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One

Look What the Storm Dragged In
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A loud echoing crack woke Feenie Bailey. The July day had been white-hot, and the evening prickly-purple. In the middle of the night it all blew up in thunder and lightning. After living her whole life in a floathome, Feenie knew the rocking river waves would keep her awake. In her bunk, she could feel the floathome pull out from the dock, straining on chains. Then the waves pushed it back into all the old rubber tires that edged the dock. Thud. 

When Feenie was little, she worried those chains would snap. Now she knew better, but sometimes knowing didn’t help. She’d been through storms bigger than this. November storms! March storms! But she couldn’t remember a summer storm like this. 

Lightning flashed over the walls and through her porthole window. She scrunched the blanket over her head. Mom always got up for the lightning show part of a storm, but Mom was off doing her old-stuff research in Helsinki, the other side of the world, and was gone for another three weeks.

From under the blanket, Feenie could hear Dad get up, cross the main room downstairs, and go out the blowy door. The wind slammed it closed. Maybe he was  trying to fix the ping-ping-ping of the rigging on their sailboat. 

She popped her head out from under the covers and peered out the porthole to see the sailboat, but could barely make out Dad in the dark. Her friend Trixa’s floathome, The Nook, was in darkness next door. Trixa was still away until tomorrow at yet another swim meet.

Dad came in muttering, loud enough for her to hear right up the stairway that spiralled through a circle in the floor. A brief whistle from the kettle sounded before Dad swiped it off the stove. Feenie threw back her covers and climbed out of bed. Tea was good as long as it had a dollop of honey in it, and Dad was always a bit loopy late at night and he’d share funny stories. She pulled on the cardigan sweater she’d rescued from Gramp’s thriftshop pile. It hung down to her knees and was kind of scratchy, but okay. She grabbed the pole in the middle of the metal stairs and slid down to the living room.    

“Did I wake you?” Dad asked. 

“No,” she started to say, interrupted by another loud creak from some beam in their home, and yet another push-me-pull-you thud.

“It is a blustery night,” said Dad. He squirted honey into Feenie’s favorite round blue mug. He’d set it out on the counter, expecting her. She felt a bit bad missing her mom so much when she had a dad who never forgot the honey in her tea, and who loved living on the river, too, even if it meant crawling out onto the deck in the middle of the night to fix things.

“Keaton’s still asleep.” Dad motioned upstairs with his chin.

Bartholomew Bailey—a.k.a Keaton—slept through everything. A tugboat could haul their floathome, The Cranny, all the way up to Haida Gwaii before he’d wake up. Or to Hawaii, Dad said, on Saturday mornings when he needed Keaton to get a move-on.

At least Feenie didn’t have to fight him for their favorite armchair. Dad handed her the red blanket, and she guzzled her tea while he sipped his boiling hot stuff. He’d added some cold water to hers.

“It’s miserable.” He peered out the picture window that faced the river.

Feenie could see only fuzzy shapes in the dark. She knew what was out there: whitecaps on the muddy waters, waves at the sandy island beach on the far side of the river, trees straining in the wind or whipping back and forth. She used to worry about the eagles’ nest across the river, but it had been in that old pine forever. Another strobe of lightning illuminated the scene for a moment. There was the pine, ugly and crooked and beautiful. Don’t let the lightning strike it!

Dad took a seat in his armchair. He wore his yucky sweatpants, and his t-shirt was covered in splotches from the rain, but that didn’t seem to bother him.

“What would you be, Feenie, if you could be anything out in this storm?” One of Dad’s oddball questions.

“I wonder what it would be like to roar around in the eagles’ nest on a night like tonight,” she said.

“Maybe like being at sea...”

“Maybe it gets the baby eaglets used to flying.”

“Could be.” Dad gulped a swig of his tea. “So... might be rainy tomorrow. That’d be a break from the dog days we’ve been having.”

If she asked Dad again what ‘dog days’ meant, he’d start to tell her a story from Roman history. At least she could remember that they were the hottest days of summer.

Dad had his goofy grin growing on his face. “I don’t think you noticed that box I brought home from my office on Friday,” he said, trying to sound like it wasn’t a big deal.  

“A box?” A box from Dad’s office meant one thing.

“It’s over by the table.” He pointed.

