the trip was quiet. We passed the house and the field of the family whose little girl had gone missing down in Maine. They never found her. The mother came each year and bought some of our preserves, and she always seemed sad. Kiju said she had once been a happy woman.

“You don’t ever get over losing a child, Aliet. I think of your mother every day. And I know what happened to her. This poor woman doesn’t even know where her little one went.”

The train passed out of town and into the purple-and-green mountains. Hills really, small mounds left astride the valley when the glaciers passed through. Those same glaciers also left fertile ground, and farms littered the landscape, barns rose above the roofs of houses, and workers in the fields tended to the crops. The train passed the grand Victorian houses of former apple barrens. Signs painted on the sides of barns advertised Pepsi-Cola and announced the second coming of Christ. For a short time we followed the river, its brown water the result of the muddy bottom. But it quickly curved away from us until it was just a thin brown line in the distance. I had a book with me, but the scenery captured my attention the entire way. As the train slowed down into a station, I was surprised to see Big Ben standing on the platform waiting for me. I grabbed my bags, rushed down the aisle and hopped off the train quickly.

“I was wondering where you were. Thought you might have missed the train.” Ben bent down to give me a hug and took my suitcase. I slung my backpack over my shoulder.

“Nope, just in a daydream.”

We walked toward the door with the only other person who had exited the train.

“Your mother was a dreamer. She would be so lost in daydreams that anyone could scare her just by saying hello. She’d jump a half a mile in the air, I swear it.”

It was good to hear someone talk about her in a real way, about when she was alive. People always wanted to talk about that moment when she died instead of the sixteen years she walked the earth.

“You were close, weren’t you?”

“We were. My family came down to pick apples every year and camped in your Kiju’s yard. I think your Kiju and my mom were cousins somehow. Maggie and me, we grew up together.”

I wanted to ask him. I wanted to hear it from Ben’s own mouth, that he wasn’t my father. But more than anything, I wanted him to say that he was. But Kiju was right: If Ben knew he was my father, he would have claimed me. And the thought that he would say he wasn’t my father was a little too much to bear. Sometimes it’s better not to know.

Ben had an old, beat-up truck, something he bought second- or third-hand and fixed himself when it got cranky on him. It was rusted around the wheels and there was a trick to get the passenger-side door to open; a hip to the middle of the door and a pull on the handle at the same time and pop, it opened. None of us were rich, but I never really realized that until later in life when I went to live in the city for school and saw how other people lived. Only then did I realize that we’d been poor. But I was never hungry, and I had love, and I think that made the difference between knowing and not knowing.

The house was only a few minutes from the train station and Sally was outside waiting for us when Ben pulled into the narrow driveway.

“I heard the train whistle and knew you’d be here any minute. My god, Aliet, you keep growing and you’re going to be as tall as Ben here.” Sally grabbed me into a hug. The boys lined up like little soldiers behind her on the doorstep, tallest to shortest.

“Wow, you boys are growing so fast.”

“Hi, Aliet,” the oldest said shyly. All three of them were spitting images of Ben. Except for their eyes: They had those deep-brown eyes of their mother. The youngest aside from the baby, only two, sucked his thumb and swayed from side to side. I looked at each of them, trying to find myself in their faces, but I couldn’t.

“Where’s the baby?”

“Sleeping. Come in and get settled and you can see him. I’ll tell you one thing, he’s growing like a weed. Only one year old and I already know he’s gonna be big like his father.”

There were three bedrooms upstairs and Ben had built two sets of bunk beds for the boys, so I got my own room. The window didn’t look directly to the river, but if I stuck my head out far enough and twisted it to the right, I could see it. And even if I couldn’t see its fullness, I could always hear it. At night I slept with the window open and was lulled to sleep by the sound of the river. The bay, while not visible, could be felt in the breeze. When the tide was coming in, it broke the heat of summer and offered a welcome reprieve. At night, the lace curtains in my room billowed out over my head, a ghost of the winds that had travelled across oceans to reach me.

Occasionally the bay brought chaos, thunder so loud it shook the house, lightning so bright it felt like midday. Yet it didn’t frighten me. I would lie awake counting the seconds between the thunder and the accompanying lightning, trying to track its distance, trying to understand if the storm was closing in or wandering away. The storm calmed me, made it easier to drift into sleep, and when I woke in the morning, the air lighter, the humidity broken, if only briefly, the world felt new. Those are some of my fondest memories of my summer there. Those and my long walks with John, our time spent eating fish and chips at a picnic table by the river, sitting by the river quietly waiting to catch a fish, lying out in the backyard, far enough away from the house to be able to see the stars without the interruption of light but close enough that Sally could holler out the window every ten minutes to make sure we weren’t doing anything she thought we shouldn’t.

I spent the first few days helping prepare the meals, taking the boys out for a walk or to play in the backyard so Sally could rest and tend to the youngest. John knew I was there, but he was out to camp cutting trees and wouldn’t be back until the weekend. That didn’t stop me looking for him everywhere I went. Big Ben was in and out, stocking the little store with bundles of kindling for when the colder weather arrived, visiting the Elders and getting their baskets and leather work to sell to interested tourists. Each fruit and vegetable, as it came out of the garden, was bartered for or ended up in the kitchen, where it was canned and readied for winter. Sally counted how much she thought she’d need to feed her own family and then put the rest in the little store. It hadn’t opened yet, but when it did, in the fall, it would be fully stocked and ready for customers. When Ben wasn’t stocking the store, he was down by the river with a fishing pole or out on the water on one of the boats, fishing for the local restaurants and to sell to other countries. Sally still didn’t like him out there—too many men lost to the sea—and every time he left, she would say the Lord’s Prayer in English, in French to honour Ben’s father, and then, finally, in Mi’kmaw. She said she really didn’t believe in any of it, but it couldn’t hurt. And while he was gone, sometimes for days at a time, she would pace when she had nothing to occupy her hands, so I tried to keep her busy until he walked through the door, stinking of fish and sweat, with a bundle of cash in his hand.

I didn’t have to help out in the evenings and on Sundays, but I did when John was working. Sometimes, when I was free, I would go for a walk by the river or sit out in the back and read a book, but mostly I liked to be of help. It gave me a purpose. I’d only brought two books, so one day I was scanning the small bookshelf that sat along the wall, tucked behind a rocking chair. The books were old, and many were tattered, their edges ripped or wrinkled.

“You feel free to take a book, Aliet,” Sally said. “I don’t have the time for books, not with all these boys. I used to like them, but now there’s just no time. Maybe when they are grown, but then I’ll likely be a busy Kiju.” She laughed and returned to peeling carrots.

I pulled each one out and examined it. There were a few old school readers, and I made a note to work with the second boy on his reading. A few Reader’s Digest collections and a thick old book called Legends of the Micmacs by Silas Tertius Rand. I pulled it off the shelf.

“That one was given to my father by a white man who thought he might like to have it,” Sally explained. “Isn’t it funny how people think. Giving an Indian a book about Indians written by a white man, thinking the Indian would want to read it.”

“Did he? Your father?”

“No. I don’t know why I even hold on to it. Those aren’t really our stories.”

“Why?”

“He was a missionary, Aliet. He changed our stories—not completely, there are still a lot of our stories in there, but many of those men and their ‘good intentions’ changed them to suit their mission.”

“Their mission?” I placed it back on the shelf and went to help Sally peel some potatoes for supper. Ben had killed one of the chickens earlier and it was in the oven roasting.

“To convert us, to take away our stories. To replace them with Christian ones.”

“Why?”

“Who knows what white people think, Aliet. Or why they think it. You’d be better to sit around a fire with the Elders or with the folks at the apple picking this fall and listen to those stories. Those are more real than that book.” She pointed her paring knife toward the shelf.

In the end, I settled on a few dog-eared Agatha Christie novels.

I knew that Kenneth lived up the hill, less than a mile away, but I was successful in avoiding him. The past two autumns, he hadn’t come to pick apples, something about him being so behind in school he couldn’t afford to miss any. Ben told me that he and his family rarely came into the village, they had everything they needed up the hill.

With this knowledge came comfort. I freely, and without fear, wandered the village, roamed down the narrow, rutted roads. The main road from the east to the west ran through the town, so during the day you might see quite a few cars and trucks passing through, but in the evening it was as quiet as a church. I liked to look in on the few shops that existed, the grocery store and a pharmacy, which also served as the clothing store and Sears depot for catalogue orders. The small fish restaurant that only did takeout. It had a few picnic tables, which looked out over the river. Off in the distance, the bay. It was my and John’s favourite spot. Whenever I visited from May through to September, Kiju would give me some change so I could get an ice cream, and later, when I was older, fish and chips. John would stop by Ben and Sally’s place and pick me up on Fridays, fresh from the woods, and after a shower to clean the sap and stink off him.

“Fish and chips?”

“Of course,” I would say, and we would sit down at one of the picnic tables and John would go order. Starting when he was fourteen, he had a job working in the woods in the summer, chopping winter wood for home heating, so he liked to pay. I didn’t have a job, but Kiju would give me money, which I always returned to her because John wouldn’t let me pay for myself.

“It makes me feel nice to treat you,” he said as he placed my meal in front of me, grease soaking through the bottom of the paper plate. The salty, yeasty scent of beer-battered fish and french fries was intoxicating—not as much as being near John was, but on an empty belly it came awful close sometimes.

On a grey day toward the middle of July, I walked down to the little post office to mail a letter to Kiju. I’d been trying to invite her to join us, but her garden and her animals needed tending, so she stayed home, content to be alone. She admitted that the quiet she thought she was going to dread ended up bringing her comfort. And besides, she had written, that summer two babies had been born under the tree. Apparently, a few women from the northern communities, an eight-hour drive from our home, who held on to tradition a little tighter, heard about Kiju and her skills at welcoming babies. They travelled all that way and stayed at the nearby motel until it was their time. The grief that Kiju had felt, that I had shared with her, seemed to fade away in those letters, in the presence of those women and their little ones. She claimed these events to be the best tonic for a lonely heart—the first wail of an infant, the first look a mother gave her newborn, the tree.

After posting my letter, I stopped in to the pharmacy to buy myself some chocolate. The store was cramped, with only enough room for one person to occupy the narrow aisles. The fridge that held milk, juice, bacon, and eggs dripped condensation onto the tiled floor. Towels, wet and smelling slightly of mould and Javex, sat under the door to catch the water. Cigarettes and a few bottles of dark liquor sat at the back behind a counter. An old sign informed customers of the medicinal value of whiskey. Mrs. Comeau sat at the back behind the counter, dispensing gossip and everything needed to cure a cold and treat arthritis. At the front sat Mr. Comeau, a stern-looking man with little square glasses, which he wore perched on the end of his nose. When he spoke, he looked at you over the rims. It was a Tuesday just before dinnertime, so the store was nearly empty. From somewhere I could hear a radio playing low, Tammy Wynette’s gentle twang.

I was browsing the small selection of women’s clothing at the back when I heard Mr. Comeau, his voice raised. I peeked my head around the aisle to see the owner yelling at a young boy.

“I know you stole it. Hand it over.”

The boy stood so still, his arms stiff against his legs. I heard him say in a shaking voice, “I didn’t take anything. I was just looking around.”

“Then where is it? It was sitting just there and now it’s not.”

“I don’t know. I didn’t take it.”

I couldn’t see his face, but I could hear the tears in his voice. He couldn’t have been older than ten. Behind me, I heard movement. I turned to see another boy, his strawberry-blond hair standing on end, as he shoved a toy gun, still in its package, down the back of his jeans and covered it with his T-shirt. He put his finger to his lips to shush me. I looked back at the little boy at the front of the shop, his body visibly shaking now as the owner continued to accuse him. The man’s voice grew louder and his face reddened with rage. He looked up and saw me watching.

“You, in the back.” He pointed to me, waving me over. The young boy turned to look at me while the yellow-haired kid slipped down the aisle behind me.

I straightened my back and headed toward the front of the store. My heart was beating so loudly, I was sure they could hear it.

“Did you see this boy steal a toy gun?” the owner asked.

I stood behind the young boy. I could feel his fright. “I don’t . . .” I stumbled.

“I saw him take it,” said the actual thief, coming around the corner. He faced us as he backed away and toward the door. He winked at me, his imagined co-conspirator.

“Thank you, Charles. It’s good to have an honest kid around here.”

The boy named Charles slipped out the door and onto the street, and I stood there, mute.

“I’m going to tell your father about this. And you are not welcome in this store again. Damn Indians.”

I wanted to say something. I truly did. I wanted to defend the scared boy, to tell the owner what had really happened, but I just stood there, frozen.

“You can leave.” The owner pointed to the door as he grabbed the arm of the young boy and pushed him toward a door at the back marked Office. His eyes pleaded with me to help him, his smallness so much more pronounced than before, exaggerated by the fear he carried.

I’ve done many things that I am not proud of, everyone has. But this moment, so clearly etched in my memory, is one that I am convinced will haunt me until I am dead. As children, we don’t always understand the hurt we can cause; we consider only ourselves. But I was not a child. I had no reason not to tell the truth. For many years, when this memory would sneak into my thoughts, I tried to rationalize my actions: I was shy, I was not from that town, I didn’t know the boy. It’s funny what we will try to justify when we know we are in the wrong. The boy would be chastised and then go on his way. As an adult, he would laugh at the memory, or so I told myself. I was so naive. I should have known that this was not one boy, one single event. This was part of his life, this suspicion he aroused simply because of the colour of his skin, a colour I didn’t carry, something that had allowed me to leave him there alone, accused.

I turned and left, the door closing behind me as the tinkling of the small bell that hung over the entrance rang in my ears. Out into the sun, I squinted my eyes and took a deep breath. The boy, Charles, was nowhere to be seen. I could feel my heart beginning to quiet, but the air was so still, as if waiting for me to turn around and go back in, to tell the truth. But I didn’t.

I slowly started to make my way back to Sally and Ben’s, replaying the scene, trying to understand what had just happened and my part in it. I took the little path down to the river and sat under the bridge. Beer bottles and cigarette butts littered the ground, seagulls picked at garbage, looking for food. I was relieved to be alone. I thought of Sally’s boys, only a little younger than the boy from the store. Would I have let them take the blame for something they didn’t do, when I knew the truth? And I was saddened to think I might have. Clouds had started to roll in from off the bay and the afternoon had taken a turn. A cool breeze forced me from under the bridge and back on the road to home. As I reached the top of the path, I saw him, Reg, Kenneth’s father, his hand gripping the shoulder of the young boy, marching toward a truck parked beside the store. His voice was angry, but his anger was not placed on the boy.

“Idiot storekeeper. If you’d have stolen the toy gun, wouldn’t you have it on you? He just hates us Indians.” The boy turned to see me emerge from under the bridge. He looked at me. I turned from them as they drove away.

“Well, don’t you look sickly.” Sally was sitting by the big window that looked out onto the main road, feeding the baby. The house was quiet except for the sucking sounds from the baby and the groaning of the old pine floor under the curved feet of the rocking chair. “You see a ghost or something?”

“No, just feeling a bit ill. Must be the heat.”

“Go take a nap before dinner. A good nap always helps.”

Sally sat the baby on her lap and started to pat his back. I nodded and headed up the stairs. A nap wasn’t what I needed, but I did need to be alone, to sit with myself for a while. At dinner I was quiet, but that was not unusual, and I went to bed early.

The next day was busy with work, and I was able to create a distance from the event and myself. And it started to look insignificant, or at least not as heavy as the importance I had originally placed on it. But a few days later I would come to understand that it was significant. It was important to someone.

I was walking back from the grocery store, where I’d gone to get sugar and potatoes for Sally, when a shadow crossed the road from the other side and stood in front of me.

“Well, if it isn’t everyone’s favourite orphan.”

“Kenneth, leave me alone.”

“Kenneth, leave me alone,” he mimicked.

“Do you have anything better to do than make my life miserable?”

He faked a low curtsy. “I wouldn’t want to upset everyone’s precious Aliet.”

“What have I done to you? Why are you like this? Are you still mad because Ben gave me pennies when I was little? Is that it? Because John and I are so close? I don’t understand.” I hated that my voice was strained and I sounded younger than I was.

“I don’t care about Ben and his stupid pennies. And I couldn’t care less about you and John.”

“Then why? Why do you do this to me?”

“I heard that someone who looks like you was at the store a few days back when my little brother was accused of stealing.”

I felt my heart sink. I stood silent. I couldn’t deny it. “Really?”

“Yup, let him be accused of something he didn’t do. Didn’t say a thing. Just stood there.”

I hated this moment, when the one person I hated more than anyone in the world was calling me out for the something I hated most about myself. A truck came around the corner, and I thought for a moment Kenneth would move on. But as the dust and exhaust fumes filled the air, he waited until the truck was out of sight. Then he moved closer. I backed away but slipped on the loose dirt that sat on the edge of a ditch. I caught myself before I fell into the still and murky water, mosquitoes hovering above.

“Didn’t believe my brother. No, he didn’t. But he listened to you and that little jerk, Charles Meisner. You’re such a bitch, Aliet. People don’t see it, but I do.”

“You need to go away now,” I said, but he took another step toward me and I felt my foot give way. I fell backwards into the ditch, the bag I was carrying falling with me and potatoes and sugar going everywhere. I rushed to stand up in the knee-high water as Kenneth stood above me and laughed. I tried to gather the potatoes, but the sugar was lost.

“Look what you did,” I yelled at him, my fingers clenched in anger.

“I didn’t do anything. I didn’t touch you. You did it to yourself.” The sun was behind him, casting him in shadow, a black, inky silhouette above me. I couldn’t see his face, but I felt his sneer, his satisfaction.

I gathered the potatoes that hadn’t sunk to the bottom, swatted a half-dozen mosquitoes from around my head and face, and started to climb out of the ditch.

Kenneth kept laughing as he walked away. He yelled over his shoulder, “You deserved that.”

“Afraid I’ll break your nose again?” I yelled, but he didn’t turn back. By the time I had straightened my hair and squeezed as much water out of my skirt as I could, he was gone.

As much as I hated Kenneth, and I did, I hated more that he was right. And in my mind, that was another reason to hate him, even if Kiju and Sally said that hating someone only affected the hater. But I was determined to detest him.

When I got back, I lied and told Sally I wasn’t paying attention and fell in the ditch. She looked at me sideways, perhaps sensing the lie.

“Well then, get those remaining potatoes peeled for supper. I’ll get sugar tomorrow. You sure you’re okay?”

“Fine.”

“Okay, but if something is bothering you, you can tell me.”

“No, I’m okay.”

I couldn’t explain what happened without telling her about my cowardice. And the thought that Sally and Ben would be disappointed in me wasn’t something I was willing to risk. So I changed my clothes, pulled my hair back and peeled the potatoes for supper.

That evening, I met John under the bridge. The gloomy day had given way to a beautiful summer evening. John had brought a few chocolate chip cookies and a small bottle of apple juice, courtesy of his mother.

“You’re awful quiet.”

“Am I?”

“Even more so than usual.” He handed me the bottle of juice. It was sickly sweet and already warm.

“Sorry.”

“No need for sorry. Anything you want to talk about?”

I thought for a moment. Did I want to tell John about Kenneth and my cowardice?

“I ran into Kenneth this afternoon.”

“You really need to stop letting him get to you. He’s been that way since his mother left.”

“I know. Remember when we were all friends? Did I dream that?”

“No, he wasn’t always an ass. Just since puberty,” John said, and I feigned a smile.

I reached over and stole the rest of the cookie from his hand and popped it in my mouth. I didn’t want to talk about Kenneth and how I let him get under my skin. I wanted to speak of better things, of the things to come.

“Your braid is frizzy, let me take care of it.” I loved how he let me fix his hair. There was something so intimate about it. John jumped down off the large boulder where we sat, untied the twine that held the braid together, took off his shoes and shirt, and walked into the river.

My heart skipped a beat at the sight of his bare skin. His arms were thin but muscled from working in the woods, his thin frame dark against the summer light. I held my breath as he dunked his head, wetting his hair. He used his hands to wring it out before leaving his shirt and shoes on the riverbank and climbing back onto the rock. Without a word he handed me the twine and sat down, facing away from me. My hands shook as I gathered his hair, cold and wet from the river. I used my fingers as a comb, releasing the knots. We said nothing as I weaved his hair in my hands, looping one batch over the other, over and over again, until I reached the thin ends. I used the twine to secure the braid and took my hands and gently wiped the water off his shoulders. He reached up and held my hand in his for just a moment before he jumped off the rock and put his shoes and shirt back on. I watched intently, and blushed when he smiled at me. He reached out and I took his hand and climbed down off the giant stone, and for a minute I forgot all about Kenneth and his brother, my own inaction.

But later, Kenneth would make sure I would never be able to forget it.




FOURTEEN

August 1997

“You wear memory like a charm, like a weird sort of hedge of protection. Like it’s going to keep you from getting hurt. It’s a dangerous thing, to use memory that way,” Kiju had once said to me.

I was home for a weekend right after I’d ended it with a boyfriend. Kiju had liked him, thought there might have been a future for us. I wasn’t of the same opinion. Kiju was cooking and I was telling her why we broke up. He wanted to get married and I didn’t. Something about us—not him, but us—wasn’t right.

