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who makes strong talk

 
There is something bigger than fact: the underlying spirit, all it stands for, the mood, the vastness, the Western breath of go-to-the-devil-if-you-don’t like it, the eternal big spaceness of it. Oh the West! I’m of it and I love it.
—Emily Carr
Hundreds and Thousands, 1966


This is the forest primeval.
The murmuring pines and the hemlocks,
Bearded with moss, and in garments green
Indistinct in the twilight
Stand like Druids of eld,
With voices sad and prophetic.
—Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
Evangeline, 1847
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1: Salmonberry, 1906
Letting her cape snap in the wind, Emily gripped her carpetbag and wicker food hamper, and hiked up the beach, feasting her eyes on Hitats’uu spread wide beneath fine-spun vapor. Cedars elbowing firs and swinging their branches pushed against the village from behind. One wayward fir had fallen and lay uprooted with its foliage battered by waves and tangled in kelp. Wind whipped up a froth of sword fern sprouting in its bark. At last, she was right here, where trees had some get-up-and-go to them, where the ocean was wetter than mere water, where forest and sea crashed against each other with the Nootka pressed between them.
She had been to San Francisco and found it cramped, to London and found it stifling. She had ridden the Canadian Pacific Railway across the Rockies, breathless at their jagged power, and had galloped bareback across a ranch in the Western Cariboo, swinging her hat and whooping to the broad sky. She’d gone home to the starched and doilied parlor of the yellow, two-story bird cage of a house in Victoria, British Columbia, where she’d been born, and found only hypocrisy and criticism there.
But this, oh this, the west coast of Vancouver Island, wave-lashed and smelling of salt spray and seaweed, the teeming, looming forest alive with raven talk and other secrets, the cedar bighouses scoured by storms to a lovely silver sheen, the whole place juicy with life, was more wild, more free, more enticing than she remembered it when she’d come here eight years earlier. Or was it she that was different?
Lulu, grown into a young woman now, clamming on the beach, remembered her as soon as she’d climbed out of the hired canoe that had delivered her here from the steamer dock a mile away. Now, with Lulu carrying Emily’s canvas sketch sack, a pack of barking, leprous-looking dogs came tearing toward them. “Stay down,” Emily ordered, planting her feet wide apart.
Lulu ran them off, her braids flying, her long indigo skirt billowing, clams clacking in the basket on her back. She came back to Emily. “Sorry. They awful mean.”
They approached the largest of the bighouses, ancestral dwelling lodges of many families, this one painted with a huge faded red sun. Lulu held open a hide hanging in the doorway, and motioned her inside.
Don’t you dare go. Her sister Dede’s angry command issued in their parlor two days before still grated on her mind. Just who do you think you are . . . ?
A thrill of defiance rippled through her as she stepped in.
Smells of fish and grease and the rich spice of wood smoke engulfed her. Women in striped cotton dresses sitting on tiers of platforms around the fire murmured and gave her curious looks. Some stopped what they’d been doing. An old woman in a red head scarf watched her with narrowed eyes, probably wondering what a white woman wearing a strange plaid English tam perched on her head was doing in their isolated village.
“Hello,” Emily said.
Only a twitch of her bottom lip showed that she’d heard.
“The Nootka aren’t much for friendliness,” the captain of the steamer had told her a couple of hours earlier.
“But I’ve arranged to stay with the missionaries,” she’d said.
“They packed up and left a month ago. I’d reconsider if I were you.”
She’d felt the captain’s words as a blow beneath her ribs. Dede would have gloated if she knew. As it was, Dede had given her a tongue-lashing about her mania for tramping through the wilderness with Indians, calling it a disgrace to the family. Still, she’d stepped off the steamer onto the dock at Ucluelet, and now, in this bighouse, she shoved back the fear that she’d made a mistake.
Lulu nodded to a man who spilled himself out of a hammock hanging from thick beams still shaped like tree trunks. His hair was cut bluntly at his shiny copper jaw, and he wore loose woolen trousers and leather shoes, but no socks.
“Chief Tlehwituua,” Lulu announced, full of respect, and spoke a few words to him in Nootka, to which he responded.
Emily felt his milky-eyed scrutiny go right through her. Who are you? she was certain he was asking. It was the same question she’d often asked herself. Impulsive rebel or lonely old maid? Aimless hobbyist or committed painter?
“Chief Tlehwituua say he knew another missionary family would come. Tide that go out always come back,” Lulu said. The chief spoke again. “He want to know where is your husband.”
“I’m not a missionary’s wife! Tell him, Lulu. I only came to visit the missionaries before. Tell him you remember me. Emily Carr.” She set down her bags and took off her hat.
“Not a missionary wife!” some other voice said in English.
Murmurs. Smiles. Someone laughed. A man slapped his thigh. The chief held up his hand and the room fell silent. Apparently he didn’t remember her. Maybe it was her close-cropped hair. When she’d been here before she had long hair, wound and pinned up like any proper Victorian lady. Now, to them, it probably looked like a bumpy brown knit cap.
The chief consulted with Lulu. “If not a missionary wife, why did you come? He want to know,” Lulu said.
“I came to paint this time. Ask him if I may. The village, the beautiful canoes.”
She dug out her half-filled watercolor book from her sketch sack to show her paintings of Beacon Hill Park in Victoria, woodland and seacoast in England. She felt apologetic. The English trees were puny compared to the mighty Douglas-firs and cedars here. Namby-pamby. A pathetic offering.
Why paint here, he might ask, and what would she answer? That she hoped that here she might discover what it was about wild places that called to her with such promise.
The chief made a circle with his hand, as if holding a brush, and nodded at her tablet.
“He want that you paint now.”
“Now?”
Was this an invitation or a command? Better to assume it was a command. Could she paint under the heat of watching eyes, paint without sketching first? The years in art school in San Francisco and England hadn’t taught her that. Time to prove to herself what, for the last dozen years, she’d only hoped she was.
She opened her watercolor set, a curiosity to him. He stuck his nose down over each color and sniffed while she looked for a subject. The raised platforms along the walls converged at a corner post carved into a man holding a fish, the most striking thing in the house. That would do just fine. It was a difficult perspective. She faltered. It wasn’t right. She ripped off the page and people murmured. She began again, adding the fishing-man figure, baskets, stacks of blankets, carved cedar chests, coils of bull kelp hanging on the wall, and, draped over poles, strips of dried fish looking like curled brown rags. She tried to work quickly, in case they made her leave. But where would she go? The steamer wouldn’t call again at Ucluelet for a week.
