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ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Patrick Lane is the author of There Is a Season (2004), his highly acclaimed memoir, which won the Lieutenant Governor’s Award for Literary Excellence and the inaugural British Columbia Award for Canadian Non-fiction. One of the country’s most celebrated poets, he has received numerous awards, including the Governor General’s Award and two National Magazine Awards. Lane lives near Victoria, B.C., with his wife, the poet Lorna Crozier. Red Dog, Red Dog is his debut novel and was longlisted for the Giller Prize.
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This book is for Lorna.

Praise for Red Dog, Red Dog

‘Lane is undeniably an accomplished writer … and his achievement here is his evocation of a forbidding landscape as the element in which these embittered characters have their being … It is fitting that Lane’s oracular first novel ends not conclusively but with a hint of the continuation of the kind of story it has told so well.’

Times Literary Supplement

‘Occasionally a novel comes out of nowhere and blows you away. This is one of those … The writing is reminiscent of Cormac McCarthy at times, spare and beautifully crafted; at other points it recalls William Faulkner. This is an impressive debut from a name to watch.’

Waterstone’s Books Quarterly

‘Not since reading John McGahern’s That They May Face The Rising Sun have I come across a novel which so surely places the lives of its characters in the context of their landscape; but whereas with McGahern that landscape was local, intimate, and rewarding to those who worked it well, Patrick Lane’s land is wild and barren, unforgiving, and populated by a scarred and hunted people.

Red Dog, Red Dog is a shock of a novel; immaculately crafted, deeply thoughtful, and with a broken-hearted wisdom about the ways in which damage can fall through the generations. There is little to celebrate in the world these characters inhabit, but much to admire about the way Lane has revealed it to his readers. A work of great and unconsoled love.’

Jon McGregor, author of If Nobody Speaks of Remarkable Things

‘Patrick Lane made his name as a poet. Goodness, can you tell. He has a fierce eye for detail and imagery … Breathtaking … Not only a searing portrait of a time and place … but also a noir-ish thriller … A really impressive debut.’

Metro

‘It is powerfully and … grippingly written … the descriptions of the natural world are very fine … Lane does have the knack of making his characters come to life.’

Scotsman

‘Set in 1958, with flashbacks to the Depression and settler eras, this impressive tale of redneck life in British Columbia exudes suffering and menace.’

Adrian Turpin, Financial Times

‘The writing is beautiful’

Kate Saunders, The Times

‘[A] formidable debut.’

Catherine Taylor, Guardian

‘The tale, with Tom and Eddy at its heart, is one of loathing, neglect, abuse and brutality, with little redemption except the powerful, vivid quality of the writing itself … Lane is talented and five decades as a poet are evident in his prose: rich and evocative, yet always precise.’

Observer

‘Lane’s exquisite craftsmanship is on display … particularly his unerring instinct for images that wound and enlighten in equal measure’

Globe and Mail
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IT DIDN’T TAKE him long to bury me. He scrabbled at the thin till, gravel and chunk clay sprawling out from his cracked shovel and dull pick. The sweatband on his straw hat got darker and darker as he bent to his task, the air heavy with the silt of stars. Heat hung from his neck like a yoke on an ox. The hair on his fingers was matted wool, grains of earth glinting there in the fur, the sky fraught with moon. Two trees leaned their gnarled branches down on him, bitter apples withering, their skin flayed with scab and the froth dust of wormholes, shimmering with bleached light.

He lifted me from the crib where I’d whispered my breath for six long months and rolled me in the sheet Mother had left me lying on when I was born. My baby sweat had marked the cloth a yellowed grey. I loved him holding me. He bound me tight in thin cotton and lifted me onto a leftover square of tent canvas, folding me up. My body moved light as a bird carcass among his fingers.

Fold upon fold.

I watched from a branch of the apple tree in the neglected orchard, his little Alice, and knew the tears were flowing down the inside of his skull, his dark eyes dry as glass. What he worked to bury he’d thought was his to hold. I knew he was imprinting my body onto the skin of his hands and whatever he was to bear in the days and nights he had left, be it axe or gun, hammer, wheel, or wonder, it would be me he was holding, the dead daughter who had followed hard on the heels of Rose, the first girl-child to go to earth, and me to follow, his second to last.

We were the between children, Rose and me. Before us was the one she wanted, Eddy, and two years later Tom, the afterthought boy no one planned. My mother loved Eddy, her first son, and for her, her only one. The baby who came after all of us was of another mother, a daughter born without a name.

Father said Mother killed both Rose and me from malice and deliberate neglect, but the truth was different. Mother had only emptiness in her for her kind. That she said she was in a dark place after our births doesn’t change what she did and didn’t do. Her heart beat for her first son, Eddy, and when he came, she was at last at least happy. He would become for her the lover she was sure of, a boy, an almost man. Little Rose lived only a week, and me for nine days shy of half a year. Every day and night of those long months was a journey toward my grave. It was a long road I travelled in that crib, no help from Mother, who said she sickened at our births. There was only care from Tom and it not enough to keep either of us whole. I suckled on cow’s milk he’d soaked a rag in, a tag-end of cotton the nipple I knew. Little Rose had refused what he tried to give. Born for death, she went willingly to it. Tom tried to touch us clean, the only one who did.