Feenie plunked down her mug, and with three long hops, made it to the kitchen table piled, as always, with Dad’s work. Her third hop ended with yet another push-pull tug on the chains, and almost in a sprawl. Didn’t stop her though. She reached for the box flaps. Excitement pushed inside her ribs.

“It’s from Belinda, isn’t it?” Professor Belinda—as Feenie had always called her—taught a course about kids’ books in the English department, and at least twice a year she sent Dad home with a bulging box.  

He laughed. “Take a look,” he said, but Feenie already had it wide open. “She said they’re mostly mystery books, your favorite. She was reading for some award, and got to keep them.”

“Maybe it will pour rain tomorrow,” Feenie said, “and I can read all day long.” 

Dad chuckled. “It doesn’t get better than that. Or it’ll be so hot again, you’ll be limp in a hammock, reading all day.” 

“The only thing that could be better would be to be a detective. To have a real mystery to solve.” She pulled out one book. The Ghost of Nevermind. A good title.

Trixa would like these, too. When she got home, they could set up both hammocks on the upstairs deck, shaped like a ship’s foredeck. The fo’c’sle, they called it.

“Right,” said Dad. “I’ll buy you a hat with flaps and a pipe or a magnifying glass. What would you like?”

“The Sherlock Holmes hat, please!” She’d always wanted one of those. “And a magnifying glass!”

“Don’t get yourself into trouble while I teach, and Keaton does his thing with math. You have two weeks at that drawing class, and then you’ll be on your own all day.”

That thought was like a double chocolate chip cookie—she just wanted to bite into it and let it melt on her tongue. This was the first year Feenie could spend time on her own with no one else at home. She’d turned eleven, and she was ready. 

“I won’t be getting into trouble,” she told Dad, as she tugged two more books from the box. It was an easy promise. Feenie was not, and had never been, Trouble. Or not that she knew of. It was hard to get into trouble with a nose stuck in a book. Oh, here was another that looked good—Secret of the Midnight Cave.  

But her eyes did feel as if they would start to cross if she didn’t close them soon. Time to climb the stairs, and crawl back into her bunk. She wrapped her arms around the mysteries, and stood to give Dad a goodnight kiss on the top of his head, and as she did, there was a bumpy thunk at the door. Dad made a question-mark face, got up, and opened it. 

The wind gusted in, and homemade wind chimes clattered and clinked outside. Mom wouldn’t let anyone replace them, because Feenie made them in first grade, with genuine juice-can lids. 

Dad looked left and right of the doorway. “That’s odd,” he said. “No one and nothing here now. But I’ll go take a look.” He pulled on his jacket this time, and rubber boots, and Feenie followed in bare feet. Forget going to bed.

The door closed behind them, and it was as if they’d been whooshed to some other world. Feenie’s long hair flew in her eyes, and she tried to grab it, pull it together, hold it, but it whipped away. Her eyes started to water.

She’d seen so many stormy times from the windows, but she’d never stood on the dock when it was this rough. She hunched up, ears buried into her shoulders, her knees bent to keep from being blown over. Dad looked at her. “Are you all right?” He had to shout. He held out his hand and she took it. The dock quaked up and down and at the same time with a sideways movement that wanted to catch her and throw her into the river current. There was no blanket to scrunch over her head out here. But she wanted to stay with Dad.

A little rowboat bumped against their dock with the smacking waves. “What’s this?” Could this have made the thud? She let go of Dad, and on her hands and knees, she reached for an edge to drag it closer.

Dad grabbed hold of her sweater. “Feenie!” The fear in his voice made her move back. His other hand reached for the boat, too, and he brought it next to the dock. He looked right at her. “Can you hold on to this, if I go get a rope?”

She nodded. Her teeth began to chatter. The day had been so hot and now the wind tore through her. Dad let her go, and rested a hand on her shoulder for a moment. “Okay,” he said. “Hold on. I won’t be long.”

Feenie held on tight, knuckles aching, briny smell of river in her nostrils, and salty spray sloshing the dock. A jag of lightning lit up the purple sky, and she could see that the boat was already tied to their dock, but only with a bit of thin rope. She shivered and wasn’t sure if the shiver was just chill or feeling scared or both. 

Dad came back with a heavy rope, and he tied the boat to the hook on their dock. He reached into his pocket. “I grabbed the flashlight, too.” He shone the yellow light into the boat. “Let’s see if there’s water in this thing.”

There was, a little. There was also a piece of canvas. Dad tugged at it, and Feenie heard a squeaky sound. Dad stepped between her and the boat. “Might be a rat.” Feenie backed away. Wild river rats moved too fast with those long bare tails streaking behind. She sat on her haunches and wrapped her arms around herself as Dad pulled back the canvas. But she couldn’t help it; she had to lean forward. 

It was bigger than a rat. 

She scooted closer. 

It was a puppy. 
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Number 3 Boat
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Feenie held the flashlight so Dad could reach into the boat. The puppy tried to squirm back under the canvas, but Dad lifted it out, gathered it into his arms, and headed for the door. Feenie followed with the light. They closed the door to the rumbling and wind. Inside the warmth of The Cranny, Dad said, “Feeners, get a blanket.” 

She grabbed the red wool and Dad swaddled him in it. The little guy was shaking under his ginger-colored knotted fur. “He’s not a puppy, is he?”

Dad settled the bundle into Feenie’s arms, so he could take off his wet jacket.

“No,” said Dad. “He looks... pretty old.”

The dog was featherweight. His round tired eyes had a half-moon of scared pink under each. Feenie hugged the little old dog in the blanket. Dad made more tea. He was wide awake too, and he went to find Feenie a dry nightshirt.

There was a light thud as Keaton reached the floor, in his flannel boxers with dollar signs all over them. He rubbed his eyes. “What’s going on?” 

Feenie told him and he folded back the red blanket. The little dog began a nervous whirring in his stomach—she could feel it—and she held him closer while Keaton took a look.

“Really? You found him in a boat? Who would do that?”

Feenie didn’t want to think about that. “Maybe he climbed in and the boat went all on its own.” But the boat was tied up, she thought, even as she spoke.

Keaton shook his head at her in his big brother way. “Feenster,” he said, as if she wasn’t thinking at all. “Dogs don’t climb on board and go for a cruise in the middle of a night like this!” 

Dad gave Feenie her pink and yellow striped nightshirt and a towel for her damp hair, and he brought a chair close to the wood-stove and made a small fire with the pinecones she’d collected in a big basket on the hearth. 

Feenie loved the warmth, the flickering, the glow of flames. They hadn’t had a fire in the stove since that shivery week in April. The noisy crackle and snap of the pinecones made all the storm sounds—the creaking, the bumping, the thuds, the ping-ping-ping—seem to fade away. But the dog could still hear it all, and she could feel his shakes and trembles. She held him tight. 

“It’s gonna be okay, little guy,” Keaton whispered and Feenie liked him right then. This was her favorite Keaton, the Keaton she sometimes had to remind herself was there—even when the other Keatons were taking over and seemed bigger: Boaster-Keaton and All-About-the-Money-Keaton.

“I think he’s asleep,” he said a bit later, and Feenie realized she was half asleep, too. 

“Bed now?” asked Dad, and she shook her head. If she moved, the dog might awake, and she liked this, in the cushy chair, with a real dog in her arms. She’d pretend he was hers, just for now.

Dad shoved the hassock close and angled the chair so she could watch the fire die down. He snugged a pillow in under her head and plumped a quilt over her. He left the dog’s head uncovered. Then he leaned over and kissed Feenie on the top of her head. “Call me if you need anything,” he said. 

She curled around the little dog, and he made a snuffly noise. She’d always wanted a puppy. But maybe an old dog would be good, too.

The dog awoke Feenie. Why was she downstairs under a quilt in the chair? Right! The dog, now licking her temple. They’d found him in a boat. 

He must need to go out. He was standing, quivering, tail going. The sun was just coming up. It was probably not even six o’clock.

She heard morning birds as she tucked him under an arm. The air, the trees, all so still and strange after struggling with the wind last night. In morning shadows, she saw the rowboat tied up to their dock. Dad had tried to tie tightly, but still it knocked and bumped, and as she heard it, she shivered to think of the little dog scared and all by himself in its dull aluminum. It was a worn old boat, though there wasn’t any more water in it than there’d been the night before. She tried to spot a name on it, but there didn’t seem to be anything on the side. 

Wait. Something that looked like a number 3. She’d look closer when the dog was finished whatever he had to do.

They started up the ramp that led from the dock to the riverbank, and low in the east there was a glow of pinky-orange. Tree branches scattered over the bank, and storm debris pushed into the edges of the river. 

The dog scampered up the metal grating that covered the ramp. Did he need a leash? Feenie hoped not. He didn’t have a collar.  

Four wide sections of wood made up the ramp, and the metal grating was in place so that rainy-day boots wouldn’t go skidding out from under when you were walking up and down. It felt hard and edgy under Feenie’s bare summer feet, though. 

Right now the tide was low, which meant the ramp was steep. When the tide rose, so would their home, and the ramp became more like a walkway. The Fraser River was salty and had low tide and high tide here near the mouth to the Pacific, and that meant that every day was a bit different. Dad always said that living life in a floathome was for special people. From the outside, their house looked like just a regular little house. The porthole windows and the fo’c’sle made it a bit ship-like, but it had green siding, and a front door and ordinary windows too. It wasn’t like a houseboat—it had no engine, and couldn’t go anywhere without a tugboat to pull it. But it was on the water, and Feenie had never lived anywhere else. She was used to boats cruising close by their home, and fish jumping and ducks quacking and the gentle, constant slap-slap of water around them. It was her home. The sign over the door said The Cranny, and it was all just perfect.

“Hey, Little Guy,” she called to the ginger dog as he snuffled into some blueberry bushes at the top of the riverbank. Calling him that just made sense. He didn’t seem to want to go too far. She had to laugh when he lifted a leg and almost fell over. He wandered off past their fire-pit, and over to the birch and peed on that, too. Then somewhere else to do his other business. He squatted down and looked serious about it, and somehow it didn’t seem right to watch so Feenie looked away. She’d have to come back later when the sun was higher, and do the clean up. She hated finding dog poop near the dike path. 

What if he wandered off, though? She looked to make sure he was all right. Yep, he was, though his eyes looked scared still. How long before they didn’t look like that? And do old dogs get constipated? This was taking forever.

He did that thing with his back legs kicking up bits of grass, and trotted off, almost puppy-like. He made her laugh. “Come on, Little Guy,” she said. “Let’s go back.” 

Would he run away? Or would he come?

He didn’t seem to hear her at first. He ran in a small circle, then a slightly bigger one, and a bigger one again. Was he sniffing for something? Then he ran straight to her and leaped off the ground right into her arms. Now that was a good trick! She turned to head back down the ramp. 

Wait. 

Was that movement behind the maple tree near their shed? She looked closer and could see something like a figure in a dark color with a flash of orange. She couldn’t see a face. The figure was tall and skinny. But everything was so murky, even the orange.

No. Couldn’t be. It was a trick of her eyeballs. Even the bit of color was a trick.

Then her heart stopped. Not really—hearts didn’t just stop. But the figure had turned and was looking right at her. Or would be if the hood wasn’t in the way.  

The little dog squirmed in her arms and she realized she was squeezing him. “Sorry, Little Guy.” She hustled down the ramp to the floathome. No, no, no. It really was her imagination—there couldn’t be someone behind the tree. Anyone out this early would be jogging down the path from the dike, and joggers always said ‘hello.’ Even if she didn’t know them by name, she knew them by sight. Or at this time of day it might be Henrik Lindgren, Mr. Neighborhood Watch, who liked to go around with his walking stick and smile at everybody. A few times the garden gnome, or guarding gnome, that lived in their community garden, had gone missing, and every time Mr. Lindgren would bring it home. He found it on the other side of town in a park once, sitting at the top of a playground slide, and another time, he located it hiding behind a plant in the library. “Some joker took our friend again,” he said when he returned it to its place in the herb corner. 

When Feenie really thought about it, she figured that the shape behind the tree couldn’t have been an actual person; it must have been her imagination, after the stormy night and finding Little Guy. Her rollercoaster imagination—as Mom called it.

There was something by the door, half hidden behind a flowerpot. She tightened one arm around the dog, and picked it up. A flashlight—yellow, large, with a badly broken edge. She tried it and something inside rattled. It didn’t turn on. Why would a broken old flashlight be here?   

In the house, she headed up to her room. It was still early. The dog fell back to sleep, and for a while she
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