When Emily finished, Lulu asked, “You want to paint me?”
Ugh! Portraits were either stuffy or dead. She wondered if Lulu had ever seen her own face. “Do you really want me to?”
Lulu thrust her head forward. “We don’t say things we don’t mean.”
“Sorry.”
Lulu knelt by the fire, and Emily began. Each time she looked up, Lulu’s dark expressive eyes were watching her. Older children and the woman in the red head scarf cast surreptitious glances but did not venture to come close.
“You see Nuu’chah’nulth women in Victoria?” Lulu asked.
“You mean what white people call Nootka?” Emily felt embarrassed. She couldn’t tell the difference between Nootka and Songhees. “Sometimes. Songhees women too.”
“Where do they live?”
“Songhees live at a reserve. Maybe Nootka camp on beaches.”
“What do they in Victoria?”
“Sell berries and fish and baskets.”
She didn’t want to tell her how the Songhees were being pushed out of the reserve in Victoria’s Inner Harbor that had been promised to them forever.
“What more?”
She thought of Wash Mary starching her pinafores on the back porch when she was a girl. “A Songhees lady used to wash our clothes, but that was twenty-five years ago.”
Lulu’s eyes burned with intensity. “She lived with you?”
“No. She lived in a little house beyond Chinatown.”
Emily rinsed her brushes. “There. Finished.”
Lulu studied the painting as if looking away would make it disappear. “That’s me? You make me nice.”
The red-scarfed woman came forward to have a look. Her expression revealed nothing. She walked away, opened a floor chest, wrapped herself in a dark blue blanket decorated with rows of mother-of-pearl buttons, made her way back to the fire, lowered herself onto a wooden box, pulled two hanks of gray hair bound in red cords forward over her shoulders, tapped her chest, and raised her chin in a pose.
“My grand auntie,” Lulu said.
Emily grinned. What she’d really come for could wait. She wiped sweat from her forehead, and set to work again.
The auntie was of this place. Wind and sun had sculpted her face as they had her cedar house. Her laugh lines and sorrow lines were like gullies in a rugged landscape. Flames lit one high cheekbone, left the other in shadow, giving her a secretive look.
Joy rose in her. They were letting her. The wonder of it.
The auntie grinned and said something in Nootka that made Lulu giggle. “She remember you.”
The auntie passed her index fingers over her own eyebrows and flapped her hands outward at her temples.
“She remember your eye hair, like wings.”
Emily laughed. Her one eyebrow too widely and highly arched gave her the look of someone questioning everything.
“She remember you laughing. You’re bigger now, she say.”
True. She’d gone to England a shapely hourglass and had come home as what polite people would call solid, filled-in at thirty-three. Eighteen months imprisoned in that rod-rigid Suffolk sanatorium where they promised to heal homesickness and anything else that ails a body with imposed bed rest and force-feedings of honey and jam and mashed potato mountains—that’s what did it.
“Bigger? Tell your auntie I can laugh bigger now.”
When she finished Auntie’s portrait, she set all three watercolors on a sleeping platform and stepped back, every muscle tight. “They’re for you.”
People crowded to see, speaking in Nootka. They opened a path for the chief and closed in behind him. After a few moments, he turned to her, nodded, and went outside.
“Does that mean he’ll let me stay and paint?”
Lulu snickered. “He always was let you paint. He just want to see you do it.”
Emily laughed a laugh of relief.
Auntie thrust at her a bowlful of salmonberries and said something Emily couldn’t understand.
“You sleep here,” a woman said. “Auntie wants.”
“That’s my mother, Rena,” Lulu explained.
Sleep with all these people? Married people? Old men? The chief? All in the same room? She didn’t belong here, but she didn’t belong in a starchy missionary house with the Ten Commandments plastered on the wall either. Too much like her sisters’ house embroidered with homilies everywhere she looked—enough to squeeze the spunk right out of her. But at least there she wouldn’t be squeamish about what went on around her.
“Tell her thank you. I’ll sleep in the mission house.”
The auntie scowled when Rena translated.
Damn. She’d made a selfish mistake.
“Sure not a missionary wife?” Rena asked.
Good Lord. A missionary’s wife, like Dede and Lizzie’s praying ladies stirring tea with Lizzie’s sacred disciple spoons, or wearing out the parlor carpet on their knees. She never knew when or where she’d trip over one. The mere thought of the missionary families’ Sunday School sprawling into every room of the house, and Lizzie and Dede’s double fury when she refused to teach a class, prickled her skin. That she hadn’t come to Hitats’uu for a missionary purpose inflamed Dede’s provincial propriety screaming against her “degrading notion to live with heathen aborigines in a siwash village. And for what purpose? Some unfathomable, unnecessary search for the authentic BC. Rubbish. It’s right under our roof.”
Emily heard herself laugh, throaty, deep, and loud. “No. Not a missionary’s wife. That’s one thing I’m sure of.”
“Klee Wyck,” the auntie said. Others repeated it, grinning.
“What does that mean?” Emily asked.
“Laughing One,” Rena said. “You.”
Emily laughed again to please them.

2: Cedar
In the morning, with her sketch sack slung over her shoulder, she took a walk far down the beach in the mist. Breathing in sea tang, she felt like her mouth and throat were coated with brine. She looked back at the forest—more dense and tangled and full of mystery than the forested part of Beacon Hill Park at home. How could she ever paint it? No art school taught how to paint such immense, paralyzing magnificence.
She felt about to burst. She’d walked too far to make it back to the mission house. She hurried into the forest, hid behind a cedar trunk, lifted her long skirt and petticoat, and squatted. Dede would have been appalled. Well and good. Dede fancied herself above human urges.
Thunder cracked the sky and startled her. Rain worked its way through the canopy of boughs. The watercolors in her pad would be ruined. She went deeper into the forest for denser cover and saw a small wooden house painted with a curved symbol surrounded by figures of children frolicking. A hide hung at the entrance.