Poor Mother. What milk she had came out white as water run through alkaline clay. I tasted her for a day or two, no more, her milk strained into a cup she, grudging, gave to Eddy, who gave it to Tom. That she denied me had to do with her dreams, where and who she came from. The past makes us what we are. We fail daily in our desire to be whole. Mother and Father’s lives were always less.

It’s the mirror of things torments us in the night. We imagine ourselves when we cry out at the coming darkness. In the day we see ourselves in what and who is closest to our grief. Night and day Mother saw herself in me, saw the little girl she once was looking back at her, and though she was wrong in what she imagined, it didn’t change her. It was the same with Rose. Mother wouldn’t go near her. She said it was impossible for her to see such a thing come out of her, sticks for legs and a swollen belly, eyes clamped down and a skin rope around her neck. She looked at who Rose was and would be, and couldn’t bear it. It was the same with me. I can’t bear it, Mother would say to Rose when she came into the crib room, Eddy small beside her. Why are you alive? Father picked up Rose when she was three days old and laid my sister’s tiny body upon Mother’s belly in the hope she might put it to her breast. Take her away, Mother said to Father, and he did, Little Rose’s lungs whistling, gone poorly from the cord that had strangled her coming out. Her breathing was a slow and laboured song. She lasted seven days, Tom slipping into the crib room to stroke her red skin, her green-stick bones, wetting her lips with the milk she never licked down. Rose stared past him at the walls, her tiny fists clenched tight.

While Rose lay dying, Father stormed. Both Eddy and Tom walked careful as he did, hiding where they could when he fell into a rage. There were stuttering fires going off inside him. They’d both seen them, outcries only Father knew, flaring in him like bad stars. They watched their father from afar, spying out his moves, his silences, his drunken wildness when the anger came up, the solitude he seemed to treasure. The night he finished burying Little Rose the boys peered through the cracked boards in the root cellar roof and watched him piss on the tattered corn. His heavy cock frightened them, the thick whorl of his water bubbling in the dirt. Staring, they couldn’t see themselves the same, something unimaginable in their childish eyes.

Father had come in to see Rose every day while she still breathed. He didn’t touch her but for the one time he gave her to Mother, only gazed through the bars as she sank deeper away. His stillness there seemed to the boys what care might be, never having known it for themselves.

A Wednesday to a Wednesday, and as Mother said to Father when Rose breathed her last: Wednesday’s child is full of woe. Father cried out at those words and held them over Mother from that day forth.

I followed close on Rose, Father pinning Mother’s body and laying inside her the seed that would give him the daughter he wanted. Mother trying to hold him off was to no avail. He parted her legs with his rough knees and rode until his need took hold. Her revenge was sweet. The egg she gave him was as weak as the one before.

It was different earlier when she’d wanted a son. She’d waited through three years of wandering the West. He brought her to the valley then. A week after moving into the house on Ranch Road her egg was ready and she trapped Elmer when he was falling-down drunk, pushed him down in the empty living room onto the red fir floor, and pulled him into her. He’d shouted out but there’s no stopping a man’s body though the man might want it otherwise. Who knows who he yelled for? Father cursed his lust, but drunk as he was he couldn’t stop her.

So she said.

Who was she trying for but a boy? She climbed off him with a terrible smile after he spilled and lay there on his back, his hardness fled from him, her thighs wet with his leavings.

That was Eddy and the story of his making.

Mother said she was delirious with fever the year after Eddy was born when Father had his way with her, and Father said he was passed out drunk the night Tom was conceived. They both lied as they always had. After Eddy, there was a need for Tom though they didn’t know it. They didn’t know what he would be or what he’d do in the years, but there was something in him that made them wonder. To them he was unlike, but unlike who or what? Tom had in him a weighted wish they might have called a heart had they known how to speak of it. But how was Tom to know anything of that? He was simply there, a baby, then a boy. What child knows to ask who he is? Eddy saw their confusion at this second son. He loved Tom for his burden. There are some who must do the world’s work. Tom had in him the spirit of a crow and the heart of a wren. He was born to blood and hiding.

When Father carried me out among the last few apple trees, he didn’t know Eddy and Tom were watching. Deep in the orchard he placed me on a fleece he’d cut that spring from a lamb. Then he took three bluebird feathers from his hatband and stuck them into the canvas shroud that covered me. Father dug my grave as he did Little Rose’s, each scrape with his hands, each shovelful measured against Mother’s failings. He said she wanted me dead, but he was wrong. She just didn’t want me in the world she wept in. He said Mother wasn’t worthy of a girl, and no matter his protestations of love for the daughters he never seemed destined to raise, he believed Mother killed with her outright neglect any daughter he might’ve had grow into a woman to look after him in the years to come. His dying days were around him, just not known. Cluttered gravel and hard clay surround my bier just as they do the body of my sister.