“You have put John on a pedestal, and while I know the love you used to share, I also know that love like that can also be dangerous, especially to the tender-hearted.” She walked over to where I was sitting, my hands wrapped around a cup of tea. “And I know you think yourself to be tough, but you can’t always be. And holding on to a memory like that will keep you a prisoner.”

Kiju’s wisdom echoed from the grave, reminding me that even in her absence, she could still be the voice that spoke a common sense I sometimes lacked. Now, I was unsure what I thought of William. He was neither good nor bad, I didn’t love him or hate him. I had no idea what I would think of him tomorrow, next month, next week, or twenty years from now. He was meant to be a footnote in my life story, but now I knew there would always be a part of him around.

“Hi,” he answered on the first ring, sounding cheerful.

“Hi.”

Then silence. I took a deep breath.

“I was wondering if we could talk, face to face.”

“Everything okay?”

“Yeah. I just need to chat.”

“Okay. I’ll hop in the shower and be there in an hour.”

“Sounds good.”

As I put the receiver down, I wished he were here now, or that I had gone to him. An hour to obsess over what to say was going to drive me crazy. I wanted it to be done. There was no way I could think about the future until he knew.

When he arrived, his knock was gentle as he opened the door. I’d been staring out the window when he pulled in the driveway. As I watched him approach, my heart quickened. Without words, without a hello, he came in, kissed me on the cheek and sat down on the sofa. He may have been mostly Scottish, but I could see the Mi’kmaq in him then. Or maybe I saw what I wanted to see. Or what I hoped I would see in our daughter, because I knew this child would be a girl.

“I’m glad you called. I really wanted to see you before I left. They pushed up the dates, so I am out of here the day after tomorrow. Just gotta finish up some paperwork.”

“Oh,” was all I could muster.

I joined him on the sofa but couldn’t look at him. I focused my eyes on a knot in the pine that was leaking through the paint on the windowsill. I was about to speak when he took my hand, turned it over and kissed my palm.

“How about once more for old times’ sake. A good way to say goodbye.”

It seemed like an easier decision in the moment, to let that be our goodbye. He stood, took my hand and led me to the bedroom.

Maybe I wouldn’t tell him after all.

“I want to show you something,” I said as I crawled over him. We had been pressed up against one another in the twin bed. The heat of summer fused our naked bodies. Sweat bonded us where our legs intertwined, where my arm rested on his chest. The cheap fan, bought when the first heat wave of the summer passed through, was ineffectual even with the windows open. The humidity seeped in under the doors and crawled through the window, soaking us.

My feet hit the floor with a thump and I welcomed the tiny bit of coolness it offered. I threw on the shorts and T-shirt that William had so enthusiastically removed an hour before.

“Get up,” I said. I took his hand and pulled him up.

William already had children, but he rarely talked about them, and I didn’t press. I knew there were three, two girls and a boy, and they were out on their own. He had grandchildren too, two of them, I think. I didn’t know if they were boys or girls. I looked at pictures once, old and creased from being in his wallet for a decade, but I never pressed him to disclose anything about his life before we met. I’d never told him about my childhood, the scar or the reason I left the city to move home. And I certainly never told him about the birthing tree.

William put on his jeans and T-shirt and I led him out the door. The night was eerily quiet, the sky bright with stars. At the end of the path, the tree came into view. I stopped and my breath caught. The tree looked bigger somehow, its branches stretched out, broader than I remembered, the base wider, the roots that held women longer, protruding from the ground at more distinct angles. A trick of the light, or of time, or of memory.

“This is the birthing tree,” I declared, then let go of his hand and walked up to the tree.

“The what?”

“The birthing tree. It’s where our women would come to have their babies.”

I crouched down and ran my hands through the dirt where my mother had given her life so that I could have mine. I don’t know why, but my stomach lurched and I felt as if I might pass out, or throw up, or both. I looked up, hoping the stars in their stillness would settle my dizziness. But all I saw were leaves. The tree obliterated the sky. The branches above me turned and twisted; I saw a blur of rotation. The world seemed to be turning. I thought I might fall. I felt his hands on my waist.

“Careful. You okay?”

“Just dizzy. Probably the heat getting to me.”

He held my hand as I sat down between the branches the way I’d seen so many women do in the past. William slipped behind me, using himself as a soft place for me to lean. I settled against him. I could smell him, the sweat, the residual scent of sex, a hint of cologne. I breathed it in, all of him.

“I was born under this tree. The same moment my mother died, during a summer thunderstorm. There was no rain. Kiju, my grandmother, said she cursed the earth for refusing to cry at the death of her daughter.”

I could feel the rise and fall of his chest and my own breathing synced with his, our bodies moving together.

“My Kiju, she used to help guide babies into the world. And her mother before her, and her mother before her. She would make the medicines and sing the songs passed down. They were the only songs I ever knew in Mi’kmaw.”

“Knew? Don’t you still know them?”

“No. Sometimes I remember a snippet, but they are mostly gone from me now.”

Since returning home, I had tried my hardest to recall the songs. But only the melody came to me. In the quiet, I started to hum. The sounds vibrating in my throat felt familiar, but I could no longer retrieve the words. Perhaps I no longer deserved them.

“That’s beautiful.”

“I helped my Kiju. I even helped with a baby girl named Faye. My first and only birth.” I sighed and let myself relax into him even more. His hands were around my waist, resting easy on my stomach. He didn’t ask any questions, about these people he didn’t know. He didn’t move to leave, just sat holding on to me, and I let myself be held.

William kissed me on the top of my ear, drawing me out of my own thoughts.

“I want to tell you about me. I don’t need you to do the same, but I wanted you to know a bit about my life.”

“Okay.”

“I don’t know who my father is, I have no brothers or sisters that I know of, my mother died giving birth to me. I have a hard time loving. There was a man, his name was John, I think I just gave up on love after him. I was so young, and you know how young love imprints on you? He was, and still is, the person who I compare everyone to. Even you. It’s not fair, but I can’t help it.”

William remained quiet, somehow knowing I wasn’t finished.

I turned my head to look at him and he raised his hand and outlined the scar, running his finger down the side of my face, letting it rest at my jaw. “And this?”

“A young man was full of rage and he took it out on me. I don’t know why, and I don’t like to think about it.”

“How?”

“With a knife.”

I felt him stiffen under me. He took his hand away and bent his head to look closer at the scar.

“Where is he now?” There was anger in his voice.

“I don’t know. I think he’s dead, or in prison. I haven’t seen him since the day he did this.”

“Why would he do this to you?”

The old hurt came rushing back. The pain of Kiju asking what I’d done. I was still facing him, the dark obscuring his features and, I hoped, mine.

“Are you blaming me?”

“Of course not. It’s just—”

I didn’t let him finish. “Just . . .”

“I didn’t mean anything by it, Aliet.” He reached out to take my hand and I let him. I think I was losing the energy to be angry. I had spent so much time being mad at the universe and at the people who left me that I was exhausted by it all.

“I don’t know why. You’d have to ask him. And I don’t want to talk about it any longer. There are other, more important things we need to discuss.”

I turned back around and settled against him. I looked up into the branches again, took a deep breath. I knew I needed to tell him here, under this tree, the tree where his daughter would eventually be born. I knew that the tree needed me to tell him here, to etch my girl’s story into the rings, deep inside.

“I’m pregnant.”

A slight breeze rattled the leaves above us.

“That’s pretty serious.”

“I know you’re leaving, and this is not something you wanted or expected.”

“No, it’s not.”

“If you are thinking that I did this on purpose, I didn’t.”

I couldn’t see his face and couldn’t tell what he was thinking. Was he confused, angry, disappointed? His silence began to weigh on me and I shifted my body. But he held me still, resting both his hands on my belly, above the life we had created. His hands felt warm, and for a moment I felt safe.

“I don’t know what to say right now. I don’t know what the right thing to say is.”

“There is no right or wrong thing to say. Just say what you want, what you’re feeling. You can be honest.”

He pulled his hands off my belly and I felt the cool air replace the warmth where his hands had been. I leaned forward as he pushed himself off the ground to stand above me. He reached down and helped me to my feet and then dropped my hand and turned and began to walk toward the house, and I followed him in the dark.

When we got back, I kicked off my shoes and went to the sink for a glass of water. William stood in the doorway, his keys that had been in the bowl by the door only a moment before now hanging off his finger. He stood there, in the semi-darkness, and stared at me.

“I think I should go. I need to get up early for work.”

He walked over and kissed me on the cheek, letting his lips rest a little longer than usual. His scruff didn’t tickle this time, it felt like dozens of tiny pinpricks, stinging and hot.

“Okay.”

The door closed quietly behind him and I stood there as the condensation from my water glass dripped to the floor. I didn’t cry. There was nothing really to cry over. I took a long drink and went to bed.

I passed the next two days in absolute silence. The phone didn’t ring and no cars came up the drive. I didn’t even have the energy for the radio or television. I fed the animals and myself, made endless cups of tea, and wandered around the garden talking to the chickens. I drank from Kiju’s cup and brushed my hair with the brush that had been my mother’s, still intact after all these years. But as the days and hours passed, I came to understand that this baby, this girl—because it was a girl, how could it not be—was meant for me. And I would love her, I would tell her about her family, the same stories that Kiju had told me. She would understand the recipes, she would know her songs, she would be proud. She would never hide herself behind a grocery shelf. She would be brave.

“You’ve been awfully quiet lately.” The ringing of the telephone had startled me out of my daydreams. Miriam was on the other end. “I didn’t want to bug you. I wasn’t sure if you needed time. You know, to process.”

“I told William three days ago and I think he left yesterday. I haven’t heard from him, so I guess I got what I wanted.”

“I’m coming over. Put on the teapot.”

Then I heard a gentle knocking at the door. “Wait. Someone is here. I’ll call you back.”

A cold vibration ran down my entire body. Kiju would say that someone must have walked over my grave. I shivered and reached for the door. On the other side stood William. He stepped past me and into the house.

“I didn’t . . .” I started.

“We need to . . .” he said at the same time. “I am not angry.”

“Okay, that’s good, I guess,” I replied.

“I know that I am partly responsible, I understand that . . . It’s just that . . .” He stopped.

“Just that?”

He started to pace. “My kids are grown. I have grandkids.”

“It’s okay. It’s a difficult situation. Unexpected and bad for you, and unexpected and good for me. I guess.”

“It’s not bad. I’d never say that. It makes me sound like a complete asshole.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

Behind me, the kettle whistled.

“Tea?” I asked as I removed the hot water from the stove.

“No. Thank you.” He half smiled, took a breath and readied himself. “I’ve had a few days to take this news in, to consider everything.”

“Okay.”

“I know I have a responsibility here.”

“And I am relieving you of it. I want this baby. I didn’t know that I wanted it, but I know it now. But I don’t need you.”

He looked hurt.

“I’m sorry if that was harsh, but we knew when we got into this that it was temporary. A little fun. We were never going to be a family.”

“I’m not leaving you to raise this child on your own, Aliet. I’ve already told my kids that they will have a little brother or sister here on the east coast. I refuse to be a deadbeat.” He sat down hard on the sofa.

I went to make tea. For a long time he sat and I steeped, dipping the tea bag more times than necessary, waiting. I could hear the clock ticking, the one above the door.

“How are you so calm about this?” he asked, walking to meet me where the kitchen met the living room.

I placed my tea on the table. “I wanted a father, but in the end I did well enough without one. At least you are here, at least she will know who you are.”

“She?”

“Trust me.”

I held out my hand, waiting to solidify the plan, agree to the contract. He took my hand, pulled me in and wrapped his arms around me.

“You are something, Aliet.”

I pulled myself away and smiled at him.

He took my hands in his again, connecting us. “I will be part of this child’s life. Maybe I won’t be here every day. Maybe I won’t be here for Christmas or every birthday. But I want to be part of their life. I know you want to raise the child . . . her . . . on your own and I respect that, but I will not walk away entirely. This child, this girl, will have a father, will have brothers and sisters. She can come out to spend summers, she can call and write. I will leave it up to you, and I trust you to honour this, but I will not abandon her.”

I stood there, dumb, my hands in his, his eyes trained on my face until I looked up.

“Okay.”

“Okay.”

He let my hands go and they stayed there suspended before I realized and let them fall to my sides. William turned to leave.

“Nmultes, William.”

He looked at me quizzically.

“It means until next time.”

“Until next time.” He leaned in and kissed me softly before he turned and left.

I closed the door behind him and a sense of peace washed over me as I listened to his car drive away.




FIFTEEN

November 1970

“Hey, Kiju.” I walked through the door, and the smell of baking bread met my nose. I found this odd, since Saturday was bread day and this was Wednesday.

“We are going away for a few days. Pack a bag. We are going to catch the six thirty train.”

My grandmother didn’t leave home. She stayed where she was with the exception of shopping for things she couldn’t make or grow herself.

“You can miss a couple days of school. It won’t hurt. You’ll catch up.”

“Where are we going?”

“To visit Sally. I got a letter today. She’s expecting this new baby any day and wants us to be there. She can’t travel because of all the children, so we are going to go to her.”

“How long are we staying?”

“Until the baby is born.”

I hated missing school, but I was excited to see Ben and Sally and the boys, and maybe John if time allowed. I emptied my backpack and filled it with clean underwear and socks, a clean pair of jeans, a few sweaters and Wuthering Heights, a dull book but required reading for English class. When we arrived in the dark, the two oldest boys met us at the train and insisted on carrying our bags from the station to the house.

Sally sat near the stove, sewing socks. Her feet were shoeless, swollen and red.

“In all my days, I don’t think I’ve been happier to see two people.” She laid her sewing on the egg crate beside her that acted as a small table and tried to lift herself up but fell with a thunk back into the chair.

“You stay right where you are. We are here to make sure you can welcome this little one with peace. A little sad that the tree has been unable to witness the last two.” She removed her coat and handed it to the oldest boy and made her way over to Sally. She sat down at her feet and took one in her hands. “Aliet, tea,” Kiju instructed.

I handed my coat to the same boy and made my way to the stove as Kiju worked the soft pads of her fingers into the hard muscles of Sally’s feet. Sally let her head fall back and made a little noise of pleasure.

Big Ben had left to deliver a bundle of kindling to an older couple on the other side of town who were nervous about falling on the ice. They paid him in chickens, which was just as good as money.

“Feeds this gaggle of boys we have here,” he said that night as we sat around the table eating a roasted chicken with potatoes, carrots and a thick, rich gravy made with real butter and fat drippings. Kiju had brought the bread and Big Ben smothered it in molasses. It was a festive atmosphere.

“What do you think, Kiju? Sally thinks this one is a girl,” Ben said.

“Oh, I never like to guess, but I suppose Sally would know. She’s the one who carried all the others.”

“This one just feels different,” Sally said as she reached over to wipe molasses off the chin of her youngest. “You brought the teas and everything you need?”

Kiju looked at her incredulously, as if she could ever forget such a thing, and Sally apologized. Both women laughed.

We settled into Sally’s house as though we’d been living there all along. We shared a small bed previously occupied by the oldest boy, who now slept on a pile of blankets on the floor of his brothers’ room, never complaining, because he said the floor was closer to the heat coming from the wood stove downstairs. All day Thursday I sat with Sally, a small fireplace emitting just enough heat to chase the cold away. Around mid-afternoon, Sally got tired.

“Do you want me to help you to bed? Kiju says that naps are healthy.”

“No, I like it here in the front room. The boys will be home soon and it will get loud. Not that I mind. A quiet child makes me nervous.”

“I was a quiet child.”

“True, so maybe not all quiet children.” She laid her head back and closed her eyes.

Word had gotten around the small village that Kiju and I were there, and John’s mother sent a note that John was in school during the day and in the woods on the weekends, but she would be sure to tell him that I was there when he got back. She said he would be so happy to see me.

It was just after breakfast on our third day there when Sally let out a groan from her chair by the fire.

“Here we go,” she said to Kiju.

Kiju turned to Ben. “Ben, you take the little ones and skedaddle. Aliet and I have this.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to stay?”

“We don’t need you, you did your part.” She winked at Big Ben and he blushed redder than the sunset.

He gathered his boys and headed out the door. “When my daughter is born, send for us at my brother’s place.”

“Will do.”

Sally was in the early stages of labour. Her brow was still dry and her breathing regular. We helped her upstairs and propped her up in the bed she shared with Ben and the occasional child afraid after a nightmare or a thunderstorm.

“For the first time in a long time, I have the bed to myself.” She laughed as I came in with a warm cup of tea fresh from the kettle. “And what is this one meant to do?”

“How do you not remember after four babies?” I asked.

“Aliet, when you have a baby, you will understand. I don’t remember much, just the sound of that cry and the feel of their skin. If we remembered every detail, we’d probably never do it twice. I remember enough to tell them their stories. The pain, I like to forget.” Sally closed her eyes and held her belly, breathing calmly through a contraction.

Kiju walked in, wiping her hands with a dish towel. “Sally, I was thinking that Aliet could help you to bring your daughter into the world. I will be here beside her, of course, but it would be good for her.”

Sally looked at me and I looked at Kiju. Surely, she couldn’t mean it. My job was to steep the tea that Kiju had already made, pass blankets when needed and sing the songs. I remembered the fear I had the last time Kiju had asked me to help, only a few short years before.

“That would be nice.” Sally smiled.

“Kiju, no. I can’t.”

“Yes, you can. You know what I know. You just need to put it all into practice, and if there is anything that town meeting taught me, it’s that we have to make sure we remember. It’s up to you now.”

The room suddenly felt small and unbearably hot. The air had a heavy quality as it seemed to push its way into my lungs. A pot of hot water sat in the corner, and I thought it was giving off far more heat than it should. My eyes seemed wetter than usual, a glaze of moisture thickening on the surface. I tried to blink it away.

“What if I don’t know what to do?”

“Do you think I’m just going to head down to the community hall for some bingo? I’m going to be standing here right beside you.” She leaned in closer as Sally gripped the sheets during another contraction. “This is important, Aliet. It’s important that you know. That you remember.” And she kissed my forehead and let her cool lips stay a little longer than usual. She patted my back and went to check on the tea.

I wanted to help Sally, to be a part of her daughter’s birth story. I wanted to make Kiju proud, to let her know that those people at the town meeting were wrong, that we could do this, we should do this. But the reality of it was a little too terrifying. It’s an important thing, to help usher life into the world, to gently coax a new soul from a place of warmth and safety to a sometimes cold and ugly place. It has to be done with love on the mind. There can be no anxiety, no fear; the baby might feel it, might carry it with them. At that moment, as I took the seat at the foot of the bed and pulled the sheet back to check on Sally, I knew I could do this, the technical part. It was the other part I was scared of, the responsibility of ensuring joy. Behind me, Kiju started to sing her song and the world seemed to come into focus. The room was bearable again and the pain on Sally’s face held something so primal and yet so beautiful.

“Okay. I’m ready.”

“Now check Sally, see how the baby is coming along.”

Kiju talked me through checking Sally, to see how long it would be before the baby made its way down the birth canal and into the world. Sally was the perfect patient. I washed my hands in the bucket of beech leaves and bark steeped in hot water that had been set beside me.

“Not long now, Sally. She’ll be in your arms soon,” I said with a confidence I wasn’t sure I had.

I moved around to stand at the side of the bed and laid my hands on Sally’s protruding belly. I looked over at my grandmother and she nodded. I started to push, gently, to see how the baby was positioned, to see if she needed any help getting into the right place for birth, but everything seemed to be right, the head was down. Sally started to moan, her eyes closed, while Kiju sang in a low voice. The window was open, and the cool breeze gifted by the bay and a chilly November was welcome. Sally’s breathing got heavier as the song grew louder. The thought that women preferred twilight sleep to our birthing songs made my heart sink, if only for a moment. I was brought out of my reverie by the sound of a grunt.

“I think I need to push,” Sally whispered through clenched teeth. “I need to push.”

“Okay, let me get back down there to catch her,” I said with a smile, and wiped her damp hair away from her eyes.

She lifted herself up on her elbows, the strain of it reddening her already blushing cheeks. I sat on the stool and dipped my hands one last time in the hot water, taking in the antiseptic scent of the tree.

“Okay, Sally, I’m ready,” I said.

Sally began to push, Kiju’s song in accompaniment. It was strange to hear the song within the confines of a room, the walls separating us from the natural world that had been so important to the experience. In between pushes, Sally hummed along or tried to sing a few words before the effort of birth took her breath away. A couple of pushes later, I also began singing. Finally, I could see the head.

“Almost there, Sally. Almost there.”

Kiju and I went quiet to allow the baby the time to get used to the world outside the womb.

Sally gave one last push, and with a loud groan she gave birth to a baby girl, just as she said she would. I held her on my arm, her tiny head thick with birth fluid nestled in my hand and her feet curled into the inside of my elbow. I bent my other hand into a cone and used it to suck out any substance remaining from the act of moving from mother to the world. And then she cried, her face scrunched, red with confusion or anger or maybe both. She cried loud and strong and stretched her little arms and legs as far as she could. I held her up for Sally to see before I placed the girl on Sally’s bare chest. Sally whispered in her tiny ear and Kiju watched with pride as I washed my hands in the warm water. Then Kiju cut the cord, physically separating mother and child.

“Next time, I will show you how to cut the cord. It’s a big responsibility separating mother and child.”

I nodded and got a clean washcloth and dipped it in the warm water and washed the baby girl before wrapping her in the soft leather Kiju had prepared and handing her back to her mother.