“Hello,” she called, but heard only the rippling of chickadees. She went in. In the middle of the packed earthen floor, a fire pit caught rain from the smoke hole. Against the back wall a cedar platform was finely chiseled in a herringbone pattern, the edge fluted vertically. Someone had taken great care. She passed her hand over the subtle texture. Only love could make of such a simple need an elegant thing.
Wash Mary had mentioned that Indian women came to such places during their time. An aroma seemed familiar—coppery, fishy, a smell like hers but blended with cedar, moist ashes, and rain. Maybe sacred rituals known only to Nootka women were performed here. How could she act the same with them after she’d intruded in their private place?
As soon as the rain stopped, she went back to the beach. Three small boys sidled toward her, giggling. One had scabs under his nose. None of them had shoes. There wasn’t anything that hit her so hard as a barefoot child in the cold. The smallest boy, trailing a rope of seaweed, wore only a shirt. “A-B-C-D-E,” he sang in rising notes, looking to see if she heard. The others laughed and poked him. He dropped the seaweed and ran.
“F-G,” she sang out, laughing at his brown fanny bouncing.
A menagerie of canoes hewn from cedar logs were beached along the tide line, each one with a tall, graceful prow painted imaginatively. A sardonic wolf face in black and white and red seemed all teeth and a human eye. A proud Thunderbird with blue and yellow wings spread across the side made the whole canoe into a bird about to take flight. A green sea serpent with red eyes and a long red tongue looked about to lick up waves.
She’d loved Indian canoes since childhood when she cheered at the tribal canoe races held every year in Victoria on the Queen’s birthday. She’d always flailed her arms and hopped with excitement at the race of the klootchmen—native women in print dresses, their ten spear-shaped paddles dipping in unison, driving the craft forward, as fierce as men. Dede had always smacked her bottom and said, “Stand still and act like a lady.”
Now, finally, she could paint them. She made a zigzag course toward the canoes, looking for the best angle, but stopped. There was Lulu on the ground leaning against a rock. Would Lulu guess that she’d been to the hut?
Lulu looked up and saw her. “You like our canoes?”
Relieved, she said, “They’re beautiful. This place is beautiful.”
Lulu nodded. “Right here, good place for looking and listening. Being real still here feed us back again.”
“Yes. Just what I need.” Emily sat next to her.
“In Victoria too—nice places?”
What would Lulu think of the new Provincial Parliament Building, all domes and arches plunked down on what was once forest? Every inch was stone. Not a scrap of wood on it. And what about carriages, rickshaws, bicycles, streetcars with clanging bells? Businessmen in top hats on horseback? Cattle herded through town to Goodacre’s foul-smelling slaughterhouse? Derelict hulks stuck in mud along the waterfront? Saloons on every block? Chinese opium dens?
“Different.”
“Does the Songhees lady wash your clothes now?”
“No. I do it myself. So do my sisters.”
“How many people you live with?”
“No one.”
“Not your family?”
“My sisters live in Victoria. I live in Vancouver. It’s sixty miles away from Victoria, on the mainland.”
Lulu scowled. “No one live with you?”
“A bird. He keeps me from being lonely,” she said to answer Lulu’s puzzlement, but how much could a bird do? The irony of it—she had four sisters, yet loneliness still gouged deep.
“I like the way you live, though. Many families together. Nobody lonely. Nobody an outsider.”
“Yes,” Lulu said, an exhalation more than speech. She was bending shreds of cedar bark to break their stiffness.
“That smells nice. What are you making?”
“Diapers for my sister’s baby. And for hisyuu. I pound it. It get real soft.”
“Hisyuu?”
“When we feel the call of the moon and go to a woman’s hut.”
Emily gulped. “You mean a little house where you just sit?”
“No. Not just sit. The old women teach us things.”
“You stay there the whole time?”
“We can’t do things some times.”
“Like what?”
“Fishing season we can’t step across streams or walk in the sea. Salmon get mad.”
Lulu’s solemn, unblinking eyes told her she believed in fish fury. A concept so curious, yet so appealing—fish and people interacting. Salmon in a quivering silver frenzy, leaping harum-scarum, tails flapping, eyes bulging, on the verge of speech.
“Our time to hear birds and breezes. Feel day and night. The blood go into hisyuu. We burn it there. Ashes go back into earth. Hishuk ts’awaak.”
“What’s that mean?”
“Everything is one.”
She mulled over the idea, and wrote it on her drawing pad.
“Your English is so much better now.”
“I learn at the cannery in Ucluelet. English, Chinese, Japanese. All words together at the cutting table.” Lulu giggled, and her hands flew in circles near her ears. “But Chinook everybody understand. We talk and talk.”
“What did you do on those call-of-the-moon days when you worked at the cannery?”
Maybe that was too personal. Lulu’s face clouded and she stopped bending the bark.
“Sometimes, I went to work. One time I stayed in the hut. When I went back to work, a Chinese girl was in my place. So I don’t work there more.”
“I’m sorry.”
Some dark thought pulled in Lulu’s lips. “What do Nuu’chah’nulth women in Victoria those times?”
Emily shook her head and said softly, “I don’t know.”
Anguish threaded Lulu’s voice. “I know it’s not Christian, the woman’s huts. I told you because you knew, no missionaries, and you came. No one here is Christian same as white people. When the missionaries go, no one does the Our Father prayer. Don’t tell the mission ladies.”
“No, Lulu. I won’t. It doesn’t matter.”
But something else did. She had to find that hut again.
• • •
In the afternoon she walked behind the village in the tangle of salal bushes edging the forest to search for it. Stalwart gray-brown trunks of Douglas-fir soared two hundred and fifty feet and crowded against white pines sending out their aroma on the breeze. Her favorite, sturdy western red cedar, sheltered the droopy-topped western hemlock whose feathery tips of branches hung like graceful dancers’ fingers. She inhaled deeply, hugging herself, wanting to fill her lungs with forest scents.
A crow cawed and landed on a large, square wooden box wedged between the boughs and trunk of a cedar. What was that doing there? Something man-made that high in a tree? She sidestepped through a salmonberry thicket to get a better look, and came into a soggy clearing smelling of algae and humus. Seven cedars without lower branches had boxes high against their trunks. Some had disintegrated and only a few planks remained in place.