This is a desert land and good earth is hard to find. Withered apples hung above Father’s head as he placed me in the hole he’d dug and whispered what words he had. I lay on the lambskin and watched him place his face in his rough palms. It was a wonder to him to taste salt water for the first time since he was a boy.

Father had set at Rose’s tiny head a river stone. Rose quartz, it blistered with bruised light. Mine would be an alien stone dropped by a glacier in the days when the earth was ice, blue as the sky in the hour before the dawn. He said his sister loved blue stones. He named me for her: Alice. He’d found the stone in the hills above Sugar Lake and brought it to the field, the weight of it hanging from his hard arms. It lay above me solitary as a coyote that’s missed its prey.

Oh, my sisters, the stories swirl. They are wrong water trapped by rocks. The words I was told turn on themselves. There were nights Father sat by the humped blue stone at the head of my grave with his whiskey bottle in his fist and told me tales. He talked to me, but sometimes I think it was as easily the night. When the moon was full, he’d stagger out from the root cellar and come to the orchard singing some country song from the years, “Cowboy Jubilee.” “Tumbling Tumbleweed.” When he was settled on the ground, he’d drink and mumble about the days when he was a boy. He felt safe out there with me. I was the daughter he thought he’d known. The past he gave me was the only gift he had beyond the blue feathers he stuck into my shroud, the stone he laid for me.

His oldest stories were told to him by his mother. I had only been in the earth a week when he remembered for me the time of his grandmother. She was a little girl coming up out of the Montana Territory back in the last century. There were three wagons and three families. His grandmother was seven years old when she saved the pup from her father, who wanted to eat it.

Father turned silent when he said that. It was like he expected me to question him, but who was I to speak? I lay in my grave and waited until he began again. It was a long story told through a bottle. Most of his stories were. Sometimes he’d stop and rage at those days, angry at a world he thought had done him wrong. And sometimes he’d stop in the telling and stare into the dirt as if an answer was there if only he could find it. He’d poke his finger among pebbles and rearrange them into squares and circles or push them into tracks of dust. He’d look long at what he’d made and then scatter the gravel with his boot. Who knows what he saw there, what he was thinking in the night.

He told me each family dug a hole in the earth at the southern lip of the Great Sandhills, winter coming before summer was full over, the blizzards seething without respite. They were trapped two hundred miles from where they were headed. Three wagons and the snow piled up in drifts, the ground beneath their feet stiffened sand that froze in grotesque crystals, chunks of meteors they thought were buried angels, the way they sparkled in the sun. They’d eaten what they could of the animals, the rest stolen by cats and wolves. The women and children lay in their holes in the ground and heard the howling from above while the men climbed ladders made from alder trunks and leather thongs, wasting bullets on wraiths come out of the dunes, grey wolves whose hunger became the sound of snow falling.

Three families and early winter in the Territories. Fort Macleod lay far ahead of them, a place made impossible by snow. Each night of the journey they’d sat around their fires and spoken of the dream, the land they’d break, the wilderness turned into something they could own, a farm, a ranch, a barn, a home. It was 1886, my father said, just thirteen years after American wolvers massacred the Assiniboine in the Cypress Hills. They’d risen in the night to kill the men who’d stolen their horses, but that was likely a lie, Father said. I think they just wanted to shoot some Indians, he told me.

Sometimes I think the only truth he knew was the past, the stories like the mazes he made with pebbles in the sand. He said the families had come up out of the Territories across the old Medicine Line and crossed over to the dry lands north of the Cypress Hills against all common sense, the Frenchman River south the safer, surer way, ready water and wood, the hills to protect them from storms. He never told me why they left so late, August no time to start such a journey. It seems there are no stories but those where a hand touches a rein and a horse turns its head, the animal knowing what the man does not, asking with its glance why they are leaving grass and water for a desert. The first storm came down from the north like a millwheel into their lives. It caught them when the moon turned August into September. They’d travelled a bare nine miles in the snow before they stopped, two of the horses dead under the whip, broken in the hip-high drifts.

Father would mutter, then lift his bottle of whiskey. He’d hold it up to the moon. He liked to look through it to the false light as he listened to the wind in the bunch grass. He said the men tied the wagons together, the last horses kept alive into December, when what feed they had was gone, only melted snow for water, and they began to shoot the animals, one by one, trying to live off the meat. Each night they left a man in the snow to guard the dwindling stock against the predations of the wolves. What they didn’t bring down into their holes was left for the wild ones, offal and bones, bits of tattered hide. Their hunting was next to nothing, a rare antelope, jack rabbits, until even they were gone. A skinny deer or two, no more, and all the while digging their holes deeper to keep alive, canvas and blankets stretched across alder sticks their roof. Father said the blizzard wind is a ghost that eats you, fallen snow lifted from the drifts to fly again.

When his mother told him the story, she used to smile when she got to the part about that little girl hiding from her father night after night and him never finding her or the pup. He said his mother chuckled to tell it, his great-grandfather dreaming of that dog, nothing to scavenge but bones strewn from the wolves foraging above the hole he’d dug.

Father would go quiet then. He always did when he talked about his mother. His voice would lull away and then he’d mumble into his hands. For god’s sake, he’d say, it was cold and the months dragged on, the meat gone and the families living on hope, dry wood nowhere to find, their fires mean, the earthen rooms clogged with rancid smoke. Mealy flour, dried beans and peas, and not much more. I can smell it, he’d say, and then he’d lay his hand on the stone he’d placed for me and say: But I bet you want to know what happened to the little girl who was my grandmother? He’d wait then, his ear cocked to the moon. When there was no answer, he’d go on.

Well, he’d say, she’d been allowed to choose one thing to take with her on the trek to Fort Macleod. One thing only, there being little room on the wagon for incidentals, and of all things possible she chose a pup. Then in late February, she woke up one night to find her father trying to steal it up the alder ladder so he could kill the dog away from her, they were that hungry. The puppy’s squeal, its whine or whimper, woke her and, sullen, he gave it back. She knew the pup would die if ever she let it out of her sight.

She carried that puppy from ladder to hole, family to family, night after night, three and sometimes two steps ahead of her father. She kept it alive a month and more till the end of March when their smudge was spotted by a band of passing Cree who dropped an antelope carcass down their smoke hole. Three times the Indians came by with meat, but nothing was said, the families huddled in their caves, listening to the soft sound of the hooves of the unshod horses in the snow.

What happened, how they made it through to Fort Macleod after that winter of ’87 in the Great Sandhills, was never told. Their trek on foot that spring through the dry-lands where the bones of dinosaurs grew like nightmares from the sand, their wandering west through nameless grasses that rose above their waists, the cats and wolves and rattlesnakes, weren’t the stories that tormented him. It was that little girl, her pup, and the father who hunted in the dark. This story always made him smile when he told it.

There were nights he couldn’t sleep when he’d come out to us and nights he never tried to sleep, him and his shotgun. He’d stand under the apple trees and try to shoot the stars. He’d aim at the moon and try to kill it. He’d shout about his sister, his leaving her behind so many years ago when he ran away from his father, his mother slipping him out the door before the dawn while his father slept.

Father and his stories of the past.

I remember the night I was buried, remember the stones and pebbles falling upon me. There was no moon when I left my flesh behind and travelled over the dry grass of the orchard graveyard. I crossed with Father over the gravel he’d strewn to keep the weeds down in spring, the yellow poppies in the yard parting before his boots. I went from my grave to the house where Mother was sleeping. Seeing her there, I thought a mother’s love is strong and sometimes death is love enough.

Mother’s father had hanged himself in their barn, the crops dead in the fields three years and the last steers sick with Wooden Tongue from eating thistles he’d foraged from the fields. She’d watched her father’s body swing above the rats come out to feed on the handful of grain he’d scattered in bitterness, as if to say what they had was worthless, only good for vermin.

But Mother always told the boys her life went bad the day she first saw Elmer Stark striding tall down the correction line to the farm where she and her mother, Nettie, had waited for a man in the years after her father died. It took a long time for him to come. Elmer Stark. Lillian was already seventeen.

There was that last daughter I spoke of, the one who was not Mother’s. That baby was our half-sister, born from a woman Father brought out of the night to deliver in Mother’s bed. Another daughter, this one born to Mother’s curses. Father burned that baby in the orchard, a girl like Rose and me. She died unknown to all.

I named her Starry Night.

What happened to the mother in the years to come I do not know.
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IT WAS STONE country where a bone cage could last a thousand years under the moon, its ribs a perch for Vesper sparrows, its skull a home for Harvest mice. The hills rose parched from the still lakes, the mountains beyond them faded to a mauve so pale they seemed stones under ice. Sagebrush and bitterroot weathered the September night. In the desiccated grass of a vacant lot, a rattlesnake followed in the tracks of a Kangaroo mouse, a Fiery Searcher beetle clambered over the dried body of a dead Wood rat in the dust, and a magpie slept inside its wings on a branch of dying chokecherry, the berries hard as dog knots. Stars shone like sparks thrown from shattered quartz, Orion reeling in the southern sky and Mars sullen and red in the west.

In the heart of it was a valley leading nowhere out but north or south. North was going toward narrower cuts of rock, deeper winters, darker forests, and even more desolate towns that turned into villages, villages into clusters of trailers and isolated shacks in the trees, nothing beyond but bush that ran clear to the tundra. South was going toward the desert states where there was no place a man could get work unless he was Indian or wetback, someone willing to take cash wages half what anyone else might ask. The only way you could stay alive down in Washington or Idaho was to break your back in the onion fields and orchards, set chokers on a gypo logging show, or steal. East were mountains piled upon mountains, the Monashee giving over to the Selkirks and Purcells, and finally the Rockies and the Great Plains. To the west was a rolling plateau where nothing lived but moose, bear, and screaming, black-headed jays. At the edge of the plateau, the rolling forest rose up the Coast Range until it dwindled against the scree, and on the other side of the peaks and glaciers was the sea, something most people in the valley had only heard of, never seen, the Pacific with its waves rolling over the dead bodies of seals and salmon, eagles and gulls shrieking.

The town squatted in a bowl beneath desert hills, its scattered lights odd fires stared at from up on the Commonage where a rattlesnake could be seen lifting its wedge head from the heat-trail of a white-footed mouse and staring down at the three lakes, Swan in the north, Kalamalka to the south, and Okanagan in the west, the Bluebush hills and mountains hanging above them in a pall. Against the sky were rocky outcrops with their swales of rotted snow where nothing grew but lichens, pale explosions that held fast to the rough knuckles of granite as the long winds came steady out of the north. In the valley confluence where the lakes met were the dusty streets and avenues of the town shrouded by tired elms and maples. What the snake saw only it could know.

It was the hour after moonset, dawn close by. The darkness held hard on the Monashee Mountains. Eddy walked thin down a back alley halfway up the east hillside, his eyes blinkered, their blue faded to a mottled white, the colour of the junk in his veins. Ankle-deep yellow clay lifted and swam around his boots. Silica whirlwinds, they shivered behind his heels as they settled back into soft pools. He moved slowly between broken fences and sagging, fretful sheds. The open windows of houses gazed blind into backyards, sleepers heavy in narrow beds, sheets damp and crumpled at their feet. In the alley, wheat grass and cheat grass draped their seed heads over the shallow ruts. A single stem of spear grass brushed against Eddy’s pant leg and left two seeds caught in the wisps of cotton on his worn cuff. He waded on through dust, the seeds waiting for their moment to fall in what might be some giving dirt, some spot where life might find a place to hide in winter. The alley held the illusion of water, thin waves of powdered clay shot through with the dead leaves of grass and chicory.

A slender ghost, lean as a willow wand, Eddy flowed in the languid glow of the heroin he’d shot up a half-hour before. Sergeant Stanley’s German shepherd slept uneasy on its paws in the run next to the ashes of a burned-out shed. Eddy had set the shed on fire the week before. He’d watched the flames from his car on the hill above and imagined Stanley in the dark staring at the wild fire, raging.

Sergeant Stanley was nowhere around. Eddy knew he was likely taking his usual time with some frightened girl he’d picked up and squired out to the west side of the lake on some false, misleading threat or charge. Eddy had seen Stanley’s women. The cop took his due with all of them, each one owing him her body in unfair exchange for the cell she didn’t want to see, the father, friend, or husband she’d never tell. When he was a boy, he’d crouched behind a chokecherry bush up on the Commonage and seen Stanley with his pants open, a scared girl on her knees beside the police car, working for her life as she bruised her knees on rock shards in the clay.

The shed had been the first thing.

The dog would be the second.

The German shepherd, Prince, was Stanley’s joy. When the Sergeant came home from rutting with some wretched girl in a deserted shack or cul-de-sac up the Commonage Road or out in the Coldstream Valley, he always walked down to visit his dog before going into the house. Eddy had been watching and imagined Stanley’s wife hearing her husband’s car pull up with its red bud pulsing. She’d be waiting for him in their bed, quiet and still in a cotton nightgown tight around her ankles, eyes open in the dark. Stanley would go to the caged kennel-run first and kneel to the surge of his dog’s devotion, its tireless love. His wife knew each step he took, counted him down the side of the house and across the yard to the alley. She waited breathless until it was time to count him back, staring under her lids at the closed door.

Eddy knew Stanley wouldn’t expect anyone to come again. And if he did conjure someone who burned things, how could he imagine him coming back to kill his dog? Stanley was still trying to figure out the fire. He might have thought it had been set by children playing with matches, but why would a child take the chance to play with fire in a policeman’s shed? Eddy knew Stanley would come round to it sooner or later, but between knowing and doing were twists and turns the man hadn’t negotiated yet.

If Stanley thought of Eddy at all, it was as a feral boy, the kind he looked toward when something went wrong in town. Eight years earlier, Eddy and his friend Harry had broken into the Royal Canadian Legion bar late one night, stealing liquor and taking all the money in the cash box, which was kept under the till. They were fourteen years old. The next night, the two of them got drunk in the park on a bottle of the whiskey they’d stolen and they ended up on Main Street throwing handfuls of quarters, nickels, and dimes to a packed crowd of drunks outside the hotel. Sergeant Stanley arrested Eddy, Harry having slipped away into the crowd. Richard Smythe, the town’s judge, sent him down to Boyco, the boys’ correctional school in Vancouver, despite Eddy being a year too young. Stanley wanted to teach Eddy a lesson. So did Father. Eddy never forgot Sergeant Stanley arresting him or the year that followed in that prison. There was something dead in Eddy’s head when he came back from the coast. The boy he’d been was no longer there, and in his place was someone gone past feeling, who thought nothing of pain, his own or anyone else’s. Even Father stepped sideways when Eddy walked behind him.

He’s a throwback, Father had said to Mother a month after Eddy returned home. My own father’s come out in him, he said.

You shut up, said Mother, her hands ripe with peach skins, jars boiling on the wood stove. You could’ve saved him from Boyco. You could’ve talked to the judge and got him probation, but no, not you. He went to that place because of what you told them to do and no matter how many times you deny it, I know the truth. It was you did to Eddy.

You don’t know nothing, Father said.

Don’t fight, Tom would cry into their anger. What about Eddy? he’d say. What about him?

You shut up too, Mother would say, rounding on him from the sink, her paring knife a blur in a peach’s flesh. Why wasn’t it you sent away?

You’re crazy, said Father. You’ve always been so ever since the girls.

Shutup, shutup!

Eddy remembered Tom’s pleading for him, the slammed doors, Father’s truck heading up the driveway ruts, Mother cutting peaches into halves, the blunt of her thumb as she firked another peach pit out into the sink.

Eddy knew what had happened to him. That they didn’t care or didn’t know didn’t seem to matter any more. What mattered now was that Stanley hadn’t connected the fire to him. Shoulders hunched, thumbs hooked to his worn pockets, Eddy shambled down the alley. In front of him a shrew struggled across the clay, its naked paws swimming in the dust. He shifted his foot. The shrew was under his boot, something alive, something dead. What was in his head was the ball of ground meat laced with rat poison. As he walked on, his right hand slipped into his pocket and he moulded the wet pork ball in his fingers.

Eddy had been coming quietly at night for a week, talking to the dog, scratching behind its black ears, its tongue lapping at his fingers. The dog trusted him and wouldn’t bark. The night he set the shed on fire he’d offered the shepherd a bit of fresh ground pork as the flames began to lick the cedar walls. The dog had only sniffed at the meat and growled, but after a few more visits it waited at the pig-wire fence for him to come, swallowing the gift each time.

So what if he’d been throwing money and laughing at the drunks scrambling in the gutter for coins? But it wasn’t just being sent to the coast, it was the three days before he was put on the train, his two nights in the cells. Stanley was worse than the guards and older boys in Boyco. Twenty-two years old now and he had never stopped living what happened.

The iron clothesline pole at the corner of the dog run shot up into the night, a twist of rusted wire choked in its weathered ring. He stopped past the ashes of the shed, singed grass from the shed fire dibbling his boots. He grinned at the dog’s black nose shoved through the pig-wire.

The shepherd whimpered. Eddy thought he could smell the remnant heat of the sun withering out from the pole, dust-cake thick in his nose. He pulled his fist from his pocket and held the meat out.

He whispered through dry lips: Hey, pretty dog. How’s it going?

The German shepherd wagged its tail and whined.

3

THE PARTY WAS deep into its third night when Billy Holdman and Norman Christensen started to fight. The people had flowed out of the kitchen after them and formed a circle in the gravel turnaround at the back of the house. Under their feet were the dried fronds of summer’s dead poppies, frayed remnants of flowers grown from seed Mother had scattered there when Tom and Eddy were boys, along with the wreckage of years, rock crush and weeds, scraps of bark and hay, old blood from slaughtered animals, cigarette butts, lost nuts and bolts, oil, plantain, sawdust, chicken feathers, broken glass and scrabbled dirt, all that grew or was dropped or discarded, things of little use. The men and women surrounding Billy and Norman were like children on a playground who’d found something suffering and wanted to watch its struggle, a squirrel part-crushed by a passing car, a hawk with a broken wing, a crippled child going violently nowhere in a wagon without wheels, the handle stubbed into the dirt.

Tom knew there was no question of who was going to win. He’d seen Billy fight before. His thick body and heavy arms were enough to warn most away, but not Norman. He didn’t have a hope as he danced around drunk, half Billy’s size and some years younger, his useless fists flailing. Norman wasn’t a fighter. He spent his days and nights living in books, his belief that there was a truth to be found there. Norman had said once to Tom that what he imagined mattered to him. It was like the world map he’d torn from a National Geographic magazine and nailed to the wall in his basement room, a black X marking the place where the town should have been, no name there but for his enigmatic sign.

Girls had followed their men outside. They hung off strong arms and shoulders in their poodle cuts and pageboys, white blouses under pastel sweaters, circle skirts flounced out by crinolines, or narrow skirts tight to the hips, high heels, some worn, some new, the gravel crackling under them. The men stood beside their girls unaware, their bodies leaning forward, intent on the fight.

Billy, finally tired of Norman’s useless blows, picked up a hoe he’d seen in the trampled grass at the edge of the gravel and swung it, catching Norman high by the ear where his sideburn was and peeling back his cheek. The flap hung off the line of his jaw like a rubber rag. Norman’s teeth bright there in the yard light, quick stars in his red mouth. His tongue poked out for what seemed a long time, though it was only a moment, probing to see what the edges were to his face, and finding none, it retreated behind the molars, one silver tooth shining far back in the cave of his head. Then the fists Norman had were hands again, fingers trying to put his face back together, the air whistling as he breathed wet from his new mouth.