“I’ll go get Big Ben,” I said as I gathered the bloody towels and prepared to take them downstairs.

“No, I’ll go get him, you stay here and make sure Sally isn’t so enthralled with that beautiful girl that she forgets to drink her tea.” She looked over at the new mother, who paid no attention to us. I wasn’t even sure if she knew we were still in the room. Kiju smiled and went down the stairs first. I followed and set the tea on the wood stove to steep.

I rinsed the knife gently in the sink. The knife, so simple in design, unremarkable to anyone else, held our history. Its own birth was unknown, passed down from mother to daughter for longer than even Kiju had memory. The knife and the tree brought us into this world. Generations of women had held it in their capable hands, gripping the moosehide, separating the child from the mother. This simple tool connected me to generations of women before me. I wish I could remember the feelings I had then. It wouldn’t be long until another knife stole that memory and left fear in its wake.

When Ben came in, his sons in tow, baby girl Faye had already started to suckle. All those boys in one room, taking turns looking down at their sister, touching her gently, running their small fingers along her soft eyebrows, putting their fingers out, waiting for her to grasp.

“You did well, Aliet. I’m proud of you. Kiju told me that we have the honour of being your first delivery,” Ben said, then kissed his wife and smiled at the baby. “What on earth am I going to do with a daughter?”

We all laughed before Kiju and I left the room, quietly closing the door behind us.

The next day was unseasonably warm, as if Mother Nature understood that a celebration of warmth was a good way to welcome baby Faye. I was standing out in the backyard spying on the river as it wandered down to the ocean, the towels from Faye’s birth washed and hung to dry, my tea warm in my hands, when Kiju came up behind me. I jumped at the sound of her voice.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I can imagine where your mind is.” She smiled at me and wrapped her arm around my waist, resting her head, full of thick grey hair, on my arm. “I think we’ll head out tomorrow, get the nine o’clock train and get home in time for a late lunch.” She let go of my waist and turned back toward the house before I could say a word. “Ben just told me that John will be home later this afternoon. Good that we don’t leave until tomorrow.”

I looked toward the river, the halfway point between this house and John’s, the place where we would meet, where we would talk or just sit there in the quiet watching the water as it rushed toward the bay.

Inside, Sally was up, feeding the baby in the chair by the window. The older boys had gone off to school and Ben had taken the youngest, strapped to his back, and gone out to check on a small fishing weir he had, hoping for something for supper. Faye made quiet sucking sounds and yawned.

I waited by the window, pretending to be reading, but none of the words seemed to stick. Each time I heard the sound of gravel under tires, I’d look out the window.

“You’re gonna wear a strip outta my floor wandering back and forth to that window. Here, take this baby and put her down to nap.” Sally handed Faye to me, and I took her into the sitting room where a bassinet had been set up for her. Her belly full, drunk from her mother’s milk, she was sound asleep. Her lip twitched and I wondered if babies had dreams.

Kiju was in the kitchen, preparing supper. When I looked at her, expecting her to tell me to get a knife out and prepare the potatoes, she just smiled and nodded her head toward the door. “A truck just went by. Sally thinks it might have been John.”

I got my boots on and headed for the shortcut down toward the river, the door closing tightly behind me. The rush of water as it was funnelled under the bridge drew me to her banks. The water was a familiar copper colour, the tiny waves capped in white.

I stopped for just a moment to listen to the water tumble its way around the rocks and to watch a few of the last autumn leaves meander along with the current. I was so entranced by the rolling water and excited at the prospect of seeing John that I didn’t hear the gravel crumbling underfoot on the narrow path that led from the road to the rock where I sat. I didn’t hear his feet meet the ground. But I felt it when he spoke, his breath sour on my neck.

“What are you doing down here all alone?”

I jumped down off the rock and turned to face him, but he was already so close. Kenneth grabbed my arm and pulled me toward him.

“Not afraid, are you?”

“Of you, pfft.” I tried to sound brave. “Better let go of me.”

“Or what? What are you going to do?”

I remembered the first time he called me a half-breed and the bloody nose I’d given him in return. I raised my free arm to do it again, but he caught it mid-swing.

“Let me go,” I said, with a little more force and a little more volume, but the sound of the river meant that no one above was going to hear me. I started to sweat, and my heart began to pound in my ears, muting the world around me.

I didn’t have time to try and twist away from his grasp before he threw me to the ground. I landed with a thump and I felt a large stone dig into my lower back and the wind leave my body. As I gasped for air, panicking as I tried to pull it into my useless lungs, he straddled me, his knees on my arms to hold them down. I was still struggling to breathe when he put his face close to mine and spit. I turned away in time that it missed going into my mouth, still agape waiting for air. I felt the warm spit trickle down my cheek and onto my neck.

I took my first breath as he pulled a knife out from behind him, hidden somewhere in his clothes. I tried to move my arms, but they wouldn’t budge; my legs flailed but were useless in getting him off me. I was weak from lack of air. Fear vibrated through my body and into the ground beneath me. He saw my fear, and he enjoyed it. With his other hand, he clasped my neck and turned my head so that I was forced to look at him. I closed my eyes.

“Open your eyes.”

I refused until I felt the steel of the knife, cold and sharp, just below my right eye.

“Maybe I’ll cut out these eyes that everyone loves so much. Then maybe they won’t think you’re so great. What do you think about that?”

I wanted to speak, to say something that would make him stop, to say something to get him off me, but somewhere I knew that there was nothing I could say, so I spit in his face, the way he had in mine. It took all the air I had left and my last speck of energy, but I missed. He laughed, then dragged the steel blade across the top of my cheek and down to my jaw. I felt the skin separate and my own warm blood trickle down the side of my face, onto my neck, and cradle in my ear. I stopped fighting and waited quietly for the moment he dragged it across my neck. In the darkness, my eyes closed tight against what was happening to me, I could see my blood, still warm, drip off the blade and fall silently to the ground, the same way my mother’s blood flooded the dirt under the birthing tree.

I could hear him, still sitting on top of my chest, as he sniffed and coughed up phlegm and spit it, not on me this time. His knees dug into my arms as he leaned in. I felt the knife as it cut the buttons of my shirt. I felt the cold air on my bare skin, but I refused to open my eyes. I didn’t want to see him enjoying this. I kicked, but I didn’t have it in me anymore.

If I’m still, if I keep my eyes closed, if I stay still, he might get bored, I told myself.

As I stiffened and prepared, if that is even the right word, for the nightmare to continue, I felt the cold steel slide under the centre of my bra, the dull end dug into the skin underneath, the tug of steel against cloth, a snap and a giving way, and then he was gone. There was a lightness, his weight a bad memory on my chest, the imprint of his knees on my arms, where hours later bruises would form, large, round and ugly. The cold air settled on my skin, exposed and charged with fear. The sound of the river mixed with the sound of my own heart, and for a moment I couldn’t tell the two apart and I feared, or maybe wished, that I might be dead.

“Aliet.”

A whisper.

I opened my eyes and took a deep breath, cut short by a jagged pain in my side.

“John.” I started to cry.

“Shhhh.” He sat down on the ground beside me, and I felt him close my shirt.

“Where . . .”

“Gone. It’s okay.”

It had started to snow. Soft flakes landed on my face, but I didn’t move, I wanted to stay right there. I wanted to sink into the earth and let the snow cover me. I wanted to fall away, to let the earth do what she wanted with my miserable, broken body.

“Aliet?” I felt the earth move as John moved closer.

“No.” It was the only thing I could think to say.

“I’m just going to sit here until you are ready. You don’t have to do or say anything until you’re ready.”

John gently reached under my shoulders and lifted me up just enough to rest my head on his lap. He laid his own jacket overtop of me. I could feel his body shiver, but he said nothing. He sat quietly as I looked past him into the never-ending grey sky, as snowflakes landed on my eyelashes and melted, as a crow flew overhead, slow and deliberate. He was waiting, I knew, waiting to see if I was going to get up or stay and become nutrients for his sleek black body.

I lay there, as the sound of the river replaced the sound of my own blood rushing through my body. My body had become part of the cold, and I didn’t shiver. They say before you freeze to death there is a calm, a warmth. I stayed still, the feeling of John’s strong legs under my head and neck. I reached up to touch my face and felt the split, the sticky blood. I tried to sit up, and felt John’s hand on my back, gently pushing me forward until I was sitting. He stood and came around to face me, sat back down on the ground and took my hands in his, and I let out a wail. Not a sob, something more primal. His face was still, and he let me cry. I cried until my eyes burned and I couldn’t catch my breath, until the tears had started to wash the blood from my face.

The sky was beginning to darken, and the snow was coming down harder when I tried to stand up. The intensity of the pain made it hard to breathe and stand at the same time. It was so bad that I couldn’t tell where the pain started and where it stopped, what hurt and what he’d left untouched. John put his arms underneath mine and helped me to stand. One arm hung limp, and each time it moved, even just a tiny bit, the pain radiated up my arm and into my head.

We climbed the gravel path, the same one I’d come down hours before. Minutes? Days, maybe? I held one arm in the other and John had his hands on my hips, keeping me steady. I looked up to see the smoke rising from Ben and Sally’s house, so close.

“Aliet,” my grandmother stammered when I walked in the house. “Aliet. What?” She couldn’t seem to find the words to ask, and I couldn’t find the words to answer.

Big Ben was sitting at the table, a cup of coffee steaming in front of him.

Kiju rushed to take me out of John’s hands.

“It was that bastard Kenneth,” John said through clenched teeth. “He had a knife.”

Ben got up so fast from his seat that the coffee tipped over and spilled. He stood over me, his face red with rage.

I fell into the chair as Kiju inspected my face. I winced when she touched the open wound.

“Hot water. On the stove. Wet a cloth and hand it to me,” she barked at John.

“Where is he now?” Ben’s voice was quiet, but there was something frightening underneath.

“I threw him in the river,” John said, so matter-of-fact that it seemed like something he did every day. “And I don’t regret it.”

“I’m going up to Reg’s place, have a little chat about Kenneth.” Big Ben grabbed his coat off the hook and ducked under the door jamb and out of sight. John turned to follow and then turned back to me, unsure of what to do.

“I’ll take care of her. You go and make sure Ben doesn’t do something he’ll regret,” Kiju said. John looked at me and I nodded, and he followed Ben out the door.

“I’ll be back to see you. I promise,” he said softly before he closed the door behind him.

Kiju led me to the chair by the fire where Sally usually sat. The house was quiet. The children were still in school, and Sally was napping with the baby upstairs. Kiju went to the kitchen to rinse the warm cloth. I could see the red run clear in the sink. She came back and continued to wipe the blood from my face.

“You need stitches and more than I can do justice to.”

My hair was wet from the snow and sweat. Kiju wiped it away from my face before putting on her jacket.

“Don’t you move, I’m going for the doctor.”

I slumped back into the chair as the door closed behind her. Every part of my body came alive with pain. I leaned my head against the back of the chair and focused on the snow outside the window as it transformed everything it landed on. Dirty roads turned clean and trees made magic, glittering in the last of the daylight. I waited, hypnotized by Mother Nature’s small act of kindness.

Focusing on the snow allowed my body to forget, if only for a moment, that I was broken. Just how broken would not become apparent to me for many years. Others could see it, Kiju even tried to fix it in her own gentle way, but denial can be strong.

The stairs creaked as Sally came down, baby in her arms, just as Kiju came in the door with the doctor.

“My god, Aliet. What happened?”

I saw Kiju give her a shake of the head, silencing her. The doctor came to sit beside me, inspecting the gash on my face as Kiju ushered Sally into the bathroom and closed the door. I could hear their soft voices and the sharp inhale as Sally discovered what had happened.

I received twelve stitches in almost a straight line up the side of my face. I don’t think I cried; I don’t even think I flinched. I was bruised, my skin black, blue, purple and yellow. I possibly had broken ribs, definitely a sprained wrist. The doctor recommended rest, Aspirin, ice for the swelling, and time, to heal.

Sally and Kiju helped me up the stairs and put me in the bed Kiju and I had been sharing. The medication had taken the edge off the pain, and I suddenly felt exhausted. Kiju gently dabbed at the stitches with a warm cloth.

“Just need to keep them clean,” she whispered as I winced. “I’ll make a salve that will help with the healing.”

“He attacked me,” I said softly through my barely parted lips.

“I know Kenneth has had his troubles, but I can’t believe he would do something like this to you. Did you say something to him?”

I turned my head away from my grandmother. I started to cry. “I didn’t say anything. I didn’t do anything. This isn’t my fault.”

“Oh goodness, Aliet, I’m not saying it’s your fault, it’s just that—”

“Just what, Kiju?” I tried to turn away from her, but the broken ribs wouldn’t let me. “Can you leave me alone, please?” I said, as I closed my eyes.

With Kiju’s words hanging in the stale air, I wondered if maybe Kenneth had been right about everything. Maybe I did let people treat me differently. I could feel Kiju’s eyes on me, even though mine were still closed. I could hear her soft breathing in the silence. And it’s hard to describe how I felt just then. Disappointment is too soft, but anger too severe. Sometimes there are just no words. This was one of those times.

Kiju was standing to leave when the door downstairs opened with such force that I could feel the vibration of it hitting the wall in my bed upstairs. There was commotion downstairs. I could hear Ben, Sally, the wail of a baby.

I tried to sit up, but the pain pushed me back into the mattress. There were feet on the stairs, more than one set. I heard Sally saying, “This is not a good idea, Ben.”

Kiju stepped away from the door as Ben burst in, one of his hands on the door handle and the other on the shirt collar of Kenneth.

“Explain yourself to her,” Ben boomed.

“I don’t want him here,” I said with as loud a voice as I could muster. I could feel the wound on my face begin to bleed again. The pain in my arm was astounding when I tried to lean on it, to push myself up and as far away from Kenneth as I could get. His face was bloody and he was still wet from being thrown in the river.

“Explain yourself,” Ben repeated.

Sally pushed her way through the door. “Get him out of here, now!” She made her way over to the bed, a barrier between me and these men who wanted too much from me. “Out!”

I heard Kenneth whimper as Ben, still holding him by the collar, said furiously, his anger directed at Sally, “He needs to apologize.”

“You need to apologize for bringing him here. Now out!”

I’d never seen them say a cross word to one another. I’m sure they had their disagreements, but they had kept them to themselves. Sally’s hands were balled into tight fists as Ben turned and shoved Kenneth down the stairs. Kiju was still standing in the corner.

“Maybe we should have him apologize and explain himself,” she said to Sally.

“Am I the only one here with any goddamn sense? She does not want to see him right now. And she needs to rest.”

Kiju nodded, stunned at being chided by Sally, before she also turned and left the room.

Sally pulled a chair over, sat and took my hand. She used the cloth that Kiju had left on the bed stand, cool now, and wiped the wound on my face.

“They mean well,” she said as she pushed the hair away from the wound.

“Kiju tells me that the path to hell is paved with good intentions.”

Sally laughed through her nose and continued to clean my face.

“Kiju asked me what I did to make Kenneth do what he did.”

“Your grandmother likes to see the best in everyone even when there isn’t a single redeeming quality about them, and that would be Kenneth all right. She can’t wrap her head around someone being bad just because they are.”

“I didn’t do anything.”

“I know.”

“I was just taking a shortcut to see John.” My voice cracked and I started to cry again.

“Shhh. I know. And I want you to relax. I’m going downstairs and have a little talk with those two. You just try to get some sleep.”

I nodded as she pushed the chair away and closed the door behind her.

I listened to the muffled voices from downstairs until the exhaustion or the pain led me into a shallow sleep.

Later, Kiju’s hand, soft with age, came to rest on my damp forehead and I opened my eyes. Her face looked old, long and sad. She tried to smile for me, but it was laboured. I tried to smile back, to give her some comfort, but my skin, sewn together, pulled in pain.

“I’m so sorry, Aliet, my girl. I’m so sorry.”

I closed my eyes, and this time fell into a deep sleep.

Memory is weird when it comes to events like this. It hides things from us or reframes them. If it didn’t, I don’t know if I would have been able to move on. We didn’t go home the next morning. I remember missing another week of school, staying in the bed upstairs, having food and tea brought to me, John coming to see me every day when he got off school and before he had to go home to help his father with the house repairs, hearing the adults whisper and seeing the children peek their heads around the corner to catch a glimpse of me. The cut on my face slowly started to heal, the bruises, so many bruises, started to fade, but my mind wasn’t healing the same way my body was.

“I’m so sorry, John.” I was lying in bed, a pillow propped under my right side, my left side bruised and sore from where Kenneth had thrown me onto the rock.

“Sorry? What for? You didn’t do anything.” He reached over and took my hand.

“I don’t know. I just feel like I caused all this trouble.”

“Kenneth caused all this trouble. He is the one that needs to be sorry.”

“I just don’t know why he hates me so much.”

“He’s been an asshole since he was a kid. You remember. Always thinking that people looked down on him, until he did things that made people actually look down on him.”

“Thank you for being here.”

“I’ll always be here. Remember that.” John smiled and bent over to kiss the hand he had been holding in his.

The next morning, we woke to fresh snow. The world was quiet and covered in a thin layer of white. Kiju stuck her head in the room.

“Aliet, sweetheart, I think it’s time for us to head home. You don’t have to go back to school yet, but I think it would be good for you to sleep in your own bed.”

I turned over and sat up in the bed. My body felt weak from lack of use. “Okay. I’m ready to go home.”

I hugged the boys, placed a kiss on Faye’s soft cheek and allowed Sally to hold me longer than I think I’d ever been held. Big Ben put his hands on my shoulders and looked directly at me, into the eyes that I was still convinced I might have gotten from him.

“I’m sorry for my rotten behaviour, but I do love you, Aliet. I let my rage overpower any rational thoughts of what was best for you. Sally showed me that. Just remember that we love you. Remember that people love you.”

I nodded. His voice, usually so booming, was soft and gentle.

“I’ll be okay.” And maybe I didn’t believe it then, but I was; on the outside, the only evidence was a thin white line down the side of my face. A thin white line that was whiter in the summer when my face browned in the sun. A thin white line that to this day I tell strangers I got when I fell from a swing set.

I never heard from Kenneth again. Rumour had it he’d been sent to live with his mother in the States, possibly to avoid the police, but I don’t really know. I want to say I never thought of him again, I want to be that person, but I do think of him. When I smell bad breath on a man, I think of him; when someone traces the scar on my face, usually in an act of love or desire, I think of him. When I look at my hand and see freckled skin and not brown, or when someone comments on the uniqueness of my eyes, I hear his cruel words. The older I get, the less I remember, but the memories still arrive, usually when I least expect it. Then I just sit and close my eyes, breathe deeply and remind myself that John was there, John had saved me.




SIXTEEN

February–March 1998

As the colder months closed in, there was an urgency that crept into my every day. An urgency to memorize the cards, an urgency to prepare a place for the baby, an urgency to protect the birthing tree, to prepare it for something it hadn’t done in a very long time. As the baby grew inside me and my grandmother spoke to me from the walls of the house, I knew that I needed to call upon my past to help me create my future.

It was strange to find myself back in that same town hall where I had watched my grandmother punch Mrs. Brown in the nose so many years before. It was hard to imagine that I was now in my forties, given that the hall had the same scent of mould and even many of the same people. The same rickety wooden chairs sat lined up in neat little rows, the same tables stood at the front, their age-damaged tops covered in plastic tablecloths from the Dollar Store, paisley patterned. And the coffee could have been the same coffee that had been served all those years ago.

I kept my head down, and if anyone was watching, which I am sure they were, they would have thought I was reading the brown sludge that stained the bottom of my Styrofoam cup. If I had looked harder, I might have recognized their disapproval, their pronounced frowns, now accompanied by jowls and layers of wrinkled skin. But instead, I stared at the agenda, printed on plain white paper, the black ink stark against the white. Agenda item number six, following the approval of minutes, the installation of a new stop sign and a discussion of the town’s contribution to the renovation of the Baptist church, then, there I was: Historical Recognition of the Birthing Tree. I sat in the back row, my coffee in one hand and a speech I’d written in the other. I watched as people wandered in, most because it was something to do in a boring town, others because they had no influence over their private lives so they sought their power at the town hall meetings. A few were there because of genuine interest. Susan stopped at the door and looked around the room, nodded to a few familiar faces, before I whispered her name and she came to sit beside me. She grabbed my wrist and squeezed, a boost of encouragement.

The meeting started with the humdrum reading of the agenda and the sideways glances in my direction. I waited patiently until it was my turn to speak.

“Mrs. . . .” The chair of the meeting looked in my direction.

“Ms., actually, and it’s just Aliet.”

“Ms. Aliet. Would you like to come up to the front and explain the agenda item?”

I didn’t correct him on my name. I knew from the shuffling of people in their seats and the hushed voices that they had probably already figured out who I was. I set my coffee on the floor beside my chair, passed Susan sitting on the aisle and walked to the front. In the back, Miriam leaned against the wall. She winked at me and I took a deep breath.

“Good evening, everyone. My name is Aliet Paul, and I believe some of you may have known my grandmother.” I explained where we lived and there were nods of recognition, but no sympathetic faces. “I am here because there is a tree down by the pond near my home. Some of you may be familiar with it.” Some of the older folks looked at the floor, the younger attendees sat clueless. “That tree, a large oak, is where the Mi’kmaq, where we, used to give birth. My own mother gave birth to me there. That tree holds a lot of important meaning for us, and I am here to ask that it be protected as a town historical site. I went down there when I returned to my home, and I found it littered with garbage, beer bottles and cigarette butts. I am here to ask that the town kindly consider protecting the tree from this kind of thing. It holds historical, cultural and spiritual value for the Mi’kmaw community.”

“For the few of you that live down near there?” He was an older man in jeans, his eyeglasses two decades too old, his eyebrows far too bushy.

“Yes,” I said, trying not to get angry so soon. “It has significance to us. And to some of you, I dare say.”

“Humph.” He snorted before taking a sip of his coffee. “Didn’t your own mother die under that tree?”

I wasn’t expecting this. I wasn’t expecting anyone to remember me exactly—maybe the individual, but not the circumstance of my birth.

“Why on god’s green earth would you want to protect the place where your own mother died? And needlessly, I might add.”

I can’t be sure, but I am convinced this was the same woman who had met the outstretched hand of my Kiju many years before.

“I am not here to debate the merits of the different ways women chose to give birth. I am here to protect a legacy of the people who have lived here since before any of you existed here.” I was trying to choose my words carefully, to get at least a few people in the room to agree with me. I couldn’t show my anger or I would ruin my own cause.

“My family founded this town,” said someone.

“We’ve been here over a hundred and fifty years,” said another.

“Yes, I understand. And you have monuments to your history. I’m asking for one for mine.”

The crowd started to whisper, to talk amongst themselves. In the din of covert conversation, I couldn’t hear anything. I tried to read faces, but they were hiding behind their hands, their purses, the paper agendas. They wanted their ignorance to be kept between them.

“She’s not asking a lot. She just doesn’t want people drinking beer down there, having parties. There needs to be a small gate around the tree so people will be kept out. That’s all. And maybe a plaque,” Miriam said, standing tall at the end of the aisle.

“You,” someone said with derision.

“Yes, me.” Miriam went back to leaning against the back wall.

Susan stood. “I think we need to acknowledge this important part of our history.”

“It’s not our history,” someone in the back said, just loud enough for everyone to hear.

The conversation grew loud with so many voices, but their faces said it all.

“Well, thank you, Ms. Aliet. You have given us something to think about. We will get back to you with our decision.”

I was dismissed.

“Thank you,” I said as I folded my paper with the speech I didn’t use. I stopped beside Susan, who passed me my purse and followed me out.

“I needed to get out of there,” I stammered as the door closed behind us, the conversation inside blunted by glass and metal.

Miriam was close behind. “They’re old morons, never had an independent thought in all their lives. Ignore them.”

“They are never going to agree with this, will they?”

“Probably not, but you never know. Let’s grab dinner.” Susan took my arm, looping it in with hers.

“That was the same woman who Kiju slapped, wasn’t it? Mrs. Brown?”

“This is a story I need to hear,” Miriam said as we walked into the night.

“I’m pretty sure it was. It would’ve made a nice piece of town history if she was hit by two generations of your family, but I’m proud of you for keeping your cool,” Susan said.

I heard Kiju’s voice reminding me that any type of violence is wrong, regardless of how much the other party might deserve it.

After green tea and some hot wings at the pub, Susan and Miriam both agreed to come by the house on Saturday night. I would cook, Miriam would make her famous coffee cake, and Susan would bring sparkling apple cider, alcohol free.

Miriam arrived just before six. The sun had set and I’d forgotten to turn on the outside light and I heard her trip up the stairs.

“Shit.”

I opened the door to see her sitting on the top step, holding a pie, intact.

“I saved the cake!” She handed it to me and got up, uninjured. “Smells good in here.”

“Moroccan chicken with couscous.”

“I bet that’s the first time this house has seen something like that.”

I set the table as we fell into comfortable conversation. Before Susan arrived, thirty minutes late due to her son’s high school basketball game, Miriam and I talked of the future.

“Still thinking of taking up the mantle? Especially now, since you are going to experience childbirth yourself in just a few short months.”

The baby kicked. I’d had a sonogram the week before and sent a copy to William, who called as soon as he received it.

“If I did, it would be on my own terms. And I would follow Kiju’s practice, the birth stories, the burying of the cord, the songs. And it would be reserved for our women. Those who want to reclaim what was taken from us.” I rubbed my belly.

“So you have thought about it?” She gleamed.

“Maybe I have.”

Just then, Susan stumbled through the door, my pregnant brain having once again forgotten to turn on the outside light.

The dinner turned out better than I had expected. We laughed at shared memories, and made new ones. Susan and I wandered down memory lane, our middle-aged minds remembering things differently, arguing over whose version of events was more likely to be right. We told Miriam about our misadventure in the woods, the last time Susan, John, Kenneth and I had been together as friends. After dinner, a pot of tea steeping in the middle of the table and the dishes stacked by the sink, the fire warm and the wind gently caressing the house, I absent-mindedly reached up and traced my scar.

“How did you get that scar?” Miriam asked.

Susan turned to her and shook her head, and Miriam’s face fell.

“Sorry.”

The air was thick with anxiety.

“It’s okay. I can talk about it now. When we were young, Kenneth was angry at the world and decided that I was the source of his anger, and I guess in a way I was.”

“You were not. He was an evil bastard. And I won’t hear you taking any of the blame.”

I explained to Miriam exactly what happened, her face a mixture of sadness and anger.

Susan reached over to fill our empty teacups, the scent of lavender and camomile filling the air. I had discovered five teacups and saucers on a high shelf, untouched by time. I’d cleaned them and begun using them, drinking tea out of a cup that my mother and grandfather had also drunk from. I had never cared much about these things before, but now, being here in the house, watching time pass without the people I loved, I held on to their memories through the things they used, the things they loved.

“So, have you heard from William?”

“Yup, he sent five hundred dollars in a card with a nice note from his children.”

“You really lucked out, you know.”

“I do know.”

When they left, both with containers of leftovers, I cleaned up the kitchen. I like washing dishes, it has always felt like therapy to me. The hot water felt good on my hands. There was something about taking something dirty and making it clean again, the softness of the bubbles, the warmth of the water, that calmed my mind.

Brushing my teeth before bed, I turned my head to better see the scar in its entirety, and I felt nothing. No hate, no sadness, no embarrassment. It no longer felt like part of me, it no longer had anything to do with me. It was just a mark, a way to identify time. Before the scar and after the scar, before I returned home and after, and finally, now, settling down in the place I knew I belonged.

The next month, I received a letter from the town letting me know that they would designate the tree a “Special Place,” whatever that meant. They were also kind enough to let me know that they would provide no funding and that any caretaking would be my responsibility since the tree bordered the land owned by the town and my own land. I called Susan right away, unsure if I was glad for the minor victory or annoyed at its smallness.

The next morning, I woke up late to the sound of someone knocking on my door. I wrapped my housecoat around me as far as it would go—my growing belly made it increasingly hard to tie it—and wiped the sleep from my eyes. Susan and Miriam stood outside.

“Let us in, sleepyhead. We got some work to do.” Miriam handed me a coffee. “Decaf for you, mama.”

I wasn’t fully awake and was confused. Susan set her coffee on the table and headed back out the door. She came back in with some tall, thin pieces of wood, one end sharpened to a point, a sledgehammer, a shovel and a roll of chicken wire.

“This should be enough to get us started until we can get a proper fence around the tree.”

I sat down in my chair with a thump and looked at the supplies and then at their faces, so happy so early in the day.

“Oh no, you can’t cry. If you start to cry, I’ll start to cry.” Susan turned away.

We drank our coffee before heading up to the tree. I brought an old set of gardening shears, dull and somewhat rusted, but I wanted to clean away some of the growth that covered the path, which used to be so well-worn. It was slow going, and I had scrapes and cuts on my hands before we even got to the tree. We used the shovel to dig holes in the ground. There had been a warm snap in the weather, something the white folks called an Indian Summer for some reason, so the ground wasn’t frozen, and we were able to dig farther than we had anticipated. We then pounded the pieces of wood as far into the ground as we could. We took turns, and by the time we had all the wooden spikes set up, my arms were throbbing and weak. The spikes didn’t go in far enough, so we gathered stones to anchor them in place, a temporary solution until spring arrived and we could construct something more permanent. The fence was flimsy, and if anyone was determined, they would have no problem getting inside, but when we were done, we stood back and admired our work.

“It might not keep everyone out, but it might make them think twice before they try,” Susan said, wiping sweat from her forehead.

“Let’s hope,” I replied. “Someday we’ll build a better one, a stronger one, a higher one, with a gate that locks and a sign telling people of the significance of this place. But until that baby arrives, this is going to have to do. Thank you, guys, from the bottom of my heart, thank you.”

It didn’t take long for some morons from town to get wind that a makeshift fence had been put up around the tree, and while they didn’t break it down, they threw their beer cans and cigarettes butts into the protected circle. Every morning, I would go up and clear away anything they had decided to leave. Once, even a dead squirrel. And someone, in what I can only assume was an act of pure ignorance, taped a Bible verse to one of the wooden spikes.

But the cowardly, the unbelieving, the vile, the murderers, the sexually immoral, those who practise magic arts, the idolaters and all liars—they will be consigned to the fiery lake of burning sulphur. This is the second death.

—Revelation 21:8

I took it down and placed it in the trash along with the other garbage. I had no time for ignorant people. All this disrespectful behaviour only made me more committed to protecting the legacy of the tree. A baby hadn’t been born here in nearly three decades, but that didn’t mean the tree had forgotten.

As I stood under it, looking up into the branches, skeletal in the winter cold, I could hear my Kiju’s voice. “This tree holds our stories.” And as I looked down at the dirt at the base and the two strong roots protruding from the ground where women had placed their bodies for hundreds of years before these town people were even on this land, I swear the tree spoke to me in the voices of every woman who ever lay under it, whoever welcomed their next generation, one who had passed out of this world at the same time as she gave life to this world. An unfair exchange. I finally understood all the loneliness, the grief, the anger that had led me to this moment, to this tree, to this thing I was meant to do. I looked up into the branches, grey against a grey sky, leafless and resilient against weather and the ignorance of humans, and I smiled.

“I hear you,” I said.

The tree knew I was there.



I’m glad she has returned. I’ve missed her and I wait patiently for her to water my roots once again.



SEVENTEEN

November 1971

I was sitting alone at the little kitchen table working on trigonometry when there was a loud banging on our front door. The apple pickers had already left, the trees bare of fruit. The first frost had brought quiet, the skies darkened earlier, the fires that were lit for weeks sat dark and silent, and the remaining ash blew away with the November wind. The knocking, the quick staccato thumping, surprised both Kiju and me. Kiju shrugged and moved toward the door. When we opened it, standing there, his eyes watering from the cold, was a young boy, eleven, maybe twelve.

“Well, who do we have here?”

“My mom.” He stopped to take a breath. “My mom. She’s having a baby, and she sent me to get you.” He bent at the waist, hands on his knees, winded from running.

No babies had been born under the tree in two years, and the light in Kiju’s eyes could have lit up the darkest hour.

“Aliet,” Kiju said, turning toward me.

“I know. I’ll get everything we need and follow behind.”

Kiju took off her house shoes, cheap white canvas sneakers bought new each fall, put on her rubber boots, grabbed a heavy blanket off the back of the couch and her thick winter jacket, and followed the boy. As they disappeared into a patchwork of dead grass where tents had stood weeks before, I gathered the teas, a piece of soft leather to wrap the infant, the knife and the kettle.

The moon was shining in the daylight and promised to help guide us when the sun finally set. The air was cool, the ground cold in anticipation of winter. When I finally caught up with Kiju and the boy, they were on the far side of the fields, past the abandoned camp. The woman sat with her back against the base of a tree, gripping her belly and breathing quickly.

“Well, let’s see what we have here.” Kiju bent down and placed her hand on the woman’s head, then bent farther to see under her dress. “What’s your name, honey?”

“Paulina,” she said, more forcefully than she probably intended. “Sorry, it just hurts.”

“That’s perfectly okay. I’m Kiju and this is Aliet, and we are going to help you. Now, do you want to go to the birthing tree or would you rather stay here?”

“The tree. It’s where I was born. It’s where I was trying to get to.”

“Well then, how nice is that. Let’s get you up on your feet, you have a little while yet.”

Kiju took one arm and I took hold of the other, helping her off the ground.

“Where is your man?” Kiju asked.

“I don’t have one. I mean, I don’t know. We were never a couple so much as company.” She looked at her son, who stood off to the side, and smiled apologetically. He just shrugged and smiled back.

We helped her across the field and down the path that led to the tree, instructing her son to stay at our house to keep the fire going and get himself something to eat; we would come get him when the little one was born. As we reached the top of the path, the local milkman, headed home after his daily deliveries, slowed down as he drove past us. I made a motion with my hand to shoo him away and he sped up, leaving nothing but the fading sound of a truck in his wake. The tree was there as it had always been, waiting. Paulina’s contractions were still spaced out far enough that we had plenty of time, so Kiju got her comfortable and told her stories of other babies born under the tree while I gathered rocks to make the fire. They’d been scattered and it took me some time to gather them.

“Once, a set of twins, one right after the other. I hardly had time to catch one before the other came shooting out,” she whispered softly, pacing her words to fit in between the woman’s breathing. “But they were both good and healthy, so don’t you worry. From what I can tell, there is just one little one in there.”

Paulina had chosen the same place all women did, between the two large roots, holding her tender but mighty body. She made herself as comfortable as possible as I heated water over an open fire. Paulina was explaining to Kiju that it had been twelve years since she’d done this, and she was afraid she wouldn’t remember what to do.

“Oh, it’s as natural as the sun coming up every morning. You’ll do just fine.” Kiju started to hum the birthing song, which I hadn’t heard in so long I nearly cried. I hadn’t realized how much I had missed it.

“I was born under this tree, June twenty-first, just over thirty years ago.”

“Well then, I would wager all the tea in China that I was the one who helped you into the world. Lots of babies were born under the tree then. I bet your story is just there above your head.” Kiju turned to see how I was doing with the tea. I passed her a cup meant to strengthen Paulina’s body for birth. The sun was starting to set, and once again the roots shone red.

Paulina took a sniff of the tea and scrunched up her nose before asking, “What’s in it?”

Kiju looked at me, then back at Paulina. “That is a secret that has been passed down in our family, and the only people that know it now are me and my granddaughter here, Aliet. You don’t mind if we keep it a secret, do you? I promise, it may not smell great, but it will help you keep your strength.”

Paulina looked from Kiju to me and nodded, a little apprehensive but willing.

“And this is some cedar mixed with beech leaves in hot water to make sure everything is clean and safe for when the little one gets here,” I explained, as I poured the remaining tea into the ground and replaced it with pond water and beech to warm.

“Okay,” she said, and lay back down.

As the daytime moon took its place above the tree, I took my place behind Paulina. I pushed my back into the tree, that sturdy, solid mass holding me firm as I pushed Paulina forward to knead her lower back the way I’d seen Kiju do so many times. She groaned in relief. Kiju checked the position of the baby and declared that everything was fine.

“He or she must be a little reluctant to leave a place you’ve made so comfortable.”

Paulina smiled before another contraction set in. Her labour was longer than Sally’s. The contractions took their time getting closer together and we passed the time in conversation and occasional song.

Darkness was beginning to settle when Paulina’s water broke. As Kiju lifted her dress to check on her progress, we heard voices coming down the path, men’s voices. Men were not allowed here. Kiju looked from me to the path and back again. I was about to get up and meet them when a group of four white men emerged from the path, their flashlights searching the ground, the tree, the birthing woman and me. I brought my arm up to shadow my eyes, but one of them was shining a flashlight directly at me and I couldn’t see a thing.

“What’s going on here?”

“Lower the lights,” I said in response.

“Not until you tell me what you think you’re doing.”

“This is none of your business. Now leave.”

Kiju got to her feet and Paulina let out a low groan as another contraction rippled through her body. The lights, pointed at me, swung over to illuminate Kiju and Paulina. My eyes couldn’t adjust to the dark fast enough and I was blind.

“Looks like you are doing something that you have no right doing. This lady belongs in a hospital.”

“She belongs just where she is,” Kiju said, a warning piercing her words.

“Leave me alone. I want to be here,” Paulina said through clenched teeth.

“I’m sorry, but we are going to have to take you to a hospital. It’s for your own safety. We got a judge to sign a paper here.”

My eyes were adjusting, and I could make out the figures of three policemen, dressed in uniform, and the milkman, still in his white suit but without the silly hat he always wore. One of the men held up a piece of paper, but it was too dark and he was too far away for me to read it.

One of the officers walked toward me and I stepped back, not sure what was about to happen. He passed me to stand by the fire. He looked back at Kiju before using his foot to tip the kettle. The scented water spilt to the ground and the hungry earth drank it up.

“Stop. We need that.” I bent down to grab the kettle and set it upright again. The heat of the kettle burned my hands and I dropped it, gasping. The man grabbed me by the arm and pushed me away before using his foot again to kick dirt onto the last of the flames, extinguishing them completely. Now only the moon could see everything.

“Leave us alone. Please.” Paulina tried to lift herself up onto her elbow to protest but fell back hard against the tree. I moved toward her, but the police officer who’d extinguished the fire grabbed me by the arm and pulled me back.

“Ma’am, we are here to take you to the hospital.” The one who looked to be in charge, his moustache too big for his face, looked behind him, put his fingers in his mouth and let out a shrill whistle. Two firemen came running down the path, a narrow canvas stretcher between them. They pushed Kiju out of the way and she fell backwards.

“No!” Paulina yelled. “No. I want to have my baby here. Leave me alone.”

She was crying, but they had already lifted her off the ground and strapped her to the stretcher. She tried to push them away, but they strapped her wrists to the edge. They said nothing to her, not a word of comfort, nothing. She cried and screamed as they quickly made their way down the path to the road. I tried to run, to catch up, to offer Paulina a comforting word, but the remaining men stepped in front of us, barring us from following.

“And you two, you need to come with us,” the moustache man said.

“What for?”

“I’m not exactly sure that what you were attempting to do here is legal. You are a threat to public safety, so, until we get it sorted out, we’re going to take you down to the police station.”

“This is crazy. I have helped more women give birth under this tree than you could count. There is nothing wrong or illegal about it,” Kiju said, as one of the other officers pulled her arms behind her and placed handcuffs on her wrists. The one who still had me by the arm took my other arm and swung it behind my back, snapping the cuffs on hard.

“Why are you doing this? This isn’t a crime.” Kiju was almost in tears. “You are barbarians.”

“Big word for such a little woman,” Moustache said, then nodded his head at the men who held our arms, the men who had cuffed us and now pushed us ahead. The moon had edged its way over the tree and the shape of the thin, bare branches on the very top cut into its light and it looked incomplete.

I have never wanted to hit someone as much as I did just then. I tried to break free, but the police officer had a hold of my cuffs and pulled me back. Something popped in my shoulder, and I screamed in pain.

“Leave her alone or so help me,” Kiju said. She was ahead of me, her body an outline in the dark.

“So help you what?” I could hear the smirk in the policeman’s voice.

“I’m okay, Kiju,” I said, wanting to reassure her.

I told them about Paulina’s son in our house and they said they would pick him up and take him to his mother in the hospital. The back of the car smelled of cigarette smoke and sweaty men. They took Kiju in the other car, and as they pulled away I saw her face, not looking at me but at the floor of the police cruiser, defeat and sadness written all over it. I wanted to kick my seat, to kick these men, to drown the milkman in his own milk. I wanted to get out of this car and run back to the fields where the apple pickers were sleeping and let them know what was happening, let them know that one of our women had been stolen from us when she was at her most vulnerable. I wanted to see them stand up and I wanted to watch their anger become as big and wide as mine. I wanted them to march into town and free Paulina and her baby, to follow the police cars and demand justice for Kiju, someone who had brought so many of their children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews into the world. But I knew they were gone, they had returned home for the winter. We were alone and no one knew what was happening, no one was going to come to our rescue. I kicked the back of the seat hard and then slumped down, refusing to make eye contact with the men in the front. I looked out the window and watched the world go by as my shoulder began to swell and the skin on the palms of my hands blistered from the burn.

Kiju and I were told to sit quietly in two hard chairs outside the police station’s main office. They took our handcuffs off, and I noticed the bruising around Kiju’s wrists. She was rubbing them and looking at the floor.

“Are you okay? Did they hurt you?”

“I’m okay. Sad is all, sad down into my bones.”

Then she noticed my burned hands and took them in hers. She looked up and saw my tears.

“Oh Aliet, what have they done?”

“It’s only a burn. It will heal.”

I sat with Kiju in silence and placed my head on her shoulder. We sat that way for a long time, the voices of the men muted behind the closed door. I was about to remark that they must have forgotten about us when the door opened, and Moustache appeared.

“You two can go home. No charges this time. But you are forbidden from conducting this . . .” He seemed at a loss for words. “. . . witchcraft anymore. It’s a violation of public health rules and we can’t allow it. Do you understand?” He handed us a letter. “Signed by the judge.”

Neither one of us said a thing.

“Do you understand?” he said it louder.

“We understand,” Kiju said in a quiet voice. She snatched the piece of paper from him.

He nodded and smiled, proud of himself.

Kiju stood, balled up the paper and threw it at him before she turned and walked toward the door. I stumbled as I got out of the chair to follow her.

“I can give you a ride home. And I am going to pretend you didn’t just do that.”

“You can take your drive and stick it where the sun doesn’t shine.”

Kiju let the door close behind us and we turned toward home.

Paulina and her son came back a week later, her baby boy in her arms. We went to greet them, to give her the leather wrapping we provided for all the new babies. She cried when she saw it.

“They strapped me to the stretcher. At the hospital they put a needle in my arm and gave me medicines. I don’t even remember him being born. I had to fight to feed him. It wasn’t what I wanted. I can’t even give him his birth story. And the first words he heard were not mine.”

I put out my arms and she let me take the boy. He was perfect. I gazed down at him as Kiju hugged Paulina and didn’t let go. In a moment like this, it seemed best to stay quiet. Nothing anyone could say would change what had happened. Reliving it only makes it harder to put it behind you and find the joy that waits for you ahead. I’ve learned this, but after many years of ignorance. So many happy times missed.

But, at the time, it was hard for us to leave the events of that week behind us. No one had the right to put an innocent woman in handcuffs. Especially when she had done nothing wrong. I thought of them pulling her arms behind her, forcing her into the back of a car. And I got angry. It didn’t help that after that night Kiju went quiet again. She spoke only when it was required. She went to bed early and slept late. She let the last of the fruits and vegetables rot on the vine or the tree. I took up her duties of food preparation and preserving each day after school. We did dishes together, but there were no stories, no laughter, no asking about my day. After Paulina came to visit and we saw the newborn, healthy and in his mother’s arms, I thought she might come around, but she didn’t. The moment Paulina was out of sight, her smile disappeared again. She sighed heavily and I swear that sigh took all her joy right along with it, escaping through the cracks in the walls, the narrow emptiness under the doors. I decided to call Sally from our neighbour’s house. It was the only thing I could think to do. She came right away.

“Kiju, I heard what happened,” she said when she arrived.

Sally had come on the train, her daughter slung across her front, a backpack on her back. It was strange to see her without all those boys following behind her like little ducklings.

“Oh, you didn’t have to come all this way.”

“Of course I had to come.” Sally handed me the baby. I held her and looked into her eyes, brown but with a fleck of gold.

“I just feel lost, I suppose. This is what I’m meant to do. No one comes for my teas or my ointments anymore. Each year I make them, and no one comes. I am left with having to get rid of them when they go bad. And now this.” She held up her bruised wrists. “I don’t know what to do with myself. What is a woman without purpose?”

“You have purpose. My lord, what would we all do without you? Where would Aliet be without you?”

Kiju was sitting beside the fire, and I handed her Faye, who quickly fell asleep nestled in her lap, small bubbles occasionally appearing from between her thin pink lips. Kiju looked at the baby and not at Sally.

“You have this beautiful granddaughter to care for, and me and Big Ben. You know we couldn’t get along without you. You know there are people here all around that can’t get along without you.”

“For a couple weeks each fall. And now less come.”

Folks still came in the fall. More for a visit now and less about apple picking. The poor white folk were becoming the preferred pickers now. For reasons beyond my understanding, they had suddenly become more trustworthy than us brown folks.

“And what am I supposed to do when they leave? When Aliet is older, independent? It won’t be long and she won’t need me anymore at all.”

I had been sitting on my bed, the small door open so I could hear what was being said.

“I still need you, Kiju.”

I walked out and bent down to sit beside the chair. I smelled the top of the baby’s head, and smiled at my grandmother.

“I still don’t know everything. You need to teach me so when the world comes to its senses, I will know what to do. I need you, Kiju. I need you and Sally needs you, and what happens when baby Faye comes to our door with her first baby ready to be born? We all need you.”

Sally stayed for two days before she had to get back. She helped with the canning and preserving of the last of the apples and the late fall harvest. Some fruit had already gone bad, and we fed those to the pig who cared less about such things. Kiju slowly began sharing her knowledge with us, like the best recipe for calming a bad belly. It was knowledge we already knew, but we listened just as intently as if it were our first time. Soon Kiju began to smile again. Sally was reluctant to go, but I assured her that things were under control now. Big Ben had never been alone with all those boys, and she was afraid what the house might look like and the junk they might be eating.

By the time Sally left, Kiju was nearly back to herself, but she was really never the same. Something had hurt her deep down. I understood that kind of pain more than most, I suppose. But it was different for her. I had someone to blame, but Kiju had no one to blame. No one single person had caused this pain, it was a pain that had been developing for years, and so many people, whether they knew it or not, had been part of its creation. Her inability to focus on a single point of anger made her pain more difficult to manage.

The police sometimes drove by, slowing their cars to take a long look at the house. They seemed to take a great interest in the path that led to the tree, and you could find them there sometimes, walking up and down the path “for exercise,” they said when asked. They even extended the path beyond the tree and put up a sign, telling everyone that there was now a new walking path in town and encouraging people to take leisurely strolls. Anything to keep us away, and keep an eye on us at the same time.

No more babies were born under the tree. Whispers around town grew loud as the news spread about our arrests that night with Paulina. In the mind of the public, bringing a life into the world was an act of witchcraft, making tea to ease pain and discomfort was a poison. Respect had turned into suspicion, and a good woman’s heart had been shattered into a million pieces. I was the one who had to put the pieces back together. But I don’t know if I ever really did, and for that, I’m sorry.




EIGHTEEN

March 1998

On a cold night in March, there was a knock on the front door that scared me awake. I had fallen asleep in the chair by the stove, a book in my lap, my tea cold beside me. I wiped the spittle from the corner of my mouth and got up to answer it. The bottom hinge creaked as it opened and I made a note to pick up some grease. When I raised my head, my heart fell into my stomach. I tried to close the door, but a hand reached up and stopped me. I pushed, but the hand pushed back. Even after all these years, and the changes that age and hardship can bring, I recognized him at once.

“I’m not here to hurt you, Aliet. I just wanna talk.”

“I have nothing to say to you.”

“Okay then, maybe just listen.”

“I thought you were in prison, or dead or something.”

The door stood half-open, my hands pushing on one side and Kenneth’s on the other. The chill was helping me to cope with the heat on my face, the fire in every nerve I possessed.

“I was. I got out. I’m different now, and I want to apologize to you.”

I didn’t slack on my side. I pushed, and I felt him give a little. “I don’t want your apology.”

“I know that might be true, but I gotta give it anyway, so here I am, saying I’m sorry. And it’s not a pretend sorry, it’s a real and genuine sorry. I had a lot of thinking to do in the years since . . .” His voice trailed off and I could feel the cold of a knife against my skin, the snow when it started to fall and melt into me.

“You did this!” I stopped pushing against the door and Kenneth fell forward, grabbing the door frame to steady himself. I pointed at my face, at the scar that had caused so many unwanted discussions in my life. The scar that led me to dismiss so much potential happiness.

He stood up to face me. He was taller than me by more than a foot, still skinny, but he’d had his teeth fixed, or dentures at least. His hair was clean and cut. He wore a look of resignation on his face.

“I suppose you’re going to tell me something idiotic like you found God in prison, or this is part of your steps to something.” I hadn’t moved and my finger still pointed to the scar. He stayed quiet and stared at the damage he’d done. My heart beat faster, but my body was heavy as stone as I realized that Kenneth was standing in my house and I was the only one there. There would be no one to save me this time. I reached down instinctively to my belly.

“I have not found God,” he said softly. “Although I think He has something to do with this. He must. I did take part in some programming in prison, programming that made me see myself for who I was, and it wasn’t nice. My father . . .” He trailed off. “My father wasn’t a kind man.”

“You can’t blame other people for everything.”

He ignored me. “I’m older now, I guess, and with age comes some understanding of the world and your place in it. And my place in it hasn’t been good. And I want to make amends.”

“You dying?”

“Nope, just came to an understanding that I have not been the person I could’ve been. I let the hate in my house sour me and I took it out on you.”

“So this apology has nothing to do with me. You just want to make yourself feel better for what you did.”

“Maybe, but I wanted to say it either way. And I have this for you. Found it in my father’s things after he died.”

Kenneth reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and handed me a photo. In it, a young woman, no older than fifteen, was sitting in front of a fire, her hands wrapped around a mug, smiling into the camera.

“That’s your mom, there.”

I ran my fingers over the photo, stunned to finally see that nose I had inherited on the woman I had inherited it from. I turned it over and there on the back, in messy cursive, Maggie, 1954. My throat constricted and I could feel the tears welling inside, but I was determined not to cry in front of Kenneth, not to give him the satisfaction of knowing that he was giving me the one thing I wanted more than anything in the world.

He turned to leave.

“Wait.”

He stopped but didn’t turn to look at me. His hands hung at his sides and his shoulders fell, but he didn’t turn around.

“What did I ever do to make you hate me so much?”

He sighed and turned around. I don’t know what I expected, maybe tears, but his face was still blank, it hadn’t changed.

“You were you. You were loved and I wasn’t. You never had to deal with him, and I was there all the time. I was there, taking the beatings, I was there, trying to protect my little brother. And I hated that you escaped it all and I couldn’t.”

I was confused, unsure how to respond.

He moved toward me and I stepped back, cradling my belly with one hand, the photo in the other. He moved so close I could smell his aftershave and see the dim light from the lamp glint off his green eyes.

“He was your father too, you know.”

“What?” It’s all I could think to say.

“He was your father too. Good luck with the little one.”

Kenneth pointed to my pregnant belly and then turned to leave, but the realization of what he was saying began to dawn on me.

“You are a goddamn liar. A liar!”

“Then why would he have a photo of her? Ask Ben, he’ll tell you.”

I stepped back from the door. “Ben would never . . .” I wasn’t sure how to finish the sentence.

“Kiju too. She knew.”

I was stunned into silence.

“When I saw you and the love you had, I got angry. I had no control over it. When I saw you, I just felt hate. Hate for you being you and me being me. In the end, my anger controlled me.”

He still didn’t understand how his violence had changed my life, how it filled me with fear, how it made me hard.

“And when you let my brother, our brother, be blamed for stealing . . . it ignited something in me. Something not natural. I’d seen you get everything, and you just let him be blamed. Let the little brown boy be blamed. You took their side over your own brother.”

“My brother,” I whispered.

“Your brother.”

“But I didn’t know. I didn’t know. No one told me.”

“Does that matter? He was a little kid, Aliet. You knew he didn’t do it.”

His voice was getting louder, not loud with rage but loud with justification. He wasn’t wrong.

“And what I did by the river—I hardly remember it. I was so full of rage. I just wanted to hurt you.”

“Well, I remember everything. I remember it when I’m in the garden, I remember it when I’m at the grocery store, each time someone points to my scar or I look in the mirror. I remember it when I’m awake and in my dreams.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what else to say.”

As we stood there looking at one another, the black of the evening began to envelop him, his features dark and illegible, so that I had a hard time believing he was even there.

“You are not forgiven. You can maybe feel better now that you’ve apologized, but you are not forgiven. You will never be forgiven. Never. It doesn’t matter if you’re my brother or not. Do you understand?”

He nodded before he turned and stepped off the same steps where I’d sat so many summers ago, carving an acorn, a maple leaf. I closed the door. I didn’t look out the window to watch him go, I would not give him the satisfaction of my attention. I closed the door and turned the deadbolt. Hearing the click, I fell to the floor, cradling my belly. The adrenalin that had been coursing through my body abated and I slept there on the floor, the locked door at my back.

When I woke up later, I felt disoriented. Had he been real? Had I imagined him at my doorway, in my house? Then I remembered the photo, still in my hand. I looked down at it to see her face finally looking back at me. The truth had been so close to me for so many years. And it hurt more deeply than I could ever have imagined. I could not push my feelings away as I did for most things. I needed to confront this new truth about my life. I started to panic.

I called Susan. It was late, and she answered the phone with a groggy voice.

“Can you come?” I whispered into the phone.

“Are you okay? Is it the baby?”

“No, baby is fine. I just need someone here right now.”

“Okay, I’m on my way.”

Ten minutes later, Susan was at the door, two takeout cups of camomile tea in hand and a look of concern. She walked past me into the kitchen and placed the tea on the table before taking off her jacket and placing it over the back of the chair.

“Kenneth was here.”

“What the fuck? Are you serious? When? Should I call the police?”

“No, he’s gone.” I choked back a sob.

“I thought he was dead.”

“So did I, but there he was, at my door.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to call the police?”

“I’m sure.”

“What did he want?”

“To apologize. But then—” My voice trailed off. I wasn’t sure I could say the next part out loud. Somehow, vocalizing it would give it legitimacy. “He told me that his father was also my father.”

“Well, I knew he was cruel, but that’s another level of cruelty.”

I reached into the pocket of my robe and placed the photo of my mother on the table. Susan reached over and pulled it toward her, puzzled.

“That’s my mother. Reg had it in his belongings when he died.”

“That doesn’t prove anything. He could have gotten it anywhere.” Susan slid the photo back over to me. I picked it up once again and marvelled at my mother’s face.

That vile man, the man my Kiju hated, the man Ben told me to stay away from, couldn’t be my father. I still did not want to believe it, despite the sense it was beginning to make.

“He’s probably just trying to toy with you,” Susan said, as she got up and came around the table, putting her arms around me and kissing the top of my head.

I heard Susan, but my own thoughts drowned out her eagerness to prove him wrong.

“He told me that Kiju knew, that Ben knows. That they hid it from me.”

Susan unwrapped herself and returned to her seat. She reached across and took both my hands in hers. The photo sat off to the side, and we both looked at it, maybe looking for something that wasn’t there, something that would make this all make sense.

“I think you need to talk to Ben.”

Susan held my hands for a few more minutes until the fire needed tending and she released herself from me to place another log on it. The air rushed out of the stove, and I let it warm me. That night she stayed with me, curled up against my back, sleeping, while I watched the dark walls and listened for the slightest of noises. I fell asleep as the first light of dawn made its way to my window.



Once a story is told, it cannot be untold. I feel her bitterness, reaching past my roots and burying itself in the dark earth. But I know this is temporary and she will soon embrace love again.



NINETEEN

June 1972

The less the women came to give birth under the tree, the more determined Kiju became to teach me midwifery and healing. That winter, after Paulina, I suffered through impromptu quizzes on herbs and salves, how to relieve pain and how to know where the pain was coming from and what it might mean. John and I remained connected through our letters, a few each week. My letters were carefully written in the neatest handwriting and I agonized over every word. His letters were short and to the point, light on endearments, but I didn’t mind so long as the letters arrived. And neither of us mentioned Kenneth. I saw John once in the late spring when his parents went on a trip to the city so his mother could see a specialist for an issue she was having with her feet. They dropped him off in the morning and picked him up on their way back the next day after dinner. Kiju let him sleep on the sofa. I was permitted to skip school that day, but we had to make ourselves useful, so we helped Kiju prepare the garden: rows upon rows of vegetables and herbs, a couple of apple trees and one lonely pear tree. The pear tree was stubborn with its offerings, but the rest of the garden was lush with food.

“I didn’t think there’d be so much to do,” he said as we walked along two rows of carrots.

“Kiju says we need to be as self-sufficient as we can. And some of the plants are made into medicine. The ones she can’t find locally in the wild.” I pointed to the edge of the garden, sectioned off with chicken wire, where Kiju grew her herbs, the ones for a sore belly, to relieve pain, to calm a crying baby. “People pay her for those remedies. Or at least they used to. Not many people come anymore, but she still insists on making them.”

“Do you know them?”

“The medicines?”

“Yeah.”

“Some. I don’t know as much now as I used to.”

“Why?”

“Fewer people are coming for them, and no babies are being born at the tree, and that’s the main thing Kiju focuses on. Teaching me these things seems a little pointless sometimes.” I regretted saying that the moment it came out of my mouth.

“Aliet, it’s important to keep these things alive. My mother says we are losing our way.”

I knelt down in the dirt and started pulling the weeds that threatened to take over. “I know, but I don’t really have the time.”

“You have to make the time. You make the time for what’s important.”

John knelt beside me. Together, we moved up and down the rows, pulling weeds. I assumed he was annoyed with me and refused to look in his direction, my gaze focused on the ground. Then John started singing. He knew every word to every CCR song. Before I knew it, I was singing along and the hurt I felt had disappeared. I stood up to move to the next row and John grabbed me by the waist and we started dancing. Laughing, I tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let me, and began singing so loudly that Kiju came out to see if everything was okay. Once she saw us, she just smiled and turned back into the house, the screen door closing behind her with a bang.

In return for our work, Kiju cooked us a feast for lunch. Roast chicken with veggies, and strawberry rhubarb pie.

“So, John, are we going to be seeing more of you this summer?” Kiju asked.

I looked at John, waiting for the answer.

“No, I don’t think so. I might not get back until apple picking. I gotta work in the woods with Dad again this summer.” In a large family like John’s, everyone’s effort was needed to be ready for the winter. For us, the Mi’kmaq, a lot of our work was done between April and October. November to March was a quiet time, one for contemplation and spending time with loved ones. It had always been this way, but even that was changing. People worked hard all year round, and quiet time was becoming scarce.

“Any thoughts for the future?” Kiju asked.

“A few,” John answered with a wink to me.

“Aliet is thinking of nursing,” she said as she got up from the table to get herself a glass of water.

“Why a nurse?” John asked.

“I dunno. Kiju is kind of like a nurse.”

Kiju told us that my mother wanted to be a nurse, maybe even a doctor. She was good with the plants, good with making the medicines.

“When she was fourteen or so, she tried to sew up a friend after they’d cut their hand opening a can of soup. She used fishing twine and a sewing needle from the friend’s mother’s sewing basket.” Kiju looked over at me. “She was a smart girl, your mom, just like you. She put the needle over a candle flame to burn any dirt off it and used ice from the river to freeze it. It wasn’t a bad job, but she did have to go to the hospital in the end and have proper stitches put in.”

“Do you miss her?” John asked.

“My mother?”

He nodded. Kiju took plates to the sink and snuck out the back door.

“I don’t know. I think sometimes I do, but I wonder if I miss her, Maggie, or just miss having a mother. Either way, and whatever you want to call it, I do think about her and sometimes I get angry with her for dying and never telling anyone who my father was. I mostly wonder if my life would have turned out differently if she were still here.”

I reached up to touch the white line of damaged skin that travelled down my face. John brought my hand back to his, leaned over and placed a soft kiss on my scar.

That night, John asked Kiju if he could take me to the little diner in town. He showed her the savings from his work in the woods and she gave her blessing. The diner was attached to the hardware store. It wasn’t much of a place, but it was the first time I’d been out for dinner with anyone besides Kiju.

It was a Monday, so there weren’t many people in the diner. A few old guys sitting at the counter eating their burgers or liver and onions, something my grandmother loved but I was never made to eat. We took a table at the window so we could enjoy the dusk.

John pulled my chair out for me. “I saw a movie where the guy did that. I guess it’s polite,” he explained.

The waitress brought us the menu, one page with small writing. She took our drink order, two Coca-Colas. It was a drink my grandmother never let me have since she didn’t know what was in it. She didn’t trust it. It was fizzy and hit my nose and made me sneeze. The sweetness was almost too much for me, but John assured me I would get used to the taste. We decided to share a plate of fried chicken and mashed potatoes with gravy. John ordered a piece of apple pie for dessert.

“Aren’t you tired of apples?” I joked.

“When I have to bend down and pick them up or climb a ladder and bring them down, but when they are in a pie, I could never get tired of apples.”

The food was greasy and delicious. The pie was tart and the ice cream that came with it was smooth and sweet, with a hint of cinnamon. We left the diner full and happy. We were rounding the corner to take the long walk back home when I saw a few of my classmates walking toward us. They weren’t people I was friendly with, but we knew each other. The school I went to was small, and we were in almost all the same classes together.

“Hey Aliet,” one girl, Deborah, said.

“Hey.”

They looked quickly from John to me and back to John as we walked past.

“Not friendly with those girls?” John asked as soon as we were out of earshot.

“I just know them from homeroom. Susan’s my only real friend.”

“And me.”

“And you, I suppose.”

He reached over and pushed me gently.

As we walked in the in-between—in between day and night, in between warm and cold, in between child and adult—everything was perfect.

Before we reached home, I took him to see the birthing tree. The sun had set, but the sky held on to the last of the daylight. The trail had started to grow over, nature making her way back to where humans rarely went these days. Grass had begun to push through the dirt, wild rose bushes leaned in, begging to be noticed. The town’s attempt at getting people to walk the trail didn’t appear to be working. I prayed that Kiju hadn’t seen the overgrowth, and made a note that I should come and clean it up before she did. I did not want her to go quiet again. When we got to the tree, I knelt in front of the two strong roots where women became mothers. I caressed the roots, the bark worn smooth in places by weather and birthing women.

“Beautiful,” John said behind me.

I looked up into the leaves. “It really is.” I stood to face him.

“I meant you.”

John pulled me close and kissed me.

“So much of our history is there, under this tree,” I said when we parted.

“I was born here. Did you know that?” John said.

“No, I didn’t. Kiju never told me.”

For some reason this made me incredibly happy, the thought that we’d arrived in the world in the exact same place. That somewhere in this tree, our stories might actually touch.

I wrapped my arm around his and cuddled into him as we turned and headed back toward home.

The next morning, I was forced to go to school. Kiju put John to work stacking the winter wood. His parents had stayed in the city to catch up with family and weren’t going to arrive until dinner.

In homeroom, as I rushed to finish my homework for the next class, Deborah approached me.

“So, that guy you were with, is he Chinese or something?”

I choked back a laugh. “Um, no.”

“He looked Chinese. Where’s he from? I don’t recognize him, and I know everyone around here.”

She smelled strongly of perfume, the heavy floral kind that older women wear, and I remember thinking that it didn’t suit her. She stood straight, her hands linked in front of her, waiting for me to answer.

“He’s Mi’kmaw, like me.”

She stepped back as her hands fell to her sides. “Since when were you an Indian?”

The question took me by surprise. “Since the day I was born.”

I assumed everyone knew. I lived with my grandmother on the outside of town, in the place where all the Mi’kmaq lived. How could they not know? But then again, I was never friends with these girls and I would bet my life they had never even been on the road where I lived. If my world was small, theirs was even smaller, defined only by the children they grew up with, the children of their parents’ friends. Geography doesn’t make you neighbours, kindness does. Their parents might’ve known who I was. “The girl whose mother died under that silly tree,” I could hear them saying.

She continued to eye me with suspicion, as if looking for proof that I was who I said I was.

I was relieved when the teacher walked in and told everyone to take their seats. I closed my book as Deborah walked back to her desk on the other side of the room. After roll call, and after the bell rang, sending us off to our first class of the day, I felt Deborah’s eyes on me and heard the whispers as I walked down the hall.

“Did you know she was an Indian? She doesn’t look like one to me.”

I ducked into a bathroom to let them pass. I didn’t want to hear anything else they had to say. I locked myself in a stall and sat down hard on the seat. The only thing I could think about in that moment was Kenneth’s brother. His pleading face, my silence. And then the face of Kenneth, his sneer, the smell of the wet ground so close to my head. I traced the scar with my finger. People came in and out of the bathroom. Someone asked if I was okay. I stayed until the bell rang letting people know they were meant to be in class, and then I walked down the hall and out the front door.

“You have a face on you like a squished toad. Why aren’t you in school?” Kiju said when I walked in the door. Outside, I could hear John stacking the winter wood.

“I’ve never told people I’m Indian,” I blurted.

Kiju looked up from stirring her stew, surprised by my admission.

She continued to stir and continued to look at me. I wanted her to say it was okay, that I must have a good reason, that no one would think less of me, but she just looked at me, waiting.

“I didn’t think it was important. Is it important?”

“Isn’t it who you are?”

“How would I know? I don’t even know who my father is, or was, or is, or whatever.”

“True, but you do know who your mother is, who I am.”

“My mother is dead.”

“I’m alive and well. Do you think she would be hurt if she knew you never told anyone who you really are?”

“I don’t know.” I sat on the kitchen chair and put my face in my hands, elbows on knees, and Kiju took the large wooden spoon out of the pot and came over and knelt across from me. She held up the spoon and let me taste it. It was thick and salty.

“Are you embarrassed to be Indian?” She returned the spoon to the pot and took her seat.

“No, of course not.”

“Then why deny it?”

“I’m not denying it. I just didn’t say anything. I didn’t say I was or wasn’t.”

“I think you have some soul-searching to do, Aliet. Don’t let that light skin of yours keep you from being who you are. What you did is a lie of omission. Nothing good comes from denying who you are. Only hurt.”

I wanted to defend myself, to make Kiju understand that I’d never denied who I was. Susan knew, my family knew. I was never asked, so I never told. If I were to be honest, it never crossed my mind that people didn’t know who I was or where I was from. Perhaps I was too self-involved. If I had been asked, I would have told. I was not ashamed. But for some reason, I couldn’t explain this to her. I couldn’t find the words to help her understand that I was just who I was and if others saw me as they wanted to see me, how was I supposed to know that or fight against it?

I put my school bag on my bed and went out the back door to help John until Kiju called us in for dinner. It was a quiet meal made awkward by Kiju’s attempts at conversation and John’s confusion over my silence.

“Well, I think I’ll head over and have a cup of tea with Mrs. Jeremy. You two can clean up the dishes,” Kiju said after dinner as she put on her jacket and walked out the door.

“Kiju seems happy,” John said, and then leaned over and kissed me.

“She is starting to come around.”

He looked at me, not understanding.

“We had a birth at the tree a couple months ago.”

John flashed a big smile and started to say something, but I put up my hand to stop him.

“It didn’t go well. A nosy milkman saw us helping Paulina, that was her name, to the birthing tree. And he called the police on us. They took her away and put us in handcuffs and took us into the station.”

“Oh, Aliet! Why didn’t you tell me about this last night when we were out there?” He sat down across from me and reached his hand out to take mine.

“I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want to ruin a perfect moment. Afterward, Kiju was quiet again, like she does when she’s sad, but I think having you arrive changed her mood.”

I let go of his hand and began picking up the dishes and placing them in the sink. John brought over the glasses and cutlery.

“Deborah, the girl from my school that we saw, asked me today if you were part Chinese or something,” I said as I dipped my hands into the warm water.

“Why would she think that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Didn’t you tell her I was Indian like you?”

“I did, and she was surprised. She said she didn’t know I was Indian.”

The smile on John’s face slowly faded, his lips closed tightly. “Why wouldn’t she know that?”

“I never told her.”

“So you just let people believe you were white?”

He moved backed to the table and sat down again. Then he looked at me in a way I didn’t recognize.

“I just don’t understand. Are you embarrassed?”

I wiped my hands on a towel and sat down across from him, my hands on the table. They were shaking, and I wanted a solid surface to rest them on.

“No, of course not. It’s just never come up, I guess.”

I could hear Kenneth again, could see his sneer. The word half-breed echoed in my head.

“Has anyone ever said anything bad about us in front of you?”

“Of course.”

“Of course?” He sounded exasperated. “And what did you do?”

I thought for a moment. Deep down, I knew there was a right answer and a wrong answer, but all I could think of was the truth.

“Nothing. I don’t think people like that are worth my time.” I felt superior just then, but my confidence was fleeting.

“Well aren’t you the lucky one, to be able to sit in a crowd and ignore it. To know that they don’t mean you. It’s not something I could do. Or Ben. Or Sally. Or Kiju. Or your mother. You do see that, right?” He stood up and stepped toward the door.

“Where are you going?”

“This is weird for me.”

“I’m not embarrassed. I just assumed everyone knew.”

“How would they? Look at you!”

My heart sank. To hear this from strangers or even Kenneth was hurtful, but to hear this from John was devastating.

I looked down at my hands. The tiny freckles seemed so clear now, the soft brown against my white skin. “Why are you mad?”

“I’m not mad,” he said as he reached for the doorknob. “Well, maybe a little bit. It’s like you don’t get it. People treat us differently and you just allow them to think that you’re . . .” His voice trailed off.

“I’m what?” My confusion was edging toward anger.

“You just don’t have to deal with the crap that we have to deal with. It’s just weird for me, okay. I need to get outta here.”

He walked out the door as I stood, my hands still solid on the table, but he didn’t turn to say goodbye. I heard him outside speaking to Kiju, his voice low and kind, so different from just moments ago. A few minutes later a car came up the driveway followed by the sound of closing doors, but I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of saying goodbye. I put on my boots and went out into the garden.

“Like he’s so perfect,” I squawked to the chickens as I threw feed on the ground, a little harder than I needed to. “I messed up. So what? He’s the one leaving, all dramatic.”

“Who on earth are you talking to?” Kiju was leaning against the back door, her arms folded over her chest.

“No one.”

“You seem awfully angry at those chickens.”

“It’s nothing.”

“It doesn’t have anything to do with that John up and leaving, does it?”

“No,” I said unconvincingly.

“You sure?”

“He’s just being a child.”

“He is a child, and so are you. So maybe give him a little time. I’m sure whatever it is, it will work itself out.”




TWENTY

April 1998

As a way to process the unwanted visit from Kenneth, I concentrated on doing things around the house. I practised making the recipes that Kiju had left me for teas and ointments. Susan and Miriam became my first customers. I gave Susan tea to help with her perimenopausal hot flashes that was made of red raspberry leaf and made an ointment for Miriam, who was experiencing the first pains of arthritis.

I tended to my pig and a few hens, a rooster and so many chickens. I had built a coop in September after my chicken wire fence proved to be no deterrent for a clever fox. As Kiju had so wisely advised me when I was a child, I refused to name them, since they would soon be my food. I didn’t even get to name a stray dog I picked up from the SPCA soon after Kenneth had shown up at my door. He turned out to be a terrible guard dog but that didn’t matter. I wanted my child to be surrounded by love, and there is hardly a love stronger than that of a dog. He was a small, shaggy thing of indeterminate breed. His name was Bingo and I didn’t have the heart to change it. It was what he knew, who he was.

While I easily took to the care of the animals, the garden proved to be more of a challenge. With each bend to release the first weeds of spring from the ground, I felt my age and my pregnancy, from a hand on my lower back encouraging my body to straighten, to a twinge in my arm when I pulled too hard. I had a new respect for Kiju, who had never complained about the work; she was only thankful for the things the garden provided. William called every third night at seven o’clock exactly to inquire about my health. I found I enjoyed his calls and started looking forward to them. I also think we got to know more about one another in those long-distance calls than we ever did in the short time we’d spent together. It was a comfortable friendship.

I tried to occupy every moment so I would have no time to think about what Kenneth had said, but still there were moments, like when I was drifting off to sleep, where I could hear his voice tell me a truth I wanted so badly to be a lie. I needed to talk to Ben, but it was hard, knowing that this person I had trusted my whole life might have been keeping a secret from me about the one thing I wanted to know about the most. I feared, down to my very core, that if what Kenneth said was true, my love for Ben would be tainted, maybe even destroyed. It was easier for me to be mad at Kiju since she wasn’t there, and every once in a while, on a clear evening, I would look up to the stars and curse her. Then quickly apologize. But I knew I needed to talk to Ben before my own child was born. I could not bring her into this world with these questions hanging over me.

With five weeks left in my pregnancy, my feet swollen and my sleep almost non-existent, I set out for Ben and Sally’s. After a breakfast of toast and tea, I locked up the house, hollered for the dog and got into the jeep, ready for the drive that when I was young seemed to take forever and now, with the new highway that cut through farmlands, took less than two hours.

I arrived just before lunch and Bingo jumped out of the car and headed straight for the river. Sally would be annoyed when he came back wet, but he just loved the water so much. I would take the lecture from Sally later, when she would tell me how dogs are made for the outdoors and people for the indoors.

“I thought I heard someone drive in.”

Ben and Sally rarely left home anymore. Especially after Ben had his heart attack. Sally was convinced he was going to give up the woods and the fishing, but he did neither. They stuck close to home, where they had all their kids and a few grandkids now who required the doting of fiercely loving grandparents. When they did come to visit me, maybe once a year, they spent the day with me; at night they stayed at the motel. They liked the two double beds, one for each of them.

I hollered for Bingo and he came running.

“You better not think that dog is coming into my clean house and smelling it up.” Sally was holding the door open for me. But Bingo ran past her and into the front room that once was a store but now had an old sofa, a few comfy chairs, a tall lamp, and shelves of books and board games. Bingo jumped up on the sofa and curled up in a ball, closed his soft brown eyes and fell asleep. Sally didn’t say anything and let him stay.

“Stand back now, let me look at you. That nice round belly looks good on you, Aliet.” She tried her best to put her arms around me in a warm hug. “So, how’s the house? How’s the roof holding up?”

“It’s good. Keeps the rain out.”

“Well, I guess that’s good,” she said with a laugh.

Sally turned around from the sink, where she was peeling apples, just as Big Ben walked in through the back door.

“Hey there, girl, it’s good to see you.” He gave me a hug and went to the fridge for a beer.

Ben popped open a can as I followed him into the front room. The sun was just creeping over the top of the house, making the daylight soft enough to enjoy. Big Ben sat on the couch beside the dog and scratched the top of his head. Bingo never moved.

“So, what brings you down this way?”

“I thought I’d go fishing with ya sometime. Grab some to take home and freeze ’em.”

“I don’t go out on the boat no more. Sally was getting at me, telling me I’m too old for that nonsense. Can you believe it, me too old? And Kiju would come back and kill me herself if I let you and that baby on a boat just as you’re about to pop.” His belly, bigger each time I saw him, jiggled with his laughter.

Sally brought me a glass of cold water and reproached Ben for not asking if I needed anything.

“We can go out to the wharf and fish off the end if you want. I still get good bites there, and I go out all the time. Faye comes sometimes. The boys are never really around. They’re always working and taking those four-wheeled things out into the woods to get muddy. I don’t understand it, but it makes them happy, I guess.” While Faye had been Sally’s prayer, a girl amongst all those boys, in the end she turned out to be a daddy’s girl.

Sally told us lunch was ready, and we both got up and headed out to the kitchen.

“We’ll go tomorrow morning first thing, before all the others get out there. They talk too much, scare the fish away.”

I slept like the dead that night, the window open and the fresh, cool nighttime air billowing in. It was the first time in ages that I woke feeling rested. Sally let me bring Bingo into the bedroom with me as long as I laid a towel down at the foot of the bed and made him stay there.

Ben woke me with a shake before the sun was up. Bingo stretched, turned and lay back down as I got up and pulled on my clothes. I met Ben downstairs and he had already packed a few muffins and apples and a thermos of coffee. We drove through the small village, the headlights carving a path through the last hour of night as Ben led us to the new wharf.

There was something almost holy about being out in the world while everyone slept. I closed the truck door quietly and neither of us spoke as we carried the fishing rods, food and two little stools out to the edge of the wharf. Ben placed the thermos and a paper bag with the food beside the container of worms. We had both cast our lines before either of us spoke.

“Ben.” I stopped.

He turned his head, waiting for what was next.

“Can you tell me about my mother.”

He shook his head and smiled. “I always like talking about your mother. She was my best friend in the world. What do you want to know?”

“Anything. Your first memory of her, what her laugh sounded like, was she happy? What was her favourite colour? Who was her first love?”

Ben sat for a minute, playing with the line and thinking. I held my rod between my knees and took a sip of the hot coffee.

“Well, my first memory, I guess, is of her getting into trouble. I was at the fields with the other apple pickers and my mom and dad. Dad was out in the orchards and my mother was cooking up some supper. I remember there was a chill, a good fresh October chill. You know the ones.”

He stopped and I nodded.

“I was playing with something, I don’t remember what. I was about six or seven. I heard your Kiju cry out from way across the road.” He started to laugh at the memory. “My mom grabbed my hand and we took off toward your grandmother’s house, your house. And there was your mother, her head down, getting a talking-to about not using the hatchet to cut the potatoes. Apparently, she had almost cut her own fingers off, using a small hatchet instead of the knife to cut the potatoes for supper. She thought it would be more efficient. She was a character, your mom.”

We sat for a bit while Ben remembered. I could see Kiju, I could see Ben, and even Ben’s mother, who died when I was old enough to remember her. But up until recently I could never see my mother; all I could conjure was a slightly darker version of myself.

“Ben.” I stopped and took a big breath in. “Are you my father?” It was a strange thing for me to ask when I already knew the answer, but I hoped against irrational hope that it was anyone but Reg, and Ben was my best bet.

Ben didn’t look at me, he stared straight ahead as if fascinated by the tiny waves. I started to fear that I had said something I shouldn’t have, that I had ruined one of the only lasting relationships I’d ever had. And then he spoke.

“I’ve been waiting for you to ask that for a very long time. Only Sally ever did. She thought I was for sure.”

“So you’re not?”

“Aliet. I would love to be your dad, I would be the proudest person in the world, and I tried to take a little of that on when your mother passed.”

“But?” I said.

“I’m not your father. Your mom and me, we weren’t like that. We were just best friends.”

“But I have your eyes.”

“You have someone’s eyes, but they aren’t mine, sweet pea.”

Hearing him call me sweet pea at my age nearly made me break down right there. I half expected him to reach into his pocket and pull out a penny.

“Do you know who my father is?”

I wasn’t trying to catch him in a lie, I just wasn’t sure how to say what I needed to say. On the one hand, I wanted to know, and on the other, the thought that it was Kenneth who told me still made me so angry. I didn’t understand why the people I loved had kept the truth from me for so long and were willing to take it to the grave instead of just telling me.

“I do.” He took a deep breath, pulled in his line and cast it again before he spoke. “I promised your Kiju that I would never tell you, but she’s not sitting here with you beside me. Why now? Why haven’t you asked before now?”

“I assumed that the people I loved would never lie to me.” I said it with a coldness I didn’t know I could muster.

“That’s fair.”

Ben was quiet so long I was beginning to think he didn’t hear me. Then he said it.

“Reg. Kenneth’s father. He’s the man who . . .”

In that moment, I realized I wanted so bad for it to be a lie. For Kenneth to be saying something hurtful but untrue. Yet here I was, hearing it from the person I trusted most in the entire world. I wanted to be sick. I handed my rod to Ben and tried to put my head between my knees, my pregnant belly in the way. I took a few deep breaths of salty air, then sat up straight. Ben handed a mug of coffee to me, the fishing rods stuck in between the planks of the wharf. My shaky hands took the cup, but I could not look at him.

“Did she love him?”

“No, Aliet, she did not. He was a cruel man and a violent one. That’s why we never wanted you to know.” He trailed off.

“Tell me what happened.” Off in the distance I could see the fog crawling along the surface of the water.

“Your mother was fifteen and— God, why am I the one left with this burden?” He stopped to collect himself.

I still refused to look at him.

“Your mother was not a willing participant in your conception.”

The clinical way he said it did nothing to soften the blow. Ben reached over and set his hand on my knee as I began to cry.

“Your grandmother never wanted to tell you. She thought it might be harmful for you to know.”

“So, my mother didn’t want me?”

“Don’t go there, girl. Don’t go feeling sorry for yourself. You were loved from the moment you were born. You may have been made in violence, but from the minute your mother found out she was carrying you, she let that go. She was the bravest person I have ever known and will ever know, and I won’t have you insulting her memory like that. She was full up with love for you from the very start. She chose love. It might not have been right for everyone, given the circumstances, but Maggie was her own woman and she loved you from the start.”

“Sorry,” I said under my breath, but just loud enough to be heard.

I wiped my tears. The fog was getting closer. The air had chilled and the light from the rising sun was muted.

“So, my father isn’t the red-headed man with no thumb that used to buy our baskets?” The tension between us broke and I turned to face him.

“Jesus, where did you get that from?”

“Kenneth used to tell me all the time.”

“That boy was an idiot.”

“You know he’s still alive?”

“I didn’t. Last I heard, he was in jail.”

“He’s out. He came to my house last month.”

“He did what?”

“Came to apologize and tell me about his father—our father.” I reached into my jacket pocket and pulled out the photo of my mother and handed it to Ben. “And he gave me this.”

He took it from me and looked at it a long time.

“She was always so happy. I’ve never seen this picture before, but it’s a perfect one of her.” He handed it back to me. “So, you knew?”

“I didn’t want it to be true, but I knew you would tell me if he was lying.”

“We did it for you. Maybe it wasn’t the right thing to do, but it was hard. After she died, we wanted to make sure you were surrounded by the love she couldn’t give. Maybe it was wrong to keep it from you, but after Kiju died, I just didn’t know.”

“Does Sally know?”

“It’s the only secret I ever kept from her.”

Just then, something pulled my line and the rod nearly got loose from the boards. I reached out and grabbed it before I lost it to the water. I held on tight as Ben encouraged me. I pulled the fish, its body flapping on the wooden planks of the wharf. It was the first of many we caught that morning and that Sally fried up for supper with some scalloped potatoes and fresh sauerkraut.

I stayed another night, sleeping under the billowing lace curtains with Bingo at my feet. I felt lighter knowing that Big Ben would have claimed me, just as Kiju had said. Lighter knowing that my mother had made the choice of love over hate, even in the worst of circumstances. And I thought, if she could do that, maybe I could do the same.



TWENTY-ONE

September 1972

I didn’t write to John after he stormed out that day. I tried, but my letters were forged in anger and, instead, I threw each of them into the fire. But Kiju said that things have a way of sorting themselves out, and despite months of not hearing from him, I was excited when John pulled into the yard in his father’s truck that fall. I was heading back into the house after pulling that year’s carrots when I heard the crunch of gravel under tires and made my way around to the front of the house. I was wearing an old pair of jeans rolled up almost to my knees and rubber boots. The grass was still wet with morning dew, so he must have been up before the sun to be here so early. I stood there, hands dirty, waiting for him to get out of the truck.

“Hey,” he said casually, as he closed the door to the truck.

“Hey.” I shifted my weight from one side to the next.

“Nice boots,” he said as he walked toward me.

“Thanks?”

We stood there awkwardly, me with my hair pulled back and my muddy clothes, and him with his hands stuffed into his pockets. Kiju broke the tension.

“I thought I heard a vehicle. Well, John, so good to see you. Come in, have a cup of coffee.”

John followed Kiju into the house and I tagged along behind him.

“What brings you this way? Pickers won’t be here for another week or so,” Kiju said, as if she didn’t know the situation between us.

“I need to talk to Aliet. I was hoping we could take a drive.”

“Isn’t that nice.” She looked at me and winked. “I’ll pack you a little snack.”