Beneath one of them, a carved animal mask and paddle lay in the moss, neatly placed. Bones lay scattered on the ground—human bones grown green with algae. They must have fallen out of the boxes. Shock lashed through her. Slugs crawled over a green skull. She shuddered. How could they just leave it there? Seedlings had split the boxes, nourished by what remained in them. This must be a sacred place too, and here she was, her feet sinking into spongy moss right in the midst of ribs and thigh bones. How could something so repellent be sacred?
Wind whistled, or was it spirits? She thought of the handwritten paper she’d found in the mission house, Sermon for March 17, 1906. Blessed are the poor in spirit. The Nootka were not poor in spirit. Lulu running off the dogs was full of spirit. This place vibrated with spirits. She felt surrounded by them peering at her through the foliage, breathing down her neck.
Maybe she should leave and not tell anyone she’d seen this. Slowly, she backed away, but a powerful urge to paint here stopped her. Slowly, she sat on a moss-covered log. Other than dampness seeping through her skirt, nothing happened. Slowly, she opened her watercolor box. It creaked, too loud against the hush.
She reached into her sketch sack for her watercolor book. Rena’s bannock bread spilled out. Instantly four huge crows cawed and swooped down to fight over it. Others dove at her, flapping their wings against her face. She didn’t belong here. Crows must be protectors of this secret place.
They devoured the bread, belted out curses that she had no more, and disappeared back into the forest. Fine thanks she got.
They were only birds.
She opened her watercolor book and saw on the first page a woodland study she’d done months earlier in England. Her breath drained out in a thin stream. There was no backbone to that yew on the page. It was poor in spirit, without any earthly mystery, a ho-hum composition meaning nothing. Technique—interpretation—subject matter—all three had eluded her. She had fished five years and caught nothing.
She tore out the page. Strip by strip, she shredded the yew.
She stared at the shorn, tapering trunks before her, the grim boxes, the bones. She couldn’t paint them as she had painted trees in England, meek little puffs of greenery without connection to the people who lived among them. The algae-covered skull sucked in her stare. Did she dare use a lime green that bright? An unreal color, yet those bones were real. They’d belonged to a man or woman loved by people who had let her stay and paint, by people who went about their lives today not knowing what she was about to do. Her hand squeezed the brush.
The terrible sacred privacy of the place repelled her intent. Without painting a stroke, she retreated.
• • •
After a short walk she saw the roof of the hut above some high-bush cranberry. She listened for any noise, but heard only the croaking of frogs, so she crept around the bushes to study the symbol painted on the wall. Not quite oval. More pear-shaped, upside down, outlined in black with concentric bands in red following its inner perimeter. She sucked in her breath, and teetered a moment in disbelief. A womb?
To put that most private thing on a building! Her sisters would be horrified. They never even whispered about women’s privacies. Only Wash Mary did, happily, with congratulations, when Emily had hidden her first soiled underpants in the laundry. She’d never told anyone Wash Mary’s reaction, held it as secret as a buried seed, and felt a part of her belonged to a different world.
She entered the hut, and imagined Lulu there, her full skirt pulled up and wrapped around her shoulders like a shawl, beating the cedar filaments into fluff, her bare legs, still girlish, stretched out wide, a dark, wet smear between them, and the old women teaching her some truth of womanhood.
She knelt. Slowly she ran her hands over the platform, its refined texture and fluted edge a pleasure to her fingertips. The same person who built a square coffin for his mother and hauled her up to the treetops might have crafted this. She stepped outside, hugging her sketch sack. The walls, hewn by a husband, the corners tightly slotted so no wind could chill, the paintings of children born and children to come, the man entering in his imagination a woman’s private place, the womb itself, in order to paint it—everything about the hut told the woman she was loved. How could she make a drawing speak of such things?
Wanting to touch something intimately native, to have it seep into her pores to feed her art and her life, she placed her palm on the womb.

3: Lady Fern
“I think it’s a menstrual hut,” Emily said, spreading out drawings and watercolors on a table in the Vancouver Ladies’ Art Club for Jessica to see before class. “That symbol may be a womb.”
“Oh, my God. And you went in?”
“Not when anyone was there.”
“This girl. She let you draw her there?”
“No. I drew her in a bighouse. Putting her here is my imagination, but these of the village and canoes I did right as I found them.”
“What about this?”
“The place of the dead? From memory. It was too morbid to sit and paint right there as if I were painting petunias.”
“But you liked it.”
“Yes.”
She’d felt pleased with her drawing of Lulu coming out of the hut, but it was such a private place, the coffin trees too, and here she was, showing them like postcards. She quickly stuffed them back into her portfolio when she saw two women bringing in the tea service. “Don’t say anything,” she whispered. “These were only for you to see.”
Emily wanted to pose Jessica on the platform. Slender, with red hair and a graceful bearing, she’d be elegant, but she knew from their days at art school in San Francisco that Jessica wanted to get the most out of each session, yet never practiced on her own. It exasperated her. She wouldn’t make Jessica give up the class time.
She posed Edwina instead, seated, ankles crossed. “This week, try not to scratch so tightly,” she said as she adjusted the drape of Edwina’s skirt. “On her skirt, let your stroke run loose as the wind.” She doubted they could. Freedom was hard to achieve.
The studio door banged against the wall. Emily turned just as Priscilla Hamilton, madam president, sashayed in, head high, hand extended. Late, as usual. Everyone stopped working to twitter compliments on Priscilla’s huge, flamingo-pink feathered hat, such a hat as would frighten a goat.
“I bought it in a wee shop on Regent Street where the Queen shops. I wore it to the Ascot races with a pretty little summer frock the same color. We were seated right near the Royal Enclosure. Shall I tell you what they wore?”
Emily noticed Jessica’s head bent over her drawing, the only one working.
“No!” Emily bellowed. “A disrespect to ignore the model. Stop dithering and get back to what we’re here for.”
She let them work on their own until mistakes began to appear. “You have to define the elbow, not let it slide down the arm and melt away,” she told Priscilla.
Priscilla’s head popped up. The flamingo on her head jiggled, as though it were about to flap skyward.
“You may gaze at my work all you want, but I do not care to hear your criticisms.”
“If I’m not mistaken, that’s what you hired me for.”
