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            Prologue

         
         For their final meal, the men had feasted on mutton and pork, and now they were sorry. All that food sat roiling inside them
            as their transport plane, an Albemarle, pitched and rolled in the dark. A night of buffeting winds, plus the wash of other
            Albemarles flying in formation. Every so often the plane would drop and their stomachs would lurch. During field exercises,
            the same man had always been first to retch, but in an unusual show of restraint, he had traded his dinner for cigarettes.
            Now they all waited to see who would do the honors instead.
         

         
         The men had to squat on the floor of the cabin, under the weight of all their gear, the parachutes and the leg kit bags, every
            conceivable pocket crammed full of ammunition. With every dip and roll, they fought to stay upright. The whole plane roared
            with the gargling drone of the engines and stank of oil and gas and human tinctures—body odor, bad breath, and effluvium from
            all that mutton and pork—not to mention a miasma of cigarette smoke. Soon it would smell even worse.
         

         
         Josiah Chang had an iron stomach, but even he had to close his eyes to settle the waves of nausea. In that more complete darkness,
            he pictured her face, or tried to, a face he knew so well yet somehow seemed to be forgetting. She had thin brows and heavy
            lids and dimples like wounds, yet each time he tried to train his mind’s eye, her features eluded him, darting away like minnows.
         

         
         He wasn’t here for king and country but for her.

         
          

         The plane continued to buck and bounce, a tin can batted around by a bear. The men felt green, swirled like flasks. It was only a matter of time before someone lost it, and sure enough, someone did, though it wasn’t clear who, and the spatter and the taint and the endless motion proved too much for the man beside him, and the one after that, and so came the chain reaction, men falling like dominoes, until the whole cabin was filled with a violent gastric stench. Only a few managed to find their airsickness bags in time. As the plane staggered, runnels of vomit slid across the floor. When the gruel lapped his boots, Josiah tasted bile but managed to choke it down. 

         
         The Albemarles flew in threes, arrowheads whistling through the dark. Arrow upon arrow, one after another. A magnificent storm.
            An armada. To avoid detection, they flew low, skimming the ocean. To achieve surprise, they had shied away from the target
            before wheeling around and taking an indirect approach, prolonging the flight. Men were cramping, their muscles on fire. They
            longed to stand, to stretch out the pain. To throw themselves out of that fuselage with all possible haste.
         

         
         From somewhere came the distant sound of thunder. The floor door opened, letting in a bracing rush of air, the cleansing breath
            of God himself, which meant they were nearing the coast of France. Normandy.
         

         
          

         The plane began to shed altitude. Every man was alone now, in the silent vault of his skull, indulging whatever gave him succor:
            memory, prayer, incantation. Josiah thought of her. Wanted desperately to see her again. But even if he made it through this,
            would she still be his?
         

         
         Outside, kettledrums sounded, a menacing overture, and the windows began to flash white. The fighter escort had engaged: the
            whining dive of engines, the prattle of machine-gun fire. And all the while, those drums: boom . . . boom . . . boom . . .
         

         
         The red light came on, casting its oddly sensual glow. The jumpmaster ordered the men to hook up, and they clipped their static lines to the cable that ran the length of the cabin. Josiah was at the back of the plane, ten out of ten in the stick. He would be last man out. 

         
         The sky began to fill with bursting black clouds of antiaircraft fire. To the forces already battering them, the wind and
            the wash, was now added the spanking of flak. The plane jounced, and pieces of shrapnel tore through the cabin, through the
            tender membranes of the floor and the ceiling, leaving holes that emitted weird beams of light. But somehow no one was hit.
            In the carnival of chance that was war, their luck was holding.
         

         
         But the crucible was getting hot, and pilots were already panicking, peeling off or climbing away from danger. This wasn’t
            going to be the orderly drop of exercises, with the maximum number of men in the smallest possible space. No, they were going
            to be scattered all over the fucking place. But their pilot was holding steady, obeying orders. His only concession to fear
            was speed: he wasn’t slowing down, at least not yet. Still, Josiah felt himself sending the man a badge of respect.
         

         
         At last the light turned green and the jumpmaster yelled “Go!” and the first man dropped down into the void, then the next
            and the next, from alternating sides of the hatch. Through the windows, Josiah saw the familiar bloom of jellyfish, a massive
            swarm in the strobing light. It was all he could do to keep cadence, not push and shove and bum-rush the door, just to be
            out there.
         