It was strange how the blood took a moment before it bloomed. When it did it was like sudden roses. Billy had the hoe up behind him and was going to swing again for Norman’s head when Tom grabbed it just below the blade, gripping the neck tight. Billy balked at the impediment, his hands clenched around what he thought was his to do with what he wanted. Tom held on where the steel blade was bound to the shaft and looked into Billy’s eyes. There were limits somewhere. They rested out there beyond the edges of the land. Tom had searched for them since he’d been a child. He’d walked into the high hills and deep into the gullies and arroyos, but he’d never found them.

Suddenly, Billy let go of the handle and turned in a tight circle. Tom, alone with the hoe, stumbled over someone’s boot. Two men, laughing, shoved Tom back into the ring. Tom steadied himself and flung the hoe, sending it deep into the sprawl of the tattered vegetable garden beyond the cars and pickup trucks parked slant in the first rows of ragged pea vines and dried-out corn. The hoe carved the air in awkward flight till it landed shaft down, vertical somehow like a starved skeleton among the hanging pods of runner beans.

Billy, you fuck, said Tom.

Nothing and no one ever tried to stop Billy. He came from a stump farm to the east of town in the foothills of the Monashee. Thin dirt and boulders had been his inheritance, the land as much him as anything he knew. He was the oldest child of a father who’d died under a load of logs sprung from the rusted-out cables of a truck on a hairpin turn south of Spuzzi Lake. Billy was given the weight of his father’s brood when he was fourteen. His mother had pulled him from school, the oldest of the kids, and sent him to work setting chokers behind a tractor on a logging show. Billy had grown up hard, the years he’d laboured to feed and clothe his tribe only making him tougher. He had many ways, few of them clean, none of them legitimate.

Billy raged away through the crowd and back to the house. Fucking Starks, he said to his fists as if the clenched hands had a hearing all their own. Norman, that little shit. Who the fuck does he think he is!

Norman staggered a couple of steps and sank down slow onto the shards of rock, the circle of drunks leaning in, their breathing stopped. Norman lay there on his side, curled up like a cat in sleep. His ripped face rested on one hand, the other hand caught in his crotch. There was no moan in him, not yet, the blow of the blade still a shock in his stunned flesh.

The flare of flames from the burning barrel beside the shed spilled comet tails into the sky. Wayne Reid had been feeding it with the last posts and boards from the east yard fence someone had torn down and kicked to pieces. The fire blazed as he ululated, his voice tremolo, his fat cheeks juddering. He stood beyond the crowd, spread-legged under the willow tree, his face white as lard. Wayne turned twice around and let go both cylinders into the night sky from the shotgun that had been up till then hanging from its nails above the kitchen door. The party, the fight, and too much liquor had got him going. He came from town money, his father running the Chevy dealership off Main Street. He’d spent his young life looking for an outlaw hero and found both Billy and Eddy, Billy not caring about him one way or another, and Eddy hating him for the money he came from, for his weakness, his spoiled life. Tom glanced quickly over the crowd and saw Wayne waving the shotgun, a fat boy who liked to be close to destruction, knowing nothing of its cost.

Norman began to grunt through the blood and tears blotted on his skin. Tom got down beside him on one knee. Take it easy. It’ll be all right, he said, the people around him leering at Norman, who was holding the flap of his cheek in his hand as if he could somehow stick it back onto the cartilage and bone it had been chopped from.

Please, said Norman. It’s my face.

Vera Spikula came out of the crowd, pushed Tom aside, and knelt by Norman, her hand stroking his forehead, her brown ponytail swaying to her soothing cries. Tom remembered other victims he’d seen Vera with. She seemed to move from man to boy to man, each time ending up the worse for her caring. She had run away from a dead-end bush farm five years ago in yellow shoes she’d stolen from her mother. She was a girl with a heart full of misguided love. She mothered every man she met and forgave each one their sometimes casual use of her. There on her knees, she was like someone in a picture praying. Then, like a strange bird blown in from some other planet, a child-sized girl was standing in front of Tom. She stared at him, one eye partly closed, her face shadowed by the barrel fire behind her. Looking at her, he thought of the ring-necked pheasants his father had loved, birds that had been brought to the valley years ago from China and were still not quite believed by anyone, so alien were they to those who saw and hunted them. The strange girl stepped by him, her shoulder brushing against his ribs.

Tom had seen women look at blood before, but this girl was different. She seemed drawn to what she saw, as if to her Norman’s ripped face was a way of climbing through his flesh inside him. She wasn’t afraid and because she wasn’t he knew she was rare. Small as she was and given her awe, he knew she’d need protecting. As for the other girls in the crowd, they stood in the glow of the drum fire, their voices whispering the ways of men, already making up a story about the fight to tell and so to be repeated for days in town. The girl with Vera wasn’t excited the way the rest of them were. She looked like she was thinking deep about what runs through a man’s heart.