Emily turned to someone else. “Work the line from your forearm instead of your fingers. Working from your fingers makes your drawing too tight.”
“I happen to like tight work.”
Emily glimpsed Priscilla’s mouth twitch upward. Sweet Jesus! Was this some conspiracy? Hold your tongue, she told herself. These butterflies with sketch pads are paying your rent.
“Can you tell me please what’s wrong with this hand?”
All eyes shot across to Jessica Howard. Emily couldn’t control her smug smile. Jessica, the outsider, an American. Teacups clinked in saucers.
“Look at your own hand, Jessica. How long are the fingers in relation to the palm?”
Jessica examined her hand, then her drawing, and looked up bright-eyed. “I made the fingers too short, didn’t I?”
“You’ll get it eventually. It’s a matter of training your eye to measure one part against another.”
All afternoon she itched to get home to paint for herself, but Jessica asked to go with her to pick out a sketching site for the next outdoor lesson. She was the only person in Vancouver she could call a friend. Taking a walk with someone didn’t happen often. She said yes.
They followed the plank boardwalk of West Hastings Street past the packing houses and Klondike outfitters to get to the wharves. Emily rolled a cigarette from her tobacco tin and blew an agitated puff skyward.
“Dilettantes. What do they expect? Only the goo of praise?”
“Let them talk. They’ll never be artists—not like you.” Admiration glistened in Jessica’s eyes.
“They pay more attention to the way they hold their teacups than the way they hold their brushes,” Emily said.
“What? Don’t tell me you think they’re serious about art.”
“Humph. Priscilla and her phony Knightsbridge accent posturing with that flamingo on her head. Now if she’d worn a hat with ferns or crow feathers, at least that would show she knew where she was.” She was pleased when Jessica laughed.
They left muddy Cordova Street at Water Street, and walked quickly past saloons, tobacco shops, peep show wagons, bawdy houses, and Indian prostitutes, to get to Burrard Inlet. At the Union Steamship dock, they bought clam soup from an old Chinese woman tending a brazier. Under a paper parasol her grateful smile showed brown teeth. Fish smells from the packing houses mixed with the aroma of wet wood shavings from Hastings Sawmill shrilly chewing up a grove of cedars, spitting them out in planks. She grunted. Progress, Father would say. Colonialism, she’d say. While Victoria strove to be more English than London, Vancouver was busy being the Liverpool of the Pacific.
A log boom made herringbone patterns on the water, the same pattern as on the tooled platform in the hut. Was that what Lulu had meant by everything is one?
“Now that log boom is a possibility, with that three-master in the mid-ground, forest and mountains in the distance.”
“Mm, too industrial for their tastes,” Jessica said.
“But that’s what buys their trips to the Ascot races.”
At the Canadian Pacific Railway dock, an Empress liner rode high in the water. Emily stopped.
“Whooh, wouldn’t you give a tooth to go north in a ship like that? My father did. I begged him to take me. He said that was inviting trouble. He left England for adventure, but denied it to his family.”
“Why don’t you go now?”
Emily uttered a coarse, quick laugh. “There’s always that pesky living to be made.”
“Then why not go west to that Indian village again?”
“Hitats’uu? Too hard to get to. It’s on the west coast of Vancouver Island. That means either a six-hour or an overnight ferry to Victoria, an obligatory visit to my sisters there, another day and a half on a steamer up the island’s west coast, and that only runs once a week, in fair weather.”
“That didn’t stop you before. What’s the real reason?”
“The inevitable argument with my skin-and-blisters.”
“Huh?”
“With my sisters. About disgracing the family by ‘socializing with primitives.’ ” She snickered. “That made me want to go there all the more.”
“That’s a dumb reason. You ought to go because you love it.”
“How do you know I love it?”
“Because of your drawings, silly. And your face when you looked at them.”
“Love can take many forms. Even self-denial. Hitats’uu is terribly isolated. I waltzed in not even thinking about what effect I might have. The girl, Lulu, was inordinately curious about Victoria. I don’t want to speed up change.”
“One person? Aren’t you overestimating?”
Emily shrugged, letting her gaze roam over the ship. “Look at the line of that prow. All swooped up in a luscious white arc.”
“You see everything in terms of line and color, don’t you? It’s an obsession, looking at everything and everyone as possible paintings. Isn’t life bigger than that?”
“It is big. Take those grain sacks and Chinese fishermen wearing those coolie hats. Strong repeated shapes. Good accents.”
“But they’re not people to you. They’re shapes in a scene.”
“What I painted at Hitats’uu was more than shapes.”
She gazed across Burrard Inlet to North Vancouver and the Squamish Reserve hugging the shore—so close to Vancouver that the whole city would have an influence, not just one lone visitor. Maybe the Squamish living there had coffin trees too. Maybe it was a place that could feed her back again, as Lulu had said.
At the east end of the wharf they took a path past waterfront shacks. Down a grassy incline lay a narrow muskeg filled with skunk cabbage, moss, and lady fern. Beyond that, partly hidden by trees, a cove sheltered a tent and campsite, a beached skiff and a larger boat at anchor—funny-looking, stubby, with a tall, faded red pilot’s cabin much too large in proportion to the hull, a sleepy animal’s eye painted near the prow, and a crazy crooked stovepipe topped by a tin coolie hat. And on the cabin roof, a small French flag.
“Now that’s a boat with spunk.”
Jessica cocked her head. “What about him?”
A short, broad-shouldered, bearded man wearing a slouch hat stepped out from the shadow of trees, crossed a rivulet, and dropped a load of branches by the fire pit.
“Fits the scene, doesn’t he?” Emily picked some lady fern.
They walked part way down the incline and the man looked up.
Jessica nudged her. “Say something.”
“Do you own that boat?” Emily called out and fanned the fern toward it.
“Non, mademoiselle. She owns me.”
“We like it,” Jessica chimed in.
He guffawed. “Suit yourself.”
Emily murmured to Jessica, “Those driftwood drying racks would make interesting shadows if it were sunny.” The camp looked fairly permanent. “How long will you be camping here?”
“Depends.”
“On what? The weather?”
“Depends on when I sell all my furs.” He moved a bundle of pelts from the skiff to the tent.
“We want to draw this.” Jessica held both arms out.