I was annoyed that they were talking around me and not directly to me. I wanted to tell them that maybe I didn’t want to go, but the truth was, I did. As much as my anger at John had sustained me these last few months, so had the fear that I would never see him again, that our friendship, if that’s what it still was, was over. So I stayed quiet and let Kiju pack a lunch.

“Where are we going?” I asked as he closed the passenger-side door for me.

“I thought we’d head over to the bay and watch the tide come in? Full moon tonight as well.”

“Okay.”

The road over the mountain twisted through the trees and I rolled the window down to take in the scent of early morning mixed with the salt water that was still miles away. As we rounded the last bend and reached the top of the mountain, the sun shone brightly behind us, lighting our way to the water.

The paved road came to an end and John slowed the car. “I don’t really know where I’m going,” he said.

“Keep straight.”

I closed my window as the dry gravel from the dirt road flew up around us. It hadn’t rained in a while and the dirt was dry, caked and yellow. The road narrowed and the branches of the trees began to bend, obliterating our view of the sky. And then, just when I could sense that John thought we might be lost, the trees gave way to a view of the water. He stopped the car at the top of a hill and before us was the bay. The flats of mud, the ocean floor and, finally, the rocks, both small and large, that marked “the shore.”

“Where’s the water?”

“It’s out there. Keep driving.”

The hill was steep, and the remaining road was surrounded by trees. The red cliffs rose up from the seabed, their ancient faces turned toward the water. At the bottom of the hill, he turned off the ignition and tentatively opened the car door.

I took his hand and led him away from the car and toward the rocks. There is an art to walking on a rocky shore, and if you’re not careful, it can result in sprained ankles, and cuts and bruises to both legs and to the hands that you use to catch yourself when you fall. We took it slow until we reached the mud.

“When I was little, Kiju used to say that we couldn’t walk on the mud, that we might sink and never be seen again.”

“My dad always said the same.”

The conversation was not coming out as naturally as we both knew it could. We seemed to be shying away from a difficult conversation. We stood and watched the birds swooping from the cliffs out toward the water. The waves, remarkably small for such a powerful body of water, were too far away to hear. I walked toward the line where the land met the rocks that in a few hours would be under water. Large pieces of driftwood, still and salt grey, lined the edges where people before us had built fires. Large stones made careful circles, filled with ash and blackened wood that shone in the glow of the sun. Caves dotted the bluffs, and trees hung over the cliffs as if they were ready to dive.

“I’m sorry,” he blurted.

I stared out at the water. A breeze was coming off the bay and I crossed my arms to ward off the chill.

John took my hands and turned me to face him. “I’m sorry. I am not you. I have not lived your life or been in your shoes. I overreacted and I am so sorry.” There was a pleading in his eyes almost as if he expected me to refuse his apology.

“Thank you.” I kept my hands in his.

“Does that mean that I am forgiven?”

“I suppose it does. I’m not embarrassed of who I am, it just never occurred to me to go around telling people. And trust me, Kiju has had her say about this as well.”

“Well, I am so sorry. I never wanted to hurt you. And I think I did.”

“You did. And I took it out on the poor chickens.”

John pulled me in closer and kissed me. Above us, a seagull squawked, ruining the moment.

We spent the morning gathering wood and cooking the sausage Kiju had packed us over the fire and drinking coffee she’d put in a thermos. John had used some of his pay to buy a bottle of wine, telling me he assumed we were adult enough to like it. We didn’t, and offered it to the ocean. As the water started to edge closer, we climbed a path up one of the cliffs that led to the top and looked over. I stayed back, but John walked closer until I yelled for him to stop and he came back to my side.

“We can see the water from here.”

“Wanna go for a swim?”

“I think it’s a little cold for that, and I don’t have a swimsuit,” I said.

“Neither do I, but I have a couple nice blankets in the back. Cold water is good for the system.”

I didn’t swim in the bay. There’d been too many warnings about the bay from adults my whole life. But I knew there was a freshwater brook that ran from behind the shoreline, starting somewhere in the woods. Someone had taken stones and created a little dam over half of it, so you could sit in the cool water as it passed by on its journey to the bay.

I took off my top and laid it on the ground, and John smiled. We walked hand in hand into the brook, both of us shy and in our underwear, gasping at the cold and the painful stones that dug into the bottom of our feet. I looked over at him and remembered the time he allowed me to braid his hair and how that had made me feel. Now, I felt something stronger. John held my hand while I found a lovely place to sit. Once I was comfortable, he slid in beside me and we watched the tide as it inched toward us.

I dipped my head back and let the cold water reach every part of me.

“Look.” He pointed to the water. In the distance, the fog had started to roll in. He looked disappointed.

“It will probably dissipate, it usually does.”

I shivered when a cool breeze brushed my wet skin.

“I’m getting out. It’s too cold.”

He helped me up and followed me out of the water. Our little fire had started to die, so he placed a few more pieces of wood on. The smoke smelled of summer. I put my clothes back on and turned to watch the fog. John, in just his jeans, came up behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. He pushed my wet hair aside and began to kiss my neck. I felt the muscles in my abdomen tighten and closed my eyes. My skin prickled with goosebumps. We lay down on the blanket next to the fire as the fog gathered above us. The breeze rattled the leaves on the trees and I lay on my back staring up at the never-ending sky. John pulled himself closer to me. I didn’t move when I felt his hand slowly undoing each button on my blouse. I felt the cool air touch my bare skin and let out a deep breath.

John kissed the spot just below my belly button. There was nothing I was going to say no to in that moment. I don’t think I could have found the words if I had wanted to. I reached down and helped him out of his jeans, his brown skin against my freckled white. I liked the feeling of his lips on my neck, his weight on my body, his knee as he gently spread my legs apart. I could feel his hardness on my thigh, and I smiled. He lay on top of me, breathing hard. I could feel his heart beating against my bare chest. He went to roll off and I stopped him.

“No. Stay.”

Sometimes in my dreams I can still see him, that smile, those dark-brown eyes looking down on me, his head haloed by the sun and the sky.

He bent down and touched his nose to mine. “Kesalul, my Aliet.”

“I love you, too.”

The bay inched closer. We could hear the slapping of waves on rock and the wail of gulls as they floated on top of the water.

“I’m going to get dressed. Look at that, the fog is lifting.” I pointed toward the water and John looked away. I grabbed my clothes and disappeared behind some trees, suddenly aware of my nakedness.

Once clothed, I grabbed the blanket and wrapped it around my shoulders before leaning in, toward the warmth of the fire. John got up and dressed quickly. There was embarrassment between us that I wanted to dispel. When he sat down beside me, I reached over and entwined my arm in his and laid my head on his shoulder.

“That was nice,” I whispered.

“So very nice,” he agreed. “I have something to tell you.” His voice was suddenly solemn.

“That sounds serious,” I said, trying to lighten the mood.

He said nothing, and I began to feel anxious about what he might say.

“I’ve signed up for the American military. I leave next week for basic training. I know, at least I think I know, that you won’t like this decision I’ve made, but I’m doing it for us.” He was talking so quickly that I could barely take in what he was saying. “When I get back, you can come down and meet me there. I’ll have a good job, and we can make a life together. Maybe in Boston. Maybe Kiju will come with us.”

I was stunned into silence. The air around me was colder than it had been a moment ago, the tide seemed to be coming in faster.

“But . . .” I stammered, not sure what I intended to say.

“They might not make me go to Vietnam,” he said, as if reading my thoughts. I had seen the news, I had listened to the updates on the radio. We had even discussed it in class. “I might be stationed somewhere else. There’s a lot of American military in Guam, in Japan. How cool would it be if I got to go to Japan? You could come for a visit.”

“But they are sending everyone to Vietnam, John. I watch the news.”

“I’ll be safe, regardless of where I go. Besides, there are rumours that the war is almost over.”

I needed to say something, anything, to make him rethink his decision. “Have you signed papers yet? Made it official?”

“Well, no, but I’m going to. I’m taking the train down to Boston in a couple of weeks, and my brother, who lives down there, is going to take me in to join up. It’s all arranged. I would love for you to see me off.”

“This isn’t romantic. This isn’t a story from movies, John. This is real life. Why don’t you join the Canadian military? We aren’t caught up in some silly war we can’t win. Be a peacekeeper instead.”

“You know that my brother is in the American military, and I just want to make him proud. I want the chance to serve with him. My dad was in the American military. It’s what we do. Please, Aliet, just support me on this.”

I knew that many Mi’kmaq served in the American military, it was a right in some long-ago treaty, but I never thought, not for a moment, that someone I loved would enlist.

I pulled my arm away, stood up and placed another log on the fire, my back to him. I thought we could have a discussion, but after a few minutes I realized there was nothing more to say.

“Aliet, I don’t want to work in the woods my whole life. I want to do something, to make a difference. Maybe learn a trade while I’m in the service, so I can take care of you. I want you to be proud of me. I made this decision for us.” He walked over and reached for my hand, but I pulled it away.

“How can we have a future if you are dead?”

“You’re being irrational.”

“I’m being irrational?” I asked, my voice rising.

He turned away from me, his eyes focused on the approaching tide, while I watched the fire.

I was really angry with him. But when I turned to face him, ready to rail against his stupidity, he turned at the same time and cracked a smile so big and awkward, I couldn’t help but laugh. And then he laughed, and my anger began to dissipate like the fog.

He leaned over and gave me a kiss on the cheek.

“You make it really easy to be mad at you and really hard to stay that way, you know that?” I said.

“I do.”

John went to the truck and came back with the smallest jar I’d ever seen. It was glass with a little red top, empty. I watched as he dug beneath the tiny stones that blanketed the shoreline until he reached dirt. He scooped up a small amount and placed it in the jar.

“My grandfather told me I needed to gather some earth from home so my spirit won’t get lost when I cross the ocean.” He screwed the lid on tight and put the jar in his pocket. “I’ll always have a piece of home and the memory of this day with me.”

I blushed.

“And I have a favour to ask,” he whispered. “They are going to cut my hair when I join. Shave it all off.”

He pulled his braid around to the front. The wind played with a few loose strands, and I reached up to push them out of his face.

“I want you to cut my hair for me.”

“What? I can’t,” I murmured, touching his braid.

“You know how important my hair is to me. I need someone who understands to be the one to take it from me.” He’d had long hair for as long as I’d known him.

“That’s a huge responsibility. Shouldn’t it be your mother or father?”

“I want it to be you.”

He reached inside the picnic basket and retrieved the scissors that Kiju had packed so we could open the food packages inside. I took the scissors from him as he turned his back to me. Part of me wanted to say no, hoping it would make him stay, but I knew I had to do this one thing for him before he left. I took his braid in my hand, placed the open scissors at the base of his neck and cut. The braid came away in my hands. He ran his hand from his forehead back to the nape of his neck. His head dropped to his chin and he didn’t turn to look at me. I sat, waiting until he was ready. When he turned, he took the scissors and put them back in the basket and gently took his hair from my hands. From his pocket he brought out a few strands of sweetgrass I didn’t know he had. He quietly placed the sweetgrass in amongst the hair and wrapped it in the cloth that Kiju had given us in the picnic basket.

“You need to keep it with you until I come home. Then I will take it back from you.”

I felt sick. “What if—” I couldn’t bring myself to say the rest.

“I promise I’ll come back. I promise.”

I leaned over and kissed him, a slow, soft kiss that carried a thousand words neither one of us had the ability to voice.

Later, John dropped me off and left for home. He wanted to get back before dark. Kiju stood in the doorway and watched as he drove away.

“John not coming in for dinner or a quick hello?”

“No,” I said in a low monotone voice.

She pretended not to notice my tone. “How was the picnic?”

“It was great,” I said, as I passed her without making eye contact. I went to my room and placed John’s braid in a small tin box that had once held cookies. I didn’t want to talk about John’s decision, not even with Kiju. I went into the kitchen to clean out the picnic basket.

“What did you do?”

“This and that.” I tried to sound more enthusiastic, and it must have worked.

Kiju reached above me and took down one of her jars of herbs for tea. As I washed the dishes, she steeped the tea. It smelled awful.

“What are you making?”

“A tea for you.”

“I don’t want any tea, especially one that smells as bad as that one does.”

“It’s a tea to make sure that in a few months from now, it’s not you under that tree.”



TWENTY-TWO

April 1998

I once had a teacher tell me that time speeds up the older you get. One day you are eighteen and then suddenly you wake up forty. Of course, back then I dismissed it as the nonsense of old people, but now I know what she meant.

As my pregnancy progressed, I felt bigger, rounder, older each day. The morning sickness passed, but then my lower back and my feet began to ache. I made an ointment to relieve my aches and it smelled noxious. I found the card and realized I’d forgotten the lavender oil to help with the scent. I took the recipe cards out of the box and each day I tried to commit one to memory. I wasn’t as successful as I wanted to be since the pregnancy had been messing with my ability to remember. I didn’t dry the chicory long enough and it took on mould. Without Kiju’s wisdom, I was alone in my mistakes but also alone in my successes, which I felt more keenly. I wished she were here, to see her proud of me. Sally tells me she was, and is, but I suppose I will never really know. I could only hope that this tiny human I was growing would be proud.

I think there is something truly spiritual about growing a person. It’s as if there is a fire that is ignited inside you. Maybe it’s hormones, but I think it goes deeper than that. I now feel a need to protect what I hold sacred, to protect it so that my own daughter can experience it. I need to do something that I can point back to in the future and say, I did that for you. And the tree is what became my mission.

Each morning, unless it rains, I wander up to the tree and clean away any debris. There is less garbage there now. The fence has helped. I think the people so opposed to the preservation of the tree have moved on to other things to be offended by, especially small things that mean little to them.

Susan, Miriam and I paid to have a tiny stone plaque installed at the base of the tree, not where the women used to birth but off to the side. I couldn’t imagine placing something in the same spot where they spilled their birth water and warm blood. The stone says The Birthing Tree, simple and elegant. For those who have a connection to the tree, they need no other information. In the museum in town, the same one I went to on school trips to learn about the town’s white history, there is now a small exhibit complete with a picture of the tree and the stone and a description of its historical value to the community.

I was surprised at the lack of protest when I asked that the tree be included in an exhibition at the museum. The new volunteer curator was younger and not from around here. He’d moved here with his husband and kids when his husband accepted a job as an instructor at the local college. Unlike the locals, he found the story of the birthing tree interesting and offered the dedicated space. He has plans to expand the exhibit now, to tell the larger story of the people who have always been here. I don’t know if anything will come from it, but it’s nice to know that someone may actually care, that someone understands our importance to this community.

There is no lock on the new fence, only a clasp, easily opened, but what little garbage I find is generally outside the fence. I gather it up and take it home, separating it into trash and recyclables. The cans and bottles collected are returned to the recycling depot and I donate the change to the museum for the upkeep of the Birthing Tree exhibit.

Miriam came by a couple times a week to check on me. Blood pressure, position of baby, glucose. Sometimes she forgot I am a nurse and tried to explain things to me that I already knew, and I let her. I found comfort with Miriam, and while Susan had welcomed Miriam as a friend, she was not as comfortable with Miriam overseeing my pregnancy.

“I think you should see a real doctor. This is a geriatric pregnancy, Aliet. There is so much that could go wrong.”

“I don’t want to have this conversation again, Susan. And please stop using the word geriatric. I already feel old.”

“Miriam, I know you know what you’re doing, but you have to admit there is a chance of something going wrong.”

We were having dinner at the Chinese restaurant. Heartburn was new to me, and I ordered white rice, not fried, and Chinese vegetables with soft white chicken breast scattered throughout. I drank only water.

“If I thought anything was wrong, I would be the first to send her to the hospital. Don’t worry, Susan, we got this,” Miriam said, as she pushed an entire chicken ball into her mouth.

Susan made a face and I laughed.

“Please just humour me and go to the doctor to make sure everything is okay.”

“Everything is okay. Like Miriam said, if something was wrong, I would be on my way to the hospital. Now drop it, please.”

It was of no use to remind Susan of Miriam’s extensive qualifications. She liked Miriam and trusted her, to an extent, but she believed “modern medicine is superior.” This wasn’t the first time we’d had this conversation. And from the look I got across the table, it probably wouldn’t be the last.

“You know that this is exactly what Kiju and I fought against—pressuring women into hospitals when there were other options.”

“You are not allowed to make me feel bad for caring. This is different, it’s a geria—”

I cut Susan off. “Nope, not that word again. And I am a nurse, Susan, don’t forget.”

“Okay, you two, simmer down,” Miriam said with a chuckle.

Susan nodded in resignation.

Two against one.

When I fell down the steps on my way to check the mailbox, Susan finally had her way. It was a wet April day. The rain had woken me up that morning as it beat against the bedroom window, and it continued all day. I was concerned that the roof repairs wouldn’t hold, but they did. I was watching the water roll down the window, reaching up every few minutes to wipe the condensation away, when I saw the mailman stop at the little mailbox at the end of the driveway. I had been cooped up in the house all day and I needed some fresh air, so I put on my rubber boots and rain jacket and opened the front door. I stepped off the first of the three steps and my foot slipped. I felt as though I was in slow motion as I reached out to grab the railing, but missed. I landed hard on the first step and sat there, soaked, and considered my next move. My back throbbed and my wrist, where I had tried to soften the blow as I fell, began to swell. For a moment I wasn’t sure I could even stand.

“You idiot,” I cursed myself as I rubbed my belly. It took a few tries and a few grunts, but eventually I was on my feet again. I managed to drag myself back inside.

I called Miriam and she was there in minutes. She found me sitting on a pillow on a kitchen chair, everything around me soaking wet. I still had my boots and jacket on. Her face held a mixture of amusement and concern.

“Come on, we are taking you to the hospital,” she said as she moved closer to help me.

“I look like a drowned rat.” I shifted my weight to alleviate the pain in my backside.

“No one cares. Let’s go.” She helped me up from the chair.

In the emergency room, the same one where I worked, the doctor checked me over and pronounced me bruised but fine. My wrist required only ice and rest. The baby failed to notice the fall and was also fine. Susan rushed in, and the look on her face made me and Miriam burst out laughing. In the end, she had got her way, I saw a doctor. I stayed the night for observation and then went home. Susan came with me and stayed to cook and clean and take care of me until the bruise on my hip started to fade.

“Go home. Take care of your family. I’m okay,” I said after a few days.

“They can take care of themselves. It’ll be good for them to see what their lives are like without me.”

“Go home or I will kick you out,” I said, laughing.

She packed her stuff and left, promising she’d see me the next day with library books and groceries.




TWENTY-THREE

October 1972–August 1973

The day John left, I rode the train to the city to see him off. Kiju protested, convinced I wasn’t old enough to take the train to the city and back all alone.

“My mother gave birth to me at fifteen, you had her at eighteen,” I reminded her.

“Times are different now. You don’t have to grow up so fast.”

I raised my eyebrows. She acquiesced. Besides, she liked John, maybe even loved him by that time. She was one of the few who didn’t tell us that a romance that began in childhood would never last. So I boarded the train in the early morning, joining all the others headed into the city. I squeezed by an older woman to take a seat by the window and watched as the train station disappeared behind us. On the outskirts of town there were only trees, trees as far as I could see. The never-ending green, framed by the blue sky, and the gentle rocking of the train lulled me to sleep. It was the last solid sleep I would have for a very long time.

John was already at the station. His parents had driven him to the city to stay with an older sister. He had been planning to buy a cheap car and drive himself down to Boston, but his mother talked him out of it since it would be little used once he enlisted. Instead, he would have to take a train to Montreal then take the train headed for Boston, where his brother would pick him up, to start his basic training. I had spent the last two weeks trying to talk him out of leaving. After I told Kiju about John’s decision, she agreed to get a phone. And I made a lot of use of it. Desperate phone calls, letters badgering him to stay, begging him to find work here, at home. I cried, maybe even yelled. But he was unmoved, convinced his decision was the best thing for our future.

The train lurched to a stop, and my head hit the window, waking me up.

“Are you okay?” the lady next to me asked as I rubbed a spot on the side of my head.

“Yes, thank you. Just a little bump.”

“I think you must have been having a nice dream. You smiled in your sleep the entire way.”

I blushed as she took her bag from the rack above the seat and headed down the aisle.

The city train station was a busy place, people moving in every direction, whistles blowing, action unfolding everywhere. I stood in one spot and waited to see John, as people milled about. I felt like a stone thrown in a river, the water rushing around me, cold and disorienting. When I spotted him, he was already walking toward me, a single yellow carnation in his hand.

He didn’t even say hello, just kissed me, right there, in front of everyone in the train station, his hand on the back of my head, holding me as close as he could. When he finally pulled away, I was out of breath, and I’d dropped my purse to the floor. I left it there and reached up to touch his hair. It was short now, so very short. He smiled and bent to pick up my bag, then handed me the yellow carnation, which was slightly damaged from our kiss.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said. “There is a little place down the road where we can get a bite before my train leaves.” And there it was again, his leaving. Every time I tried to forget about it for a few minutes, the reason why I was here jumped back up to remind me.

The restaurant was small, only a few tables. They sold Chinese food, something I’d never had before. There was a Chinese restaurant in a town over from ours, but we’d never gone. I looked at the menu, confused.

“Do you want sweet or spicy?” John asked.

“Sweet, I think.”

John ordered for us. Sweet and sour chicken with vegetables and fried rice. The food tasted unlike anything I’d ever had before.

I found it hard to hold a conversation with John. It was pointless to keep telling him not to go. And I didn’t know what else to say.