After a few moments, the crowd began to break up, the excitement over, most of them heading back into the house for a drink. A few couples drifted toward their cars or trucks to do whatever it was they needed quiet for. When Tom stood up, he saw Joe Urbanowski with Billy’s dealer friend from the coast, Lester Coombs, Joe propped against the back wall of the house by the water barrel in polished cowboy boots, narrow jeans tucked into them. Lester leaned there beside Joe, laughing, his bald head gleaming under the moon. Joe, insolent, stared hard at Tom. He was Billy’s creature, and Tom knew he’d do whatever was necessary to keep Billy happy. Had it looked like Billy might have been in trouble during the fight, Joe would have tried to step in.

You guys seen enough yet? Tom called out.

Joe lifted away from the wall and swivelled on his boots, his heels harsh in the gravel. He walked slowly into the house, Lester following. They didn’t look back, the screen door slamming behind them.

Vera was still on her knees beside Norman, the other girl standing above them with her arms crossed under her breasts. She didn’t look more than five feet tall in her scuffed blue shoes. Vera pulled up Norman’s shirt and held it across his cheek as she got him to his knees. Help me, Marilyn, she said. I can’t do this on my own.

The girl ignored Vera, turning instead to Tom and smiling. Tom stared at her, thinking it odd how he’d been looking up at the Milky Way and now was seeing the same soft stars in her left eye socket drifting. He stepped around her and heaved Norman to his feet, taking one arm over his shoulder and leaving the other to dangle upon Vera’s chest. Marilyn stood a moment in front of the three of them, reached out with her finger, and touched it to the blood on Norman’s face, as if curious at what had come out of him.

Vera made a noise like something squeezed.

Marilyn looked up from her wet finger at Tom and said: This’s some party.

Yeah, Tom replied as he began to slow-walk Norman toward his rusted Ford. Tom asked Vera if she could drive Norman home. Yes, she said, Norman stuttering that he wanted to go to the hospital but didn’t want any stitches, his voice plaintive as a child’s.

It’s okay, Vera said to Norman. I’ll look after you. Marilyn trailed behind them as she plucked at bits of grass and leaf on the hem of her skirt.

When they got to Norman’s truck, Tom opened the door and helped him up onto the seat, Vera scrambling around to the driver’s side. His keys are likely in his pocket, Tom said. She slid across the seat and fumbled them from his pants, Norman holding his face together, groaning. Hey, Tom, his words coming in soft blurts. Whut’d he do that for?

Your guess is as good as mine, said Tom. You know what Billy’s like.

Marilyn had climbed up on the running board and was looking in at Norman. Get down, Tom said as Vera started the truck, a cloud of exhaust rising from under the tailgate. He put his hands on Marilyn’s waist and lifted her off.

Then the shotgun again.

God damn you, Wayne!

Wayne stood under the willow, shouting Jesus! Jesus! Jesus! He raised the shotgun and let go yet another couple of rounds into the branches above him, broken leaves falling around his shoes as Tom came up.

What the hell, Wayne! Tom said, wondering for a moment where he’d got the shells from and then remembering the box he kept on top of the fridge. He took the shotgun from him, blue smoke wisping from the barrels. Wayne staggered back and fell over a black-haired girl Tom hadn’t seen in the shadows. She was on her hands and knees under the verge of the tree near where it met the broken fence, her belly heaving.

The twelve-gauge shot Wayne had let loose rained down on the squash leaves in the garden, leaden seeds falling from the sky. Some of the last went pling plink pling on the scarecrow hat of the hoe. Tom figured he was the only one to hear the pellets fall, the others there too crazed to know the wonder of the sound.

He glanced into the darkness at the side of the shed. A woman he’d seen a few times at the bar downtown was bent over the hood of a pickup, her skirt up around her waist, her panties around an ankle, the man behind her flashing the white moons of his ass. Tom heard the woman saying, Hurry, honey, hurry, someone’ll see, the man going faster, buttocks and belly, the white flesh going slap slap slap. Tom looked away, and for a brief moment caught the silhouettes of his brother and Harry as they stared down from Eddy’s high window. They were there and then they were gone, the window an empty vault of light. Eddy had been up there in his room ever since Billy and Lester Coombs had arrived, Eddy making his drug buy from Billy as soon as the two of them had come into the house.

The bullet nose of his pale green Studebaker was parked under the fir tree, the car pointed straight at Ranch Road, no one daring to touch it or, worse, block it off. Eddy always wanted a clear route out. The car had been Father’s pride. It was only a year old when he won it off Harvey Jellison in a crooked poker game three months after Eddy was sent to the coast with Father’s blessing. Eddy got the car after Father was buried and fair enough. Tom got the shotgun. He still had the leather vest his father used to wear when he went into the hills, side pocket loops that held shotgun shells, the back of it a quilted black satin stitched across the shoulders with the name his father said he earned riding saddle bronc on the rodeo circuit back in the Twenties. Written in curlicues with crimson thread, Elmer’s moniker: The Chocteau Kid. Tom always carried the clasp knife he’d found in Father’s pocket the night he buried him.

The strange girl looked over at Tom, her curled brown hair shining with bits of light thrown off by the dying barrel fire beside her.

Like fire, he said, thinking of touching her
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