The man gesticulated broadly, exaggerating her movement. “This isn’t going anywhere.”
“But with your boats and camp and everything.”
He laid an otter pelt on his arm and moved the animal’s little head as if it were speaking. “Moi aussi, s’il vous plaît,” he said in a squeaky voice and wagged his head.
Emily and Jessica turned to each other, dumbfounded, and laughed at his peculiarity. “They’d like this,” Jessica said.
“You mean him,” Emily whispered. “In two weeks,” she said louder, “many ladies will come.”
His hands flew up. “Ah, but none as beautiful as you, mesdemoiselles.”
• • •
She swung open the door to her rented flat on Granville Street. Joseph’s gray feathers and red tail ruffled in the breeze. “I’m no English crow,” he said, as well as he could.
“Right you are. I like your sense of identity.” She shook out rain from her cape, put the ferns in water.
“Don’t talk rot,” he muttered.
She put her finger in his cage, and he let her stroke his breast. “You know how touching live things makes me crazy happy, don’t you, Joseph? How lonesome I get.”
He belted out a long, old-fashioned “Awk!”
Had someone knocked? She opened the door. A lean native woman, mid-twenties perhaps, stood on the stoop, her square shoulders wrapped in a shawl. She held a large lumpy something in a cloth which she carried by the four corners.
“Baskets? You want a basket?”
Half hidden behind the woman’s full brown skirt stood a girl and a boy, maybe four and five years old, each carrying a smaller bulging flour sack. Rain fell like it meant it now and the girl wiped her cheek. None of them wore shoes.
“I’m sorry. I have no money for baskets.”
“No money? Maybe you got dress, shirt for a basket.”
The boy sneezed and buried his nose in his mother’s skirt.
“Come in.”
The mother hesitated, then wiped the children’s feet, touched her hand to the girl’s back, and waited for the boy to follow his sister in. The woman wiped her own feet, stepped in, two steps, toes placed down first, and knelt, straight-backed, to lay the bundle on the floor. The part between her braids cut an unwavering line. From another bundle cradled in the shawl on her back, a small wet face peeked out.
Emily took out a handkerchief, held her hand toward the baby, and looked at the woman. “May I?”
The woman froze, surprise written on her face, and then nodded.
Emily wrapped her index finger and dabbed at the sweet brown cheeks wrinkled as a walnut and the nose hardly a rise at all. Bow-shaped lips pulled inward at the touch. It was a moment of exquisite pleasure, passing too quickly.
The woman spread the cloth to display the baskets. Round ones, squares, rectangles, flat trays, all coiled, with intricate diagonal and geometric patterns or with animal and fern shapes.
“These are fine baskets.”
The woman emptied out the children’s sacks and smaller baskets tumbled out. One rolled against a table leg and the boy jumped to retrieve it.
“What are they made of?”
“Cedar root.”
“What about this?” She pointed to a contrasting pattern.
“Cherry bark.”
“These black ones too? That zigzag?”
“No. That one different. The bark of horsetail root. It means lightning and rainstorm. Use for holding water.”
“Ah.” The woman had made a connection between purpose and the source of her design. “And this?” Emily touched one with a cherry bark line undulating around the belly.
The woman laughed in a soft, abashed way. “Snake.” She moved her hand to imitate a snake wriggling forward.
The design was its track in the dirt. A keen imagination. She looked at the woman’s face—round nostrils, sharply edged mouth neither turned up nor turned down, dark eyes tucked under delicate eyebrows, and smooth, cedar-colored skin. A little older than Lulu.
Emily held up a basket with short vertical stripes crossing a long horizontal center line. At one end a half dozen slanted lines sat on top of the horizontal. “Salmon?”
The woman nodded, pleased. “Bones of salmon. These not the old ways. They my own.”
“You’re an artist.”
The young woman shook her head. “I just make baskets.”
The largest oval one had a lid. Emily picked it up. The inside was as smooth as the outside. The design seemed to represent open wings. “It’s a handsome one. How much?”
The woman’s eyes widened. “One dollar. It’s Eagle.”
“One dollar isn’t enough for a basket this fine.” A smile skipped over the woman’s face and she rocked back on her heels. Emily set it down. “I can’t buy it today, but it’s beautiful.”
“Old clothes are good enough.”
“I don’t have any here, but when I go home to Victoria, I’ll bring some back. Maybe you will have one basket left.”
She noticed another which had a rectangle outlined in black with a narrow peaked roof, a door, and two windows. “What’s this?”
“The Squamish Mission in North Vancouver. That’s my church. I live at the Reserve.”
“How will I know whether you have one basket left?”
“Come and ask. I’m Basketmaker Sophie.”
“I’m Emily Carr.”
The parrot squawked, surprising the children. “His name is Joseph. Talk to him and he’ll talk back.”
They inched toward him as if he’d fly away, cage and all, and the boy said, “Hello, bird. Hello.”
“Hello bird,” Joseph said. “Don’t talk rot.”
They gasped and backed away, turning to their mother in wonder. In a few moments, they crept back to the bird.
Emily watched Sophie take in the paintings, the plaster casts, the paint supplies and brushes. “An artist.”
“Anartist. Awk! Em’ly zanartist.”
“My sisters explain me that way to their friends and he learned it from them.”
“He makes strong talk. Like Eagle for Squamish people.” Amusement played around the woman’s mouth. “Only more loud.”
Emily chuckled. “I guess I’d better listen.”
Sophie was more at ease with her than Lulu had been, maybe the result of living close to a city. She seemed to have a contentedness in her own person that Lulu didn’t have.
“Would you like some tea? May I give them bread and jam?”
Sophie hesitated. Her full lips parted.
“Why don’t you stay awhile to wait out the rain?”
“Rain no matter,” she said, glancing at her daughter whose big eyes pleaded. “All right. Only for the children.” She turned to Emily. “You have children?”
“No. I’m not married. I can’t be a wife and a painter.”
“No? I’m a wife. I’m a basket maker.”
“Lots of things here,” the boy said with wonder in his voice, saving her from having to answer.
“Hard to throw things away. Clutter and putter, that’s me.”
Emily spread the bread with a thick layer of grape jelly. The boy ate quickly, his cheeks soon streaked purple, but the girl savored hers.