“You’re quiet.”

“I guess.”

“Are you still angry with me?”

“No, of course not,” I said unconvincingly. “Well, maybe, I’m a little angry, or maybe a little sad, I’m not sure which, maybe it’s both.” I was rambling. “But I don’t want to ruin our last afternoon together.”

“I know you don’t want me to go. But I’ll be back before you know it, and in a spiffy uniform. You won’t be able to resist me.” He smiled.

“We’ll see about that.”

He reached over and took my hand. I wanted to imprint his hand on mine. I wanted to feel its warmth forever, his fingers gently splayed across the back of my hand, his thumb caressing my skin. Once he’d paid the bill and we’d exited onto the busy sidewalk, my hand was my own again.

As we approached the train station, I slowed my step.

“When you finish nursing school, we’ll start our life together. This will be good for us,” he said as he took my hand again and gently coaxed me into the station.

His train was on time. A night train to Montreal. It was leaving at six thirty, the same time as mine but in opposite directions. He walked me to my platform, put his backpack on the ground and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me toward him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and stared at him. I wanted to take in every detail of his face, his brown eyes, his thin eyebrows, his full, pink lips, the scruff on his face, the way his forehead gave way to his thick black hair. I wanted to commit it all to memory. And I knew in those seconds before he bent down to kiss me that he was doing the same.

“I love you. And I’ll be back to get you. I promise.”

“Promises are meant to be broken.”

“Not this one.”

One last kiss and he let go of me, grabbed his backpack and stood back for one last look. Then he turned and walked away. I watched until he disappeared into the crowd. Then I got on my train, took a seat by the window, and cried.

We exchanged letters, so many letters, and I was able to talk to him on the telephone every Sunday night for fifteen minutes. Basic training was hard and exhausting, but he enjoyed the routine, the way he never had to think about anything, how it was all laid out for him. He said it was nice for a while because it gave him time to think about his life. He was deployed shortly after, and there was not enough time for him to come home for a visit. Our last phone call was in mid-November, and I remember sitting at the kitchen table, the cord wrapped around my pinky finger, Kiju in her room with the door closed to give us some privacy. I could hear her pacing and humming to herself through the thin walls.

“So, I am going to Vietnam.”

The only thing I could hear was the static and his breathing. My entire body felt hot and my mouth went dry.

“But hear me out. We are just going to help with the evacuations. No real danger. And I get to see a different part of the world. There’s even a stopover in Germany.” There was hope in his voice, I could hear it. Hope that sending a small gift from a country I knew almost nothing about would assuage the feelings of dread I was having.

“When I get back and you graduate, we should take a trip. Maybe Montreal or Boston? What do you think?”

All my words dried up and disintegrated on my tongue before I could say anything.

“Aliet? Are you there? I know it’s not the news we wanted, but it will be fine.”

“It will be fine,” I repeated.

“Are you okay?” John asked.

“I’m okay,” I whispered into the phone.

“I’m fine too. Everything is going to be fine.”

The word fine had lost all its meaning.

“How’s the application to nursing school?” He was trying to change the subject, and I let him.

“Good. I don’t really want to leave Kiju, but she insists.”

“She knows you are destined for great things.”

My throat contracted with anticipated tears, but I was determined not to cry. The last thing I wanted him to hear was my sobbing.

“Stay safe and come back soon.”

“I will, I promise. Until then, I’m just going to keep reliving our day by the water.”

I blushed and put my other hand to my cheek.

“I love you,” I said.

“Kesalul and nmultes. I love you, and I’ll see you soon.”

The dial tone echoed off the walls and windows. I was sure Kiju could hear it behind her closed door.

There is no word for goodbye in our language because there is no such thing. You can’t give a name to something that doesn’t exist. For us, we are always walking among the ancestors. We will see each other again someday is always true.

I’ve never believed in clairvoyance. I don’t think we should be able to see into the future. Nothing good can come from knowing how it’s going to go, how it’s going to end. But one day, as I sat in biology class listening to Ms. Andrews drone on about the exciting science of cell structure, I was distracted. There was an uncomfortable feeling, deep in my stomach, and I couldn’t shake it. It stuck with me through lunch, and I couldn’t eat, it stuck with me through the walk home. I usually took the bus, but I wanted the walk, the fresh air, the alone time. The air was cold and I could smell snow as I looked up at the grey January sky.

I thought I might be getting my period or that I’d eaten something that didn’t agree with me. I was walking with my head down, kicking rocks, seeing how far they would go, and didn’t see Sally and Ben’s truck in the driveway. My sense of doom was temporarily lifted when I saw they were there, and I hurried into the house for a visit. But my relief was fleeting. I opened the door, and three loving faces turned to me, and I knew that the feeling I had all day had meant something. No one spoke, and Kiju got up from her chair and came over to me. She took my backpack and stood there, her hands on my arms holding me still.

“What’s going on?” My voice was shaky.

“I’m so sorry, sweet pea,” Sally said from her seat at the kitchen table.

“Can someone tell me what’s going on?”

Sally stood up from the table and held out a piece of paper. She handed it to me as Kiju took my hand and led me to the chair Sally had just vacated. I looked down at the paper. It was handwritten.

“It’s from John’s mother.”

Immediately my hands started to shake, and I could hear my breathing, fast and loud. I looked at Kiju standing over me, and the look on her face had a thousand “I’m sorry”s in it.

My dearest Aliet. I am so sorry to tell you this but John has died. I tried to think of a million other ways to say this but I can’t. I know you loved him and he loved you. I am sad for all of us. We have lost a good man, and a wonderful son.

There was more, but my eyes were blurry and I couldn’t read anymore. I held the letter in my hand, confused. He couldn’t be dead. The radio said the war was over. It was in the newspapers and on television, even here. It was January and his last letter had arrived before Christmas and said he would be coming home soon. I got up from my chair and went to my room. I lifted the mattress and took out his letters. The last one sat on top.

“She’s wrong. He’s coming home.” I held the letter in my hand, gripping the edges and creasing it. “It’s right here. He said the war was almost over and he’s coming home. He was only helping to evacuate.” I opened the letter to find the wording. I would read it to them, and they would understand.

“Aliet. Honey.”

“No,” I said. I wasn’t sure what I was saying no to, but I needed to say it. “No. See, right here. He says that there are plans for an armistice and they will be sending him home. He says it right here.”

“Aliet.” It was Big Ben this time, speaking for the first time since I’d walked in the door. “Aliet, he’s gone. He was killed by a stray bullet while evacuating. I’m so sorry.”

I sat down in the chair, the two letters open in front of me. Kiju walked over to the kettle and poured me a cup of tea. When she sat it in front of me, she took my chin in her hand and looked into my eyes.

“If there is anyone who can understand your heart right now, it’s me. But this is your grief, it’s heavy, and I’ll be here to help you carry it.”

She bent down and placed a kiss on my forehead, and that was when the tears started, and they kept coming until I found it hard to breathe. Kiju stood above me. She rested her chin on my head, her strong hand running up and down my back as I heaved.

I couldn’t look at Sally. I lifted my head once and the grief on her face, the pity she felt for me in that moment, made everything worse. I found a knot in the wooden table, one I must have seen thousands of times but had taken no real notice of. The tree rings, meant to capture the passage of time, wound around the knot and I followed the line with my eyes, trying to focus on anything but John. I left the letters and the tea on the table and went to my room. I curled up and stared at the wooden red rose that sat in a little white vase beside my bedside lamp until sleep took me.

When I woke, it was dark, and I could hear them talking in low, hushed voices. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but I knew that Sally and Big Ben were still here. I could smell roast chicken and fry bread, and my stomach started to rumble. My pillowcase was wet from crying and my eyes burned. I tried to go back to sleep, to that peaceful, dark place. But my body betrayed me. I needed food.

They were quiet when I entered the kitchen, and I noticed the letters were not on the table anymore. Kiju saw my concern and pointed to the little table by the door, where both letters sat. Big Ben got up and gave me his seat and Sally got a plate ready for me.

“Aliet likes the dark meat from the leg,” Kiju said to Sally.

The gravy was hot and salty, the mashed potatoes smooth and buttery, but I wasn’t really tasting it. They all stood there, watching me.

“Can you guys please sit down or something. You’re making me nervous.”

Kiju and Sally sat and Big Ben leaned against the counter.

“He was a good young man, Aliet,” Ben said, his arms crossed over his chest.

“He was that,” Sally agreed.

“For someone so young, he knew what he wanted in this world, and he loved you very much,” Kiju added.

They were trying to make me feel better, to help alleviate the pain, but nothing in those first few days helped. I hurt in a way I’d never known pain before. It was fantastic in its weight, its breadth, its ability to suspend itself for a short time when I finally started to think of something else and then come crashing back down again, breaking apart those few moments of relief, shattering any temporary reprieve I might have been afforded.

“There is going to be a service in a few weeks, when he gets home.”

“When he gets home,” I whispered, leaving my mashed potatoes on the fork.

“When his body comes home,” Ben corrected.

I nodded and picked up my fork, dipped it in the gravy and swallowed it down.

Sally and Ben stayed the night, sleeping in my bed. I curled up against the wall in Kiju’s bed, the quilt tucked tight up against my chin. I felt her crawl in beside me and then wrap her arm around me, pulling me close. She didn’t say anything, just rocked me as I cried.

The funeral service was on a Tuesday. I took the train with Kiju, and Ben picked us up at the station. It was a cold day in early March. The ground was still frozen, but they’d chipped away at it so there was a place to lay him to rest. His parents were Catholic, so there was a church service. At the graveside, there were prayers as they lowered him into the ground.

Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.

It was a closed casket, pine and simple, flowers and medicines draped over the top. I didn’t get to see his face, to know that he was really in there. For a brief time I convinced myself that he wasn’t in there, that someday he would show up at the door and tell me there’d been a mistake, that it wasn’t really him who died. But deep down I knew there was no mistake. I would never feel his hand on top of mine again, we would never eat in the diner together, would never have that future he was so excited about.

There was a reception at his parents’ house afterward. I wasn’t sure I wanted to go, but in the end I was glad I did. I’d left the funeral early with John’s aunt, who was going to prepare the food for the evening. In my purse, I held John’s braid. The sweetgrass hadn’t even had time to fully dry. As she laid out the food and put water on for tea, I lit the wood stove in the corner and gently placed his braid inside. I watched as the flames consumed it and the scent of sweetgrass overwhelmed the scent of burned hair. It was a private ceremony, and while I don’t know if this is what he would have wanted, I knew it was something I had to do, in his home, surrounded by everything he knew and everyone who loved him. When people began to arrive from the graveside service, they were heartened by the scent of medicine and I knew John was somehow in the room. The sombre tone of the day seemed to lift, if only a little. There is healing in laughter. I think it must be cellular, the repairing of a body wounded by grief. Everyone shared stories of John, and as the evening progressed, someone brought out a guitar and started playing his favourite songs. Everyone sang along. A lot of the older folks didn’t know the words and just hummed along. He would have loved it.

There was so much food and drink, and it was the first time I’d ever tasted whiskey. John’s father came over to me, two glasses in his hand with a golden liquid and a few ice cubes.

“A drink to my son.” He handed me a glass.

I took a sniff and scrunched up my nose.

“The more you drink of it, the better it tastes.” He laughed, then clinked his glass with mine. I swallowed it quickly, my eyes watering, my throat burning.

“To John,” I said, and we clinked again. I was expecting Kiju to say something about the whiskey, but she didn’t. She just drank her tea and watched me from afar.

The next morning was hard. My head throbbed. I could smell eggs cooking in Sally’s kitchen, and I was almost sick to my stomach.

“Do you feel like you got hit by a train?” Big Ben said as I walked into the kitchen, hand on my head.

I nodded.

“Whiskey will do that to you,” he said, as he handed me two small pills.

“This is the only time I’m going to go easy on you when you’ve had too much to drink,” Kiju said as she brought me a glass of water.

The train ride home was rough. The lurching made anything that was still in my stomach churn. I lay with my head against the cold window, my eyes closed the entire ride. When I got home, I went right to bed. Kiju came in to check on me before she went to sleep.

“Everything is gone,” I whispered.

“Oh sweetheart, not everything. You lost a bit of yourself in that boy. I know that.” She sat on the edge of my bed, gathering her thoughts. “It’s not something you will ever get back, but it’s also not something that you should mourn for the rest of your life. I know that’s hard to understand right now, but all I can say is that you need to be careful with the rest of your heart.”

For a while, I was angry with him, for breaking his promise to me, leaving me alone. Kiju said that grief sometimes manifests as anger. And sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference. Instead of letting me wallow in grief, instead of letting me give up on the life I had anticipated, she got me out of bed every morning, she sent me to feed the chickens, she sent me back to school. She let me cry but let me know when “enough was enough.” And eventually, things started to brighten again. The sky was still blue as I threw chicken feed on the ground out back of the house. The birds still sang, returning to our yard after the worst winter I’d known. The school still planned for a graduation, one in which I would walk across the stage, somehow older than my classmates. A letter arrived, telling me that I was accepted into nursing school with a scholarship. Summer still required work—tending to the garden, making strawberry and blueberry jams, drying herbs for teas.

Then, on a dreadfully hot day in late August, Big Ben packed my belongings on the back of a new pickup truck and drove me to my school residence in the city. As we pulled out of the driveway, Kiju stood on the stoop, pretending she wasn’t crying. As I looked across the road to the field that used to host the apple pickers, and the head of the new trail created by the town, I could see the very tip of the birthing tree, its leaves glittering yellow-green against the blue sky.



She may think that tragedy has imprinted on her. But joy also follows her. She will learn to embrace the joy with the sorrow.
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I took early leave from work after my fall and stayed close to home during the last month of my pregnancy. I visited the birthing tree every day with Bingo by my side. The winter months had been the cleanest, people and their trash locked away from the cold. The small pond froze over and there was snow piled high on top. The tree bent under the weight of an ice storm in February and a large branch broke off. Susan had to come and help me remove it. We placed it in the bushes to rot, as nature intended. It would start the cycle of life again with its sacrifice. By early April, I was walking less, my ankles swollen under the wool socks Miriam had knitted for me; the heartburn was so bad that I slept sitting up in my chair most nights.

And I waited. Waited for this baby who was mine. My girl was going to shine, the way I never did, the way I never let myself.

“Okay, here is your tea and this is mine,” I said as I handed out cups of tea to Susan and Miriam.

“What’s the difference?” Susan asked.

“Mine is preparing for childbirth. Yours is Red Rose.”

Susan took the cup from my hands and I sat down heavily. Everything in my body ached.

“So let’s go over this one more time.” Miriam had her notebook open with every possible detail related to the birth: The order of phone calls to be made—me to Miriam to Susan. What to do in the event of a medical emergency (Susan would leave the tree and call the ambulance). What to do once the baby was here. I taught them the few things my grandmother had taught me. Quiet was required when she came into the world until I could speak to her first. Susan, as my oldest friend, was to bathe her. I had thought of including Sally, but she was older now and had a hard time getting around. She understood when I called and told her of my plans.

I had all the herbs and teas ready. And in an envelope tucked in beside the sachet of teas were two photos: one of my Kiju and the one of my mother. They would be there for me, for my daughter.

“These traditions are so beautiful, Aliet.”

“They are. I regret leaving them behind.”

“Are they the same for all Indigenous people?” Miriam asked as she made a note in her book.

“No. They change from people to people. Cree practices will be different than Inuit practices, or the Haida. Even among us, the traditions vary. Kiju added details, like the song, that she felt were important.” I found that I liked talking about these things now, teaching my friends, these almost-sisters of mine, about my knowledge. In accordance with Kiju’s wishes, I shared only what was allowed to be shared and kept the rest between me and my ancestors.

My due date was a week away and Miriam was concerned that, given my age, I would go into labour early. She wanted to stay with me, but I protested. I wanted these last few nights to myself, to take in the silence, to prepare my home for my daughter. She and Susan both told me later that neither of them had slept those nights, as they waited for the phone to ring.

It was a stormy night when she decided to enter this world. The wind was strong as it bent the branches of trees and whistled through the cracks in the walls, scattering the fire in the stove as it whooshed down the chimney. I couldn’t get comfortable. My back was sore, my feet swollen so big they hadn’t fit into shoes in days. The electricity was out. There was only the flickering light of the fire. Shadows jumped and danced across the walls, over the floors, and disappeared out the darkness of the windows. I tried to follow their shapes, but they transformed into nothing too fast.

“I need you now, Kiju, I need you now,” I whispered into the dark when the first labour pain hit. Once it had passed, I got out of bed, wrapped my quilt around me and made my way to the telephone to call Miriam. Within fifteen minutes, both women were at my door.

The same copper bucket Kiju had used sat beside the door, ready for work it hadn’t experienced in decades. Inside were the herbs for birthing tea, a moosehide moss bag I’d made myself from memory, matches, tobacco to offer the tree in thanks, a new blanket, yellow and green, knitted by my own hands. A washcloth to clean her when she came out. And Kiju’s knife.

A few weeks ago, Miriam, Susan and I had gathered some wood and stones and made a fire circle by the tree, in the same place it had always been.

“You ready?” I asked them both as I slipped on a pair of Susan’s husband’s rubber boots she had brought since my shoes no longer fit.

“Ready,” they said in unison. I rubbed Bingo on the head and told him to be a good boy then closed the door behind me.

As we moved toward the tree, the wind began to settle. The clouds moved quickly across the night sky, obscuring the stars, obliterating the moon. Both Miriam and Susan carried flashlights. I carried only myself and my girl.

The shelter of trees that grew along the tracks made it easier to walk, protecting my clumsy body from the swirling wind. As I approached the trail that led to the tree, I bent over in pain. Miriam coaxed me and encouraged me through it. I remembered Sally experiencing the same thing so many years ago, which brought me tremendous comfort. As we approached the tree, the clouds parted, and the half moon illuminated its branches.

As I lowered myself down between the two strong roots that would hold me, another contraction hit. The pain was intense, but I let it take my breath, let it remind me of the responsibility I was about to embark on. When my breath returned to normal and the pain subsided, I started my birthing journey.

It was odd to be in this position, watching as Miriam meticulously laid out everything she would need—the moosehide, the knife, the herbs—something I had witnessed Kiju do so many times. Susan was busy making a fire and scooping water from the pond to boil. Those had always been my duties. I understood then, this was my new family, or maybe I had known it for a while. These were the women who my child would call Auntie, these were the women who would love her almost as much as I already did.

Then, as I clenched through a particularly bad contraction, I raised my head and looked beyond the fire, past these women working silently, and there in the light were Kiju and my mother. And so many other women who I recognized but did not know because they had left this world for the next. I saw them watching me and I knew they were really there, they were present for my daughter’s arrival.

Susan handed me a cup of tea and wiped the damp hair away from my forehead. I was aware that Miriam was pressing on my abdomen, making sure the baby was facing the right way.

“All good down here,” she whispered just as my water broke. “Whoa!”

She moved back down and lifted my skirt.

Despite the chill in the air, I was hot and threw the quilt off my shoulders. I tried to sit up, to find some comfort, but another contraction pushed me back against the roots of that tree. I didn’t scream, but I took a deep breath, then I let it out. I looked up, smiled up at the leaves of the tree, and then I started to hum.

I had been so sure that the tune had been lost to me, but there it was, just when I needed it most. And with it came tears of joy.

Another contraction. Susan topped up the cup of tea that now sat beside me.

“Drink,” she whispered, and I drank.

I watched Susan pour the last dregs of tea into the ground and replace the water. Before my next contraction I could smell beech and pine, steeping and ready to bathe my baby girl when she arrived. The next pain came, one much deeper and more forceful. I looked back to the fire, where the women had begun to fade. Only Kiju remained bright, and I knew that my daughter was ready to be born.

“Push, Aliet, she’s anxious to meet you.” Miriam took her place, ready to catch my daughter as she entered the world. I clenched my teeth and pushed my chin into my chest, crying out in pain and relief.

Then I heard nothing. The only sound was the beating of my own heart. Susan and Miriam, true to their word, stayed silent. I fell back against the tree. I was looking up into the branches, coming alive with spring buds, when I heard her cry. I looked down at this tiny thing my body had created that Miriam held in her arms. Susan, without a word, used the cloth, dipped in the warm beech water, to wash her face, before Miriam placed her on my breast. The pain had vanished, replaced by euphoria, as I looked down into her tiny face, scrunched up and wrinkled, pink in the faint light from the fire. I kissed the top of her head and let my lips stay there. Beneath me, her water and my blood mixed with the blood of my mother, another generation watering the roots of the birthing tree.

Miriam handed me the knife. She held the cord taut and I cut, separating my daughter’s body from my own. I handed the knife back to Miriam and whispered into my daughter’s tiny ear.

“Kesalul, my girl.”

I looked to the fire, and all the women were gone. Kiju and my mother had returned to the other side.

As the night faded behind the tree, I wrapped my daughter in the blanket and held her close to my chest, my heart beating to the rhythm of her breath. As I gazed at this beautiful human I had helped create, I knew that I would be okay, that everything that had happened was in the past and would stay there. Healing takes time, and if there was ever a cure, this was it. There, in my hands, the only daughter of an only daughter of an only daughter had mended all that was broken.



This girl’s birth story is a joyful one and I am honoured to store it next to her mothers. Together they have the love to carry it.
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