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            'Tis fearful to love what death can touch.
-- Yehudi HaLevi (1075 - 1141)
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Fall, 2037: Introducing Pearl
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In writing these stories of lives that were changed by the preposterous discovery in northern British Columbia, I was surprised to find that it was Pearl and Jasmine who have been most affected, and not one of the surviving men. If you ask me why Pearl is in the title and Jasmine not, well you'll have to find out for yourself – let's just say that I prefer a happy ending.

For what it is worth I have learned, from the many and various lives set down in these pages, that there is more absurdity under the skin than under the ground – that people are stranger than Mother Nature.
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“Gary McArthur.”

The receptionist's smile was vacuous but quite friendly and welcoming, Gary thought. Though that might change. He looked around the spacious, well-appointed office – all glass and hardwood and foliage – and considered that regarding the smartly-dressed young lady as a 'receptionist' was hardly fair – she's a PA, more like.

“Do you have your care card, Mr McArthur?” He was a little taken aback, and checked the sign on the wall – no help there, the signs had not yet been switched over. “I'm not here for my health, Ms...uh...” He glanced at the name tag on her blouse, which said 'Sharon?' 

“Sorry young lady, but is that a misprint?” Are you Sharon?”

“No sir, my name is Sharon? just like it says on the tag. Not Sharon.” 

A little tetchy, perhaps, though surely she must have had this conversation many times before. “I understand.” Gary didn't understand – he was from back East and had come straight from the airport. Sharon? sensed this uncertainty and realized her mistake. “Oh! I'm sorry Mr McArthur – my bad. I was transferred here only yesterday and this is my first full day at the new job. I used to work at the Sick Kids. Do you have an appointment with Mr Sp!nk?”

“No problems Sharon.”

“Sharon?”

“Sorry – Sharon? Yes I have an appointment for 9:30.”

“Please take a seat. I will tell Mr Sp!nk that you have arrived.” 

Gary breathed out silently. That was a little awkward. He moved toward the seating area and half turned around, pointing at the wall sign. Gary was about six feet tall, smartly dressed in a business suit with a touch of colour in the tie. Sharon? had followed him with her eyes, in part because she liked the look of the man – the short chestnut hair and broad smile did it – and took him to be in his late thirties, which was about right. “It says MIRR. I guess Premier Driver's new broom hasn't swept clean quite as quickly as he had hoped, eh? Would you be one of the people – the very many people, more than likely – who are not in a hurry to see the changes he's promised, eh Sharon??” If Gary was hoping for some sort of reaction, he did not get it from the new PA. Sharon? took perhaps half a second longer than usual to respond, while shuffling papers on her desk. She looked up. “ The 'Ministry of Indigenous Relations and Reconciliation' sign will likely remain in many places, sir, though here at the Ministry office it will certainly change soon. This morning, I believe.”

Gary persisted. “What do you think of the new name?” Sharon? again shuffled papers, this time for a second or two. She guessed that it would be safe enough to speak her mind with this guy. “It sucks, but he won the election and ... oh here is Mr Sp!nk now.”

A tall and sturdy-looking man in a flamboyant tailored suit – with that black, straight hair of the First Nations – burst out of his office door and strode across the room with both a broad smile and an extended right hand. “Jud Sp!nk. Welcome to Victoria Mr McArthur. You're straight off the plane from Trawna, right?”

“Hello Minister Sp!nk – yes, I caught the red-eye from Toronto, and came straight here by cab from the airport. Haven't even checked into my hotel yet.”

“ And you'll be here for a while, I guess?” This with a sideways and maybe somewhat wary look at Gary. “We're curious as to why a Fed would be interested enough in local BC affairs – I mean political developments – to stay here a coupla weeks? Come on in, sit down.” The minister waved the parliamentary staffer into his spacious office and moved to his large desk, gesturing for Gary to sit, as he did so himself. “Refreshments? You must need something after your flight. He hit a button on his desk. “C'mere Sharon?, Mr McArthur is in need of a coffee. I'll take my usual. So...” turning to Gary, “...what does a Federal Minister hope to gain by sending his principal gofer to British Columbia, Gary? Gary's ok, yeah? We're on a first name basis here at the Department of Injun Affairs – it's a west coast thing.”

Sharon? came into the office and paused before the visitor. “How do you like your coffee, Mr McArthur?”

“Could you make it a herbal tea, please? I got a big fix of caffeine on the plane and, to tell the truth, I'm pretty wired.”

“Certainly, we have a selection. Roasted dandelion perhaps? Or hibiscus-pineapple-lychee?”

“Um...”

“ We also have lemon-licorice, or honey-bergamot-valerian? Or...”

“No, thankyou, I...”

“You're a peppermint person, aren't you, Mr McArthur?”

“Peppermint will be fine, thank you Sharon?” The PA turned to her new boss, who had raised a finger to get her attention. “Can you also bring us some cookies, Sharon? please?” This with a huge theatrical wink as he said 'cookies'.

Sp!nk leaned back luxuriantly in his chair, and looked across his desk at the federal government staffer and waited for him to open the conversation, with some amusement written on his face. He knew what was coming. McArthur was the first, but surely not the last, gofer from Ottawa to be sent out here to find out what in the name of God had just happened in British Columbia. As most historians and all BCers knew, it wasn't just the Rocky Mountains that separated Canada's Pacific province from the rest of the country – it was the last hundred and fifty years of history. Sp!nk quickly assessed his visitor. The feds have never understood our politics. This guy seems quite smart, though, so maybe he's educable. 

“Both my boss and Mr O'Raifeartaigh at Defence” began Gary, as Sharon? departed, “are interested, indeed perhaps concerned, at the recent election results and, in particular, at Premier Driver's election to office...”

“Let me interrupt you right there, Gary, if I may” said Minister Sp!nk with outstretched hands, and with concern spreading over his still-smiling face. “I got very little notice of this visit. Your boss is John Smith, right, the federal Natural Resources minister?”

“Correct.”

“His interest I can understand, given the amazing news from up north.” Sp!nk shook his broad head and chuckled. This was a hook cast on a line. He was teasing McArthur, and paused to sneak a glance at him before continuing. “But Defence?” His arms spread in an interrogative and showy gesture, from behind his desk. Gary smiled at him. This guy is a political animal alright. Sharon? returned. The new Minister for Injun Affairs, of the province of British Columbia, Canada, looked up and helped her unload a large tray that she carried. Gary took the opportunity to further scrutinize the man. His salmon-coloured suit had only two, very restrained, Indigenous touches that he could see – a little bead work on the jacket with a beautiful cedar rose carefully placed in his lapel. There had been rumours which reached the national papers that Spl!nk was not First-Nations at all, but instead was the first offspring of a Pakistani cab driver from South Africa and a Filipino nurse – very Canadian, in fact, though no doubt the indigenous community would have an opinion on that. Gary wasn't sure how much credence to attach to these rumours, which came out of the recent bruising provincial election. At the time, Sp!nk had vehemently denied all such accusations, and was quick to suggest that accusers were just bigots with an opposing political agenda. He looks the part, though, except maybe for a brashness that doesn't quite sit right. He'd heard that Sp!nk was quite popular on the First Nation reserves, due to his record as a junior MLA over the last few years. Whichever was the real man, he was smartly-dressed, articulate and likeable at first sight, so it was not hard to see why he was a rising star in the provincial Legislative Assembly. 

Yes, that's right: the interim name of Sp!nk's job title was 'Minister for Injun Affairs'. Only in western Canada. Only in these troubled times.

Sharon? placed a large mug of strong peppermint tea in front of Gary, and then handed an equally large mug to her boss, with 'Be Kind to Dragons, for You are Crunchy and Good with Ketchup' written on it, with strong black coffee and a double shot of Newfoundland Screech in it. She departed, and Sp!nk pushed a couple of plates toward Gary's side of the desk. Gary politely nibbled a cookie, while the new Minister for Injun Affairs snarfed three of them.

Gary swallowed, nibbled some more, swallowed again. He was trying to think how best to open his conversation with Sp!nk, but found that his brain was quickly getting hijacked. “Um...are these marijuana cookies, Jud?”

“Welcome to BC, Gary!”
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“My boss has a number of questions for me to put to you, Jud. I'm a little apprehensive about asking them because, well...”