Sophie inspected each painting. “You like trees.” She giggled. “But you don’t know forests. Forests are dark. More dark. More . . .” She wrinkled her nose and shrugged.
Her bluntness stung. Emily looked at her Hitats’uu watercolors. More what? How dark should she get them?
Sophie’s eyes ignited in front of the drawing of Lulu at the hut. “Squamish women do that long, long time ago. No more. It makes church priest mad, so no more.”
“But this is at Hitats’uu.”
“You went to Westcoast village?”
“That’s my Westcoast friend, Lulu.”
Sophie scowled. “Lulu is not a Christian.”
“She’s a good person.”
“She is not a Christian.”
Sophie knelt to wrap her baskets. The large one with the eagle she left sitting on the floor.
“What about this?” Emily said, picking it up for her.
Sophie stood up, rigid, and shook her head. “By and by, you come to Squamish Mission Reserve and paint a Christian village. We have a church. You remember me, Sophie Frank. Jimmy Frank’s my husband. I call him Frank. He works longshore. We live right by the water. You ask for Basketmaker Sophie.”
Emily smiled. “By and by, you come here too. Come soon.”

4: Douglas-fir
“Good of you to come for Father’s birthday,” her sister Lizzie said.
“His birthday? Today? Imagine that,” Emily said, piling on the innocence in a voice higher than her usual deep tone. “I came for the old clothes.” She moved a blouse from the questionable pile onto the discard pile on the chesterfield.
“Don’t tease us.” Lizzie dropped her old pink Easter dress onto the pile, her long, thin fingers extended a moment in midair.
“I’m not going with you, if that’s what you have in mind.”
“Honor thy father and thy mother, Millie.”
“There’s no heavenly grace earned by visiting graves, Lizzie. Now if their bodies were folded up and put in boxes in trees like the Nootka do so they could feel a breeze or two, I might go.” She chuckled, and held up a worn, flared skirt. Its forest green appealed to her.
“Every Carr daughter goes on his birthday. Mother’s too,” Alice said. “Why won’t you?”
“Seeing his grave would only whip up my anger over some things he said to me.”
Rebels like you are burned or hanged in public squares, was one thing he’d said. The house still echoed his words.
“You used to go with us. You used to like going with us,” Lizzie said.
“No. You wanted to think I liked going.” She hated all that sham homage she’d performed since she was seventeen, the year he died.
Dede came into the parlor, and Emily glanced at her to see if she’d heard. Uniform creases in formal balance, like parentheses around her mouth, stood guard against any random and unreasoned smile that might escape her.
“You’ll go with us now or—”
“Or you’ll send me to bed without any supper? Please, Dede. Is playing parent the only role you know? I’m thirty-three, if you haven’t noticed, and I’m bored with it.”
It was their great gap in age that made Dede capable of breathing in loudly through her nose for an interminably long time before exhaling, as she did now, her sign of exasperation.
Dede folded carefully her old blue serge skirt and matching jacket, and set them on the pile. “Are these for a church or an orphanage bazaar?”
“Neither. They’re for a Squamish woman at the North Vancouver Reserve.”
“A siwash?”
Emily prickled at the ugly term.
“You’re wicked not to tell us that straight out.” Dede looked at her suit as if she wanted to snatch it off the pile.
“She came to my flat selling baskets. I’m going to take her the clothes next weekend.”
“She can get clothes from her mission,” Lizzie said, tucking a loose strand into her brown bun. “You don’t have to take them to her yourself. It’s too personal.”
“I’m not going for charity. I’m going for friendship.”
“Honestly, when will you get it in your head that we can’t condone this unwholesome socializing with primitives? It’s a disgrace to the family.” Dede’s breath was loud and long. “If Father were alive, he wouldn’t approve.”
“No, he wouldn’t—he who sold sacks of raisins crawling with maggots to Songhees lined up at his warehouse.”
“Millie! How can you make such a hateful claim? He most certainly did not,” Dede screeched.
“I saw it. He even told me, ‘Indians don’t mind maggots.’ ”
“That’s a lie.”
“Convenient for you to think so.” She flung her arms to shoo her out. “You’ll be late for your appointment with his bones.”
• • •
The buggy wheels crunched on the gravel, an irritating sound. Even the parlor irked her. Father’s raspy voice lay like a residue on his black, imitation-marble, English-style mantel, clung to his fox-and-hounds wallpaper, rested on his English primroses and cowslips peeking through the bay windows. His photograph leered at her from above his horsehair side chair. She hadn’t realized until she moved across the strait to Vancouver how much these reminders of him chafed her like sandpaper.
She picked up the dark green skirt, and took the stairs two at a time to the bedroom she shared with Alice when she was home, to get the sewing basket. She cut through the hem and made a slit up the front of the skirt, made another cut straight up the back. She stitched the front raw edges to the backs to make a split-legged skirt. Now this was what she needed to ride a horse the way it ought to be ridden. She put it on, tucked a small sketch pad into her pocket, and went out to the barn to look for her old riding reins.
When her sisters returned, she unhitched Wilma from the buggy, attached the riding reins, climbed onto the fence rail, and swung her leg over Wilma’s rump, bareback. Wilma skittered sideways, and Emily grabbed a hunk of mane to seat herself.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Dede said.
“I’m going to make my peace with Father in my own way.”
“Millie, no lady rides astride. This is British Columbia.”
“But we’re Canadian.” She dug her heel into Wilma’s side and took off at a canter. The thunder of Wilma’s hooves overpowered the rest of Dede’s outrage.
• • •
Beacon Hill Park was only a few blocks away, the site of happy childhood bird-watching with Father and her first sketching trips. The memory of how she’d lugged the drawing easel she’d made of pruned cherry branches amused her. She headed toward the virgin woods, her favorite part. On the hillside she looked at the five tall Douglas-firs in graduated sizes. The Five Sisters, Father used to call them, straight and stately.
Except for one, the smallest, a bit crooked, its position buffeted more by offshore wind. That was her. Next to her and two years older than she was, the tree for Alice, who knew all about family tradition. Four years older, long-nosed, pray-to-be-perfect Lizzie knew all about God. Fourteen years older, Clara, elegant and statuesque, knew enough to escape the family into an early marriage. Fifteen years older, Dede, angular, straight-backed, thought she knew all about everything.
Still astride, Emily drew four straight firs, but the fifth she drew with exaggerated crookedness, leaning outward, its branches spiky. There were the good girls with clean fingernails, and there was Emily, preferring mud pies in the cow yard to tea parties in the parlor. How odd that they all sprang from the same roots.
Father must have thought that too. She was the only one he used endearments for—wild one, witchwife, and nympholept, which sounded like something wasn’t right with her, until she’d looked it up: a frenzy of emotion for something unattainable, an ecstasy inspired by wood nymphs. Yes! That was dandy fine.
These trees had seemed so mighty when she was growing up. Now they struck her as less dense and powerful. She directed Wilma toward the picnic area. There it was, the Garry oak. There was the notch. How could she have sat in it for hours, the bark so rough and scratchy, to look at a bird’s nest? She was probably only seven, peering down at her sisters not venturing beyond the picnic blanket. She’d refused to come down when Father commanded her, so he’d left her there to teach her obedience. He loved birds as much as she did. He should have understood. She’d decided to wait him out. Certainly he’d come back for her, regret wringing his heart. He never did. Toward dark, she slunk home by herself. She was still glad she hadn’t acknowledged him when he said, “My little nympholept, you can’t always do what you want in this world.”
• • •
At home, she curried and fed Wilma, and sat on a crate in the floored half of the barn, the half Dede had rented to a clergyman as office space while she was in England. She shook her head at the fussy wallpaper scraps Dede had pasted up, as if to please Queen Victoria, five years dead.
Alice came in bringing her a cup of tea. She’d taken down her hair and it cascaded in chestnut waves over her shoulders.
“Convicted of impudence and waywardness, at thirty-three.” Emily smirked. “We’re like alley cats spitting at each other.”
“You can’t expect them to be different than what they are.”
“I know, I know. Doers of good works. Chalking them up on God’s tablet to be prepared for doomsday.” But there was a difference between good works and good work. If only she knew which, in the summation of a person’s life, was more important.
“Maybe I’m so cantankerous because I’m floundering. Each of you has a purpose in life. Your kindergarten. Lizzie’s missionary society. Dede, the makeshift parent, now her orphanage auxiliary. Clara, marriage. But me? What am I here for?” She looked at Alice, wanting to read the answer on her face. “If only I were sure it was to paint the places I love, to paint them well enough to mean something to people, then I could take joy in every step toward that and not grumble about other things that don’t really matter. Then I might not be such a thorn.”
“You may be on the threshold of finding out and just don’t know it.”
Idly, she picked off a shred of wallpaper and took a deep breath. “Oh, those lifey smells of hay and horse and earth.” She dug her fingernails into the English ivy wallpaper and ripped off strips down to the bare wood. “A barn’s a barn.”
“Millie! Reverend Strathmore wanted to buy this barn when you were gone. Dede didn’t sell. She thought you might want to paint here again.”
She stopped. “I had no idea. How can she be so kind one day and mean-spirited the next?” She crumpled the torn strips into a ball. “I can’t even remember when all this squabbling started.”
“Maybe the bites.” Alice stifled a giggle.
“You think so? I was probably only eight or nine.”
It was during one of those interminable Sunday evening scripture readings around the dining table. Father with his full beard and his eyes closed looked like Moses praying on the Mount. When her reading turn was over, after having to be told how to pronounce practically every third word, she’d stood up her Bible like a screen and went back to drawing. Lizzie elbowed her roughly in admonishment, so she’d slammed shut her Bible to hide the drawing, and bit Lizzie on the arm, just enough to shock her into silence. Dede, sitting across from her, let loose her swinging leg in a well-aimed wallop on her shin.
When Dede tucked her in bed, her duty instead of Mother’s whose illness prevented it, she bit Dede too, clamping her teeth down hard. On her own bed across the room, Alice gasped and her eyes went wide. Dede hissed one of Lizzie’s religious texts against wickedness. With that, the lines were drawn, and afterward Dede found a new use for the riding crop.
“You smiled a wicked smile when I bit Dede, as I recall.” She showed Alice her sketch. “That’s how the fifth sister should have grown.”
Alice’s cheek twitched. “You like to be different. You thrive on it.”
“It always makes me an outsider.”
“Don’t fool yourself. You live to be an outsider. You can’t have it both ways.” Alice stood and picked up the teacup. “I miss you, Millie. They do too even though they don’t show it. Will you do one thing for me?”
“What’s that?”
“Paint a self-portrait, for our parlor. I want to see that one eyebrow permanently arched, permanently skeptical—the look of someone who doesn’t suffer prudes easily.” She winked.
“Ugh! Portraits stink of pretense. People strangled in fancy high-necked dresses, trussed up like cooked poultry.” She held out the drawing of the five firs. “Take this instead.”

5: Eagle
The next weekend, Emily stepped from the small ferry onto the North Vancouver dock half an hour across Burrard Inlet. A crudely painted placard advertised Town Site Properties with an arrow pointing right. Emily turned left onto a plank walkway toward some beached cedar canoes, which would surely be the Squamish Mission Reserve.
After walking for ten minutes, she began to breathe a soup of smells—sea salt, smoke from stovepipes, dead fish, and garbage scattered on the beach for the tide to carry out. Gulls picked over the refuse. There were no bighouses. Instead, a few rows of whitewashed clapboard cottages huddled around a church. From the walkway, paths threaded through new spring weeds to each front door. Hens strutted between the stalks. A woman digging with a stick in a potato patch stood up.
“Good morning,” Emily said. “Do you know Sophie Frank?”
The woman nodded. “Two more houses. Basketmaker Sophie.”
Behind mounds of bark and roots and firewood, the second house leaned slightly on its drift log foundation. Clothes strung on a line flapped above salal bushes and salmonberry. Emily glanced back at the woman who made no attempt to hide her curiosity. Sophie’s front door opened. Her little girl, barefoot, wearing a skirt much too large, skipped out, saw Emily, and froze. She whirled around and ran back in, her braids swinging.
In a moment Sophie appeared in the
6: Muskrat


7: Fox
8: Spruce


9: Mew Gull
10: Killer Whale
11: Horsetail
12: Bear
13: Raven
14: Cedar
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