         
         Halfway through the stick, the plane got rocked, the men good and tossed. Josiah’s helmet struck something, hard. Men fell over each other, tangled like marionettes, their static lines crossed. After yelling and screaming, unhooking and rehooking, they made for the hatch and threw themselves out, the exit cadence shot to hell. The three men before him, Gordon, Peavy, and Arceneaux, left the plane in quick succession, not so much jumping as being sucked out, the plane still going full tilt. They were nineteen and twenty years old. Never saw a camera that wasn’t worth mugging for. Josiah would never see them again. 

         
         He lumbered to the hatch with his leg kit bag, air gushing and howling all around him. Pushed his static line at the jumpmaster
            and waited for the slap on the shoulder. Instead, the engines revved, the plane rose, and the jumpmaster shoved him back.
         

         
         “We passed the DZ!” the jumpmaster shouted. “We have to go back!”

         
         Josiah stared, bewildered. “To England?”

         
         “No! Back to the DZ!”

         
         His mind reeled. They were going to circle back? Do all that again?
         

         
         At that moment, the plane was rocked a second time. Josiah was slammed to one side and fell on his back, head snapping against
            the floor. After blinking at the ceiling, those holes winking with light, he managed to get to his knees, but the jumpmaster
            was nowhere to be found.
         

         
         He had fallen through the hatch.

         
         The windows flickered orange and the cabin filled with thick black smoke. Only now did Josiah understand why their training
            instructor had made them practice blindfolded. With eyes closed, he groped for the floor door on his hands and knees, choking
            on burning oil and metal. The plane was banking, and he struggled for purchase, slipping on gruel.
         

         
         When he felt a blast of air, he stretched out his arms, caught the lip of the hatch, and flung himself out.

         
          

         He was carried away on the slipstream, the tail of the Albemarle passing overhead, heading to some unknown fate. He had fallen out the wrong way, headfirst. Nonetheless, he felt the tug of the static line, followed by a more voluminous jerk, which slowed him considerably. With his hands on the risers, he gazed up and inspected the chute, its edges scalloped, its ribs perfectly formed. Everything checked out. 

         
         For a moment as he drifted, all that drumming, the whole mad symphony, seemed to fall away, leaving only a whistling silence.
            It was almost beautiful, the orange blossoms, the orange tracers, a light show just for him. Then, in the faraway bloom of
            jellyfish, he saw two tangled parachutes whirling like a dervish as they plummeted. He snapped to.
         

         
         He reached for his quick-release straps and felt his right leg joyously freed of weight. When the leg kit bag reached the
            end of its twenty-foot rope, he felt a hard yank, followed by an unexpected lightening. Unlike most, Josiah hadn’t crammed
            his bag full of extra gear, extra ammo, extra rations. Nonetheless, his kit had torn clear through the bag and was gone.
         

         
         He had only a moment to rue the loss—ground was fast approaching. He checked his drift, scanned for hazards, but the world
            below was one dark mass. With a hundred feet to go, he thought he saw the boscage they’d been told to avoid, the trees and
            shrubs that edged the open fields, but he looked to be in the clear.
         

         
         He was coming in hard and fast. He clamped his feet, pointed his toes. Hit the ground with a somersault and popped right up
            on one knee, all his senses alive.
         

         
         He was down.

         
          

         “Come back to bed.”

         
         There were any number of ways she could have said this. Drowsily. Sulkily. Wantonly. But she said it mournfully, from a canyon
            deep inside her.
         

         
         Morning light sieved in, powdering the room. He’d been sitting on the edge of her bed for what seemed like hours, staring at his uniform, his woolen green battledress and maroon beret, staving off the moment he would have to put it on and catch three planes and two trains for Camp Shilo. A trip of days, and he had no more to spare. 

         
         “I have to go,” he said, his back still turned.

         
         A draft entered the room, and a space opened between them. They stayed like that, taking each other’s measure, until she said,
            “You should never have left.”
         

         
         Here they were at last, her real feelings. Feelings she had managed to fend off for a few days of concord. Happiness. Last
            night she had put on the evening dress she had worn the first time he saw her sing, just to stay in, the two of them dancing
            to records in her living room, sometimes fast, sometimes slow, and he couldn’t believe how the music—the clap of a hi-hat,
            the swoon of strings—could rouse her, possess her, and rivet him with feeling. Now that was over. The space between them yawned.
         