“Because they may be hostile. We are familiar with the policies and statements of the Sensible government in Ottawa, Gary, and in particular with some of the reservations about us that your Minister of Natural Resources has expressed, so it ain't exactly a surprise if he doesn't enthusiastically celebrate the victory of our Premier's UnWoke party here in BC.” Sp!nk tried to strike a serious posture.

“John has concerns and, yes, that is why I am here – to learn, Jud, not to find fault. OK, here goes – and this conversation is between you, me and John Smith. No written report, so we can be frank. He'll likely present an edited version of the oral account I give him to the Prime Minister, but I think it would be best if we can speak freely as well as off the record here.” Sp!nk nodded approvingly. Gary paused a second to gather his thoughts, and to give himself a little longer to figure out the guy across the desk. “My main questions were for Mr Driver, but downstairs they were not sure if I could see him today or not.”

“He's a very busy guy – first few days of his administration – I'm sure you understand.”

“Sure, Jud. Um... we are hoping that you will be around for a while – in office I mean. There have been persistent rumours even in Ottawa about, ah, your personal life.” Gary paused to look at the blank and unresponsive face of the man behind the desk. “Your wife...”

“Is two things, Gary, since we're speaking frankly: one, a bitch and two, none of your business.” Sp!nk was nettled, and shifted a little in his swivel chair. “No, to answer your implied question, my open marriage is not going to jeopardize my political career or shorten my ministerial position. I have the full confidence of Premier Driver, and my active romantic life – even the lurid travesties of it that the Times Empire has printed – will not bother him in the least. Me, it gets to a little, to be blunt – but only because it might be ammunition for The Bitch.”

“Mrs Sp!nk, you mean?”

“That would be an affirmative. Between us.”

“You and the Premier are famously tight – in both senses, of being old friends of long standing as well as drinking buddies – and so we don't doubt that he will support you, but some of your many affairs...” Gary let the thought hang for a few seconds. “The threesomes upstairs at the Veterans Club?”

“True.”

“The Cuban cross-dressing acrobat?”

“True – except she, he or it is a Canadian – not a foreign citizen.”

“The Russian models and escorts and consular assistants at that upscale party place on Douglas Street?”

“Ah yes, 'Rasputin's' – that would require a little explaining, which I do not feel inclined to go into with you. All you and your Minister, and the Sensible Party in Ottawa, need to understand is that there was no national security compromise. I boned a bunch of them. They likely intended to blackmail me with embarrassing pictures and movies, but I was open and up front about all that during the recent campaign.”

“The Minister of Defence in Ottawa has openly expressed his belief that your, ah, paramours there were probably spies. That's the way the Russians work.”

“And Mr O'Raifeartaigh is likely right. The 'bonees' (to coin a word) took pictures – or their pimps took pictures – but the 'boner' didn't give a shit. You know what Premier Driver – and the whole Unwoke Party – is like about telling the plain truth, unadorned with euphemistic embellishments. I told the plain honest-to-god truth about forking those models but that article in the Times Empire about me playing the pink oboe with that faggity little Russian consular assistant is pure fiction.” Sp!nk paused to loosen his collar, under which he was getting a little hot. “I identify as straight, to use a stupid woke expression. Meaning I fuck adult women and that's all.”

Gary smiled and nodded encouragingly to the rattled Sp!nk – he was reluctantly beginning to like the guy, and wanted to keep him talking, but this sordid personal stuff was not the main point. “OK, so you walk the talk, Jud. I would certainly not describe your answers as adorned with euphemistic embellishments!” The minister needed to be carefully and gradually steered toward the topic that was foremost in the parliamentary staffer's mind. “Second question: your First Nation...”

“My tribe. The Feds may still be woke but my W^&ww@#$ people are purely a BC bunch and so we're going with the new UnWoke Party relabelling. In the next few days we will be unrolling the names of all the Indian – Driver prefers injun but that is just bad taste and bad spelling – tribes that buy into our way of thinking. You may say that injun is ridiculous and insulting but it's nowhere near as ridiculous as the fucking syllabics that have been put about in the past. I mean, 'W^&ww@#$' for fuck's sake? We will be calling the tribe 'Creeks', as in the old days. I'm proud to be a 'Creek Indian', not a fucking 'W^&ww@#$ First Nation'. Most of the northern tribes are with us on this: the 'Y!wwku^&*' want to go back to being 'Slaves' for sure – in name only, you understand. And there'll be a lot more changes like that, mark my words.”

Gary sighed. This bullshit was pure internal BC politics and didn't much interest him. The province of BC had some unique problems with their Indigenous people – mainly that there were very few historical treaties between them and so almost all the land in the province (which had a total area bigger than that of all three US Pacific states combined) was unceded territory – and so could be a legal quagmire. BCs problem, not ours. “Your 'tribe' owns the land up north where Blood and Iron are pushing through that big oil and gas pipeline, correct?” This was the meat and potatoes – this is what had brought him to the west coast. That and the 'amazing discovery' of which only unsubstantiated gossip existed in Ottawa. 

The Alberta tar sands were the source of huge amounts of very dirty, heavy and sour bitumen oil that was the driving force underpinning Alberta's economy. It took a lot of money and toxic processing to turn this stuff, which had the consistency of peanut butter, into a light, sweet oil that could be pushed through a pipeline. There were already a couple of pipelines in place to send the oil south of the border, but the new line from northeastern Alberta to the BC coast at Kitimat would take Canadian oil to China, India and Japan. It would also take it across hundreds of kilometers of virgin forest. The political fallout of this huge, expensive and controversial project would be national and in some ways worldwide.

––––––––
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I need to park Gary McArthur and Jud Sp!nk mid-conversation for a few paragraphs, before returning to them. When we do return, you'll be better placed to understand what is going on. Hi! I'm Ken, your author. Blood and Iron is the current ruling political entity in Alberta, a far-right party in the traditionally very conservative province next door to BC. The Albertan economy floats on oil, with periodic booms and busts. Their other main cash cow is cows – Alberta beef feeds western Canada. Their biggest city is Cowtown.

The new pipeline is actually a revitalized old pipeline called Northern Gateway, rejected at a late stage after much expenditure and lobbying, back in the 2020s, for environmental and political reasons. Both reasons still apply and worry Gary's boss and his fellow ministers of the ruling federal government in Ottawa. They are of the Sensible Party, a rebranded Liberal Party that voters got tired of, that fell behind the rising populist parties in several parts of Canada. The new UnWoke party in BC, headed by the new Premier, Pyle Driver, is one such. The Sensibles are hanging on to power in Ottawa, thanks to a capable leader Mark Carnage, but are losing popular support to the Neo- Party. The Neo-s are further to the right than the Conservatives, and are populist in the manner of the early MAGA movement south of the border, which they imitate – a replacement of more moderate conservatism with a vague but aggressive right-wing agenda. The hyphen in the name is important: Neo-. The leaders do not yet know what word to follow it with: Neo-Conservative, Neo-Fascist, Neo-Nazi maybe. Nobody knows, and there is likely much animated discussion concerning this point going on behind close doors in Cowtown. Some Neo-s are almost Sensible, others spout anti-immigrant rhetoric (which is kind of ironic, given that most of the spouters are of European origin), others call for compulsory army service for straight young men and the closing of universities. 

OK, that's enough about the political landscape in Canada, in 2037. Let's get back to Gary and Jud.

––––––––
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“Correct.” Sp!nk nods several times. “A lot of the land in BC through which the pipeline will pass belongs to us Creek Indians. And to anticipate your next question, yes it was our tribe's agreement with the UnWoke Party on this matter that led to the present thawed relations with our eastern neighbours, and in particular with Blood and Iron.”

How am I going to broach this matter with you, Jud? We in Ottawa can distance ourselves from your party's obnoxious un-PC dialogue but if you're fascists like Blood and Iron, then we cannot have any dealings with you. “See, that is what worries us and what we need to be better informed about, Jud. Blood and Iron says scary things, and it concerns us that the new BC administration is cosying up to them. We don't know where UnWoke in general and Premier Driver in particular really stand on these scary statements – you're both unknown quantities, newbies to everyone east of the Rockies. I hope to talk to the Premier sometime over the next few days if a gap appears in his schedule, but until then maybe you can educate me?”

Sp!nk leaned back and drained his mug of coffee/rum. Then poured himself another and snarfed a couple more BC-Bud cookies. His stress level, raised by the unpleasant memory of those fucking Russians that this Ottawa wonk has reminded me about, was easing back with the cookies and he was beginning to mellow nicely. “I'm no fucking fascist – you don't need to worry 'bout that. You know that some of those Blood and Iron guys are talking about banning Indians altogether?”

“That's very bad, especially as they feel that the political sentiment in Alberta is such as to tolerate an airing of these appalling views. I know that Ottawa doesn't exactly have a sparkling enlightened track record over the past century or so when it comes to Indi... to First Nations people. My minister and his buddy O'Raifeartaigh at Defence are good guys but even they don't seem to know how to deal with the fucking Indi... First Nations.” Gary blinked and paused, and swayed a little in his chair. “Jeez, Jud, did Sharon? spike my peppermint tea? I'm hammered, you bastard.”

Indeed, Senior Special Assistant Gary McArthur of the federal Ministry of Natural Resources gave a convincing appearance of not being fully in control of his faculties. Like most of the political cohort in Canada – in the world – Gary was not wholly unfamiliar with the fruit of the grain, or of the vine, and so he considered that he could hold his liquor as well as the next man. But the hooch he'd just taken on board had ambushed him.

Sp!nk laughed and pointed a finger. “Got you there! Ha ha! I told Sharon? to lace your tea with a couple shots of screech, so don't you go blaming her! My bad!” Gary forced himself to focus. Asshole. But this is as close as anyone from Ottawa has got to finding out about the future policies of the new wacko political leaders in British Columbia, so I'd better just go with the flow. Of rum. “Both Natural Resources and Defence are more worried about Count Otto von Bismarck.” 

Now this pulled the BC Minister for Injun Affairs up short, as intended. Gary (laying it on thick – he was not as soused or stoned as he appeared to be) continued. “The original Blood and Iron movement was Bismarck's successful bid to unify Germany back in the 1860s, and referred to war and industry as a uni-hic-fying force. Now, many Sensibles think that the unification of relevance to our nation...” At this point Gary threw out an exaggerated gesture that took in all of Canada. “...is between Alberta and the United States. In other words, The assholes behind Blood and Iron are looking for the province of Alberta, Canada to become the fifty-second US state. And it seems to us that the oil industry and many of the leaders in Cowtown are inclined that way. What do you say?”

Sp!nk paused a while before answering. It wasn't exactly indecision that held him back, Gary speculated, but more likely he was trying to find the right way to express his thoughts, perhaps delicately, to a Federal Government representative. Or maybe it was the cookies. 

“Fucking scares the shit out of me.”

OK, not so delicately. 'In vino veritas'. 

Sp!nk went on. “I mean, UnWoke has some stuff in common with President Farte in the US, and I know that Premier Driver is impressed with the way his predecessor, President Trump, forced through a third term, but Alberta defecting would be bad for Canada – I'm a patriot, and I believe my good friend Pyle is too. And such a move would be worse for BC – we would be cut off geographically from the rest of Canada. Since we diversified our economy after the machinations of President Trump back in the twenties, we no longer trade mostly with Americans, but with Alberta and the Far East. You'll find that most Left-Coasters agree with me that Cowtown following the Greenlanders into a union with America would be a bad thing.” Here Sp!nk paused for breath, and to gather his thoughts. “We only just scraped in, you know? The recent election – by a whisker, a gnat's dick. Voters were pissed at the previous administration here and Pyle Driver knew just exactly how to milk that cow. That's why we got in – not because of any influence of those fuckers in Blood and Iron.”

Gary breathed out. He was processing what he'd just heard, and was thinking out loud rather than talking to Jud Sp!nk. “Greenland was pretty much bought, a decade ago. They became the fifty-first state, seventy years after Hawaii, the Americans' last major land acquisition.” He paused for a sip of strong peppermint tea/rum. “Alberta couldn't be bought, though I do not doubt that Cowtown could be. A lot of the cattle folk are pro-US, and all the roughnecks, so the secession possibility is a big worry, especially as secession is not illegal in this country.”

“Yeah, Driver looked into that, briefly, but only...” Sp!nk added quickly, in answer to a sharp look from Gary “...because he wanted ammo during the election, to use against the Neo-s. They came second, you may recall.”

“A close second. Jesus, Jud...”

“All we wanted to do was show that a Neo- win could destroy Canada. Secession is not popular in most of BC. Blood and Iron want it in Alberta for sure, and they're not too scrupulous about how they get it, judging from our meetings with them.”

“Meetings?” Gary sat up.

A noise and some laughter was coming from the other side of the door. “You had meetings with Blood and Iron during the election campaign?”

“Yeah, confidential meetings over improving trade between BC and Alberta. They still trade more with the US than with the rest of Canada – as does Ontario, I might add.”

The noises beyond the door became louder and the laughter more raucous, with one loud and cheerful voice dominating. “That sounds like Pyle,” said Sp!nk. Sharon? poked her head round the door, flushed and flustered. “Jud, you gotta see this!”

Sp!nk rose and made his way round his desk, with some alarm on his face. Garry followed. In the reception room a few maintenance workers were just leaving through the outer door, with a laughing and joking Premier Driver loudly hustling them. “Onto the next Ministry, guys!”

Sharon?, Sp!nk and Gary stood speechless for a second, gaping at the new sign. Gary was the first to speak. “Well, Jud, I guess that you're no longer Minister for Injun Affairs.”

“Oh, Jeez.” said Sp!nk, staring aghast at the new sign, which read 'Minister for Drunkinjuns'.

* 
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On the way out of the Parliament Buildings Gary noticed that the UnWoke Party leader had altered quite a few of the signs on the doors of various departments. The 'Minister of Children and Family Development' was now the 'Minister of Kids', the 'Minister of State for Local Governments and Rural Communities' was now the 'Minister of Hosers'. Gary wondered if he might be able to gain some insight into Driver's worldview from these name changes, and from those that were unchanged (such as 'Labour' and 'Health'). He saw as he passed along corridors and down stairs that the 'Minister of Energy and Climate Solutions and Minister responsible for Francophone Affairs' became the 'Minister of Energy'. None of the changes were quite as offensive as Jud's except that the 'Parliamentary Secretary for Downtown Eastside' was now the 'Parliamentary Secretary for Junkies'. Some ministries had been abolished altogether, such as 'Environment and Parks', and 'Social Development and Poverty Reduction'. 

So, it's looking like Premier Driver is an unreconstructed dinosaur.
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Shad Willoughby was getting a little concerned about his hair. It had been thinning for years and had faded from a rich orange-brown – 'burnt sugar' he liked to call it – to a washed-out cardboard beige. He liked the way that Pearl cut it so that it looked full. He didn't like it cut too short, though, and it needed to be just so. Pearl was usually patient with him and he was aware that he took quite a bit of time explaining exactly what he wanted her to do. He coloured his hair on his own because Pearl, bless her, was cheap but she didn't do it just quite right. Shad, at five six and two hundred pounds, was a single man. He thought this was because of his fading and receding hair, but the more likely reasons were various: he dressed in a tired denim onesie with a stained T-shirt underneath, and he was interested in nothing other than historical Canadian steam engine rolling stock and ladies of easy virtue. Shad was a natural bachelor but not by inclination a confirmed bachelor – he was looking for a long-term relationship and so, to that end, he wanted to look his best for the shindig at Slack Jenny's that very night. 

The concern about his hair arose from the fact that Pearl was working herself up to full-blown rant about Al Mann, her ex. Shad was in the chair in Pearl's barbershop, and she was supposed to be cutting his hair according to his careful instructions. “Cut my hair in such a way as to suggest unbridled sexual athleticism,” he'd said. But Pearl had got diverted by the conversation with other customers and had wandered into dangerous territory. Now Al had been a bastard, no doubt about it, and Pearl had been left high and dry – high in altitude (McDame is at seven thousand feet) and also in latitude (pushing sixty north), and dry in the financial sense. She had a lot to complain of, but that wasn't bothering Shad – she had been complaining about Al – known as 'Nasty' to most of the eighty or so residents of McDame, British Columbia – for years. It was her working up to a rant that was beginning to worry him. Apart from his hair style he'd wanted to talk about the CPR's Selkirk 2-10-4, the most powerful steam engine in the British Empire in its day, but Pearl had cut him off – his conversation, not his hair. The cutting off, though, was also not the problem.

Barb was next in line for a haircut – she and Pearl went way back – and Pearl had consoled Barb at the time when Barb's significant other had driven her truck and his new girlfriend down to the States for a job in a Tacoma casino, twenty five years before. Two years after that Al had taken off to Grand Prairie, Alberta, for a high-paying oil rig job leaving Pearl with a three-year-old boy and a black eye. That was the problem.

Al Mann was back in town, it would seem, and that circumstance had set Pearl going. She started with recollections of the arguments and fights, which remembrance caused her temper and voice to rise, but it was when she got to the black eyes and chipped teeth that she started waving her arms about – with sharp scissors in one hand and an electric clipper buzzing away in the other. Al's emptying their joint bank account resulted in more frantic gesticulations, and there was the source of Shad's concern. He was sitting right underneath her with the barber's cape wrapped up to his neck and those waving, snapping scissors getting damn close to his ears, and Pearl seemingly not paying too much attention to his haircut or his physical safety, so angry and wound up was she getting. Shad felt like the grass underneath a rotary mower.

Barb commiserated – “I know, hun, I know.” Pearl was snipping and swearing and waving her scissors. Barb felt for Pearl because she (Barb) had found a pretty good guy soon after her own breakup. Lefty had lived with her and brought home some kind of income for many years before the mining accident. The mine company had paid up enough compensation for them both to live, though not back East where her family was but instead stuck here in McDame, an old gold rush town in the middle of nowhere that had gone bust back in the nineteenth century. Pearl had also found a real nice guy, Chet Diver, but Chet had died in a rockfall driving his truck from the same mine when the explosion happened. Trouble was that Chet was a sub-contracted, self-employed truck driver and so the mining company didn't pay out for him. All this occurred just four years after he and Pearl had married, and she was cut up about it. Pearl had kept his name. “I know, Pearl, hun, Nasty Mann was an asshole.”

Pearl continued angrily. “The dickhead had never married or had a regular girlfriend, like most of the fucking men around here – loggers, miners, prospectors – but I'd figured an oil-man might be better. A roughneck! So. Fucking. Stupid. Barb, are all twenty-year-old girls dumb as a box of rocks? Yes, I think probably they are.”

“Al was and is and always will be an asswipe, Pearl hun, and you deserved better. Chet was a darling and you sure as hell were unlucky there when he passed. But Pearl – listen to me hun and stop waving them scissors 'cos poor Shad is shitting hisself – when you going to get yourself a new man? Eh? Been ten years, girl.”

She had bitten her tongue and had not mentioned her no-good sibling. Thank God. Barb's elder brother Bill was an idle layabout who lived in a ramshackle double-wide at the bottom of Barb's property. He had been a miner but gave it up as “about as much fun as a fart in a spacesuit.” Then he'd tried his hand with a logging company, but had crashed a truck just two weeks into the job – Bill had been vaping with the windows shut and it got so smoky inside the cab that he couldn't see to drive. “They fired my ass – and the rest of me preceded it out the door,” he'd said to his sister by way of explanation. Bill considered that he had a pretty turn of phrase and liked to think of himself as a ladies' man. He buffed up pretty well and could make himself presentable when he chose to do so. A few years ago he had chosen to do so and had then presented himself to Pearl in the very same room where Barb now sat. Barb had tried to dissuade him, for her friend's sake, from making a play but Bill had gone ahead anyway. It had not gone well – Barb hoped that her friend had forgotten about the whole thing.

Pearl stopped waving her arms and looked at Barb in the mirror. “Nearer fifteen years, and I'm pushing fifty now so a man – I mean a good man not like Al or that dipstick brother of yours – is about as likely as ice catching fire. You're good to go, Shad. Say hi to Jenny for me.” Shad threw off the cape with alacrity and relief, parted with some money, and sidled out of the door nodding good day to Barb.

“Or maybe as likely as that big oil strike near here?” replied Barb, smiling.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
=
©
£
-
(=]
c
)
X






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