         
         “I had to.”

         
         “No, you didn’t. I would have married you.”

         
         Her words, their particular construction, lanced him. “And then what?” he asked. “I have to make things right.”

         
         “You know I don’t care about ‘right,’ ” she said with the candor by which she lived her whole life.

         
         “Well, I do.” The words came out hot, a retort. He hadn’t meant to sound so curt.

         
         Her voice rose to meet his: “I’m not going to sit around and wait forever. That’s not what I agreed to.”

         
         “I know,” he said, though he hadn’t known.

         
         His back was still turned, and they stayed like that for a long time, in brooding silence, the seconds ticking down on what precious little time remained, and he thought something between them had hardened. Not like ice but like fire—a burning, a cautery. Then the bedcovers rustled, and the mattress sprang. Next thing he knew, her arms were around him, her face against the back of his neck, all of her clutching him tighter and tighter, until he could hardly breathe. My god. He didn’t know he could be held like that. Enfolded so completely by fathoms of deep-sea pressure. Her whole body shaking. 

         
          

         He wasn’t sure where he was.

         
         There was no moonlight, the sky plastered with clouds. He was on a dark plain, with darker uncertainties fringing it. If they
            missed the DZ they were supposed to face the line of the flight path and go left, but the planes he saw were small and moving
            every which way, like koi in a pond. He tried to remember the aerial photographs—surprisingly detailed, down to the cows—and
            the lectures at the sand table, the brigadier scratching and scrawling with his pointer. Nothing rang a bell. He was lost.
         

         
         He had unstrapped his parachute but didn’t have anything to take its place—he had lost his entire kit. His haversack and belt,
            his water bottle and respirator, his shovel, toggle rope, bayonet, and dagger. All his rations, all his rounds, except for
            a few in his pockets. His saving grace: he still had his No. 4 rifle, which he had kept slung around him and now carried at
            the ready. If not for that, he would have been naked as a lamb.
         

         
         He headed for what looked like a copse, slipping like liquid through the darkness. It was some time after midnight. Hours
            to go before light, which worked both for and against him. When he reached what turned out to be woods, he entered cautiously,
            imagining unseen dangers: trip wire, an ambush. All his life, he had walked through forests at night. Knew their mysteries,
            their tells, but this was something else altogether. He stepped gingerly, ears perked. Treetops swished in the wind, muffling
            the distant sound of war-thunder. The air smacked of needles and bark and the unmistakable tang of vomit, deep in the fibers
            of his smock.
         

         
         He had to piss but wouldn’t stop. Didn’t want to go out like that, with his pants down. But he wouldn’t make it through a whole mission, much less a whole war, without taking a leak. If not here, deep in the woods at night, then where? 

         
         When the need became urgent, he parked himself next to a tree. By this point, he had decided he was thoroughly alone, but
            he still imagined sight lines before settling on a spot. With a hand on his rifle, he reached under his front flap, then released
            his bladder with a swollen ache, as if urine were flowing in, not out. At first, the sizzle of dirt seemed to resound, treacherously,
            but soon he relaxed. He was just taking a piss at night, something he had done a thousand times before, high in the Cariboo
            Mountains. For an instant, time and space collapsed and he was back there, a kid again. Had to remind himself that he was
            in Europe. France. A land of high-wheeler bicycles and curly mustaches, in his imagination. If nothing else, he had made it
            here in this one life.
         

         
         When he was done, he buttoned up awkwardly, one-handed. Through the trees, he sensed the direction of the fight. Nothing for
            him but to go to it.
         

         
          

         He came to the edge of the woods. Caught the soft aroma of manure. This part of the world had been transformed into a mix
            of woodland and pasture. Faster to move out in the open, under the cover of dark, but the Germans were crazy for land mines.
            Better, then, to follow the boscage that fringed the fields, even if it meant zigging and zagging.
         

         
         As he moved from tree to tree, shrub to shrub, his eyes large, feline—astonishing how much he could see in the dark—he wondered
            how the fight was going. If he was out here alone, then how many others were out here alone, and how many men were left to carry out the mission? And if his leg kit bag had failed, then how many others’ had failed, and what would the men be left to fight with? Were they finally
            gaining a toehold on Fortress Europa or was this Dieppe all over again?
         

         
         He had to be miles from the DZ. His aim was to find not just the drop zone but also other men along the way, British or American,
            if not his own.
         

         
         After an hour of winding along the boscage, stealing through countryside, something made him stop, turn. He looked again to
            be sure, and then he was running. At first he ran with rifle in hand, but when the situation became clear he slung his rifle
            around him and ran with both arms pumping—the kind of all-out running that makes you feel concussed.
         

         
         What he had seen was a parachute, high in a tree. The brightest thing he had seen all night, a gray phosphorescence. Could
            tell by the way it hung that there was still weight at the other end. He thought at first that the man was tangled, unable
            to cut himself down. Then he saw the faint sheen of water and the man’s legs pointing straight up, a diver frozen halfway
            through his entry. That’s when he had slung his rifle around him.
         

         
         He entered the water at a sprint but was instantly slowed by sucking mud. He began to wade, to thrash, as if dragging a monstrous
            weight behind him. Kept waiting for the moment to dive, but the water remained shallow. Shallow, yet deep enough to cover
            the man’s head and shoulders. Josiah pushed on, harder.
         

         
         At last he reached the man. Cradled him out of the water, as if he had just been baptized. The man’s body was limp, sodden,
            impossibly heavy. Couldn’t tell who he was, not in the dark, but whoever he was, he was gone.
         

         
         Josiah felt a bolt of desolation. Yes, he’d been compelled by impulse and duty and brotherhood but also a terrible yowl of loneliness. With a struggle, he freed the man’s legs from the lines and released his harness and dragged him out of the water, every form of resistance—weight, viscosity, suction, bloat—working against him. As soon as they were out, he paused to catch his breath. Then he took the man in search of a decent patch of earth. 

         
         It was only as he hauled the man farther that he saw, crawling out of the primordial sludge, the lucent balloon of his leg
            kit bag.
         

         
          

         The dead man had made a fateful decision. He had chosen to wear his shoulder-strap belt under his parachute—no easy feat—to
            make sure he arrived with gear and to save time upon landing. But all that weight had sunk like ballast, making it harder
            to keep his head above water. Yet by wearing his belt, he had lightened his leg kit bag, enough to ensure that it worked.
         

         
         Josiah retrieved a shovel from the bag and dug a shallow grave. The ground was soft and crumbly, and the blade went in each
            time with a satisfying snick. As he worked, he thought of her. She had become a refracting presence, the eye in the sky through
            which he saw, admired, and pitied himself. And what he saw now was a man who had no need for gods but still believed in the
            unseen. Who couldn’t lay claim to another man’s things without squaring the debt to the man who had yielded them.
         

         
         When the grave was dug, Josiah pulled off the man’s helmet, slid the identification discs from around his neck, and put one
            back in the man’s pocket and the rest in his own. Then, with difficulty, he peeled off the shoulder-strap belt, rigor mortis
            already setting in.
         

         
         Once the belt was freed, Josiah took the man by the shoulders one last time. Hated the way the man’s head lolled as he walked him backward. All that training, all those route marches, not to mention the jumps themselves, only to be snared by a tree. He imagined the man struggling, strung up like Houdini, only without the secret key. 

         
          

         The leg kit bag was a cornucopia. Among other things, it yielded a haversack, a kerosene lamp and Sterno folding stove, a
            survey map and binoculars, a Bren gun wallet with an oilcan and a clearing plug—which meant the man had been the No. 1 in
            a Bren gun group—and best of all the Bren gun itself, its curved magazine already mounted on top like an angry horn. Josiah
            packed as much as he could into the haversack and clipped the haversack to the belt and strapped the belt over his shoulders.
            Everything else he slung around him or hung off the webbing until he felt like a packhorse. Right again.
         

         
         The Germans had flooded mile upon mile of low-lying fields. He had come to one of them, which meant he was near a river, probably
            the Dives. If memory served, there was a bridge he could cross, if it hadn’t already been destroyed. He tried to consult the
            map by squeezing the hand crank on a small dynamo-powered lamp, but the gears just whirred without producing light. He would
            have to go on instinct.
         

         
         It was still the small hours of night, and he stole through a shadow play, dark upon dark. Continued to follow the boscage, always seeking dry ground. Eventually he came to a road lined with prickly walls of blackthorn, their tiny white flowers spectral in the dark. The only way across was to find a break in the hedgerow. When he came to one at last, he listened for the padding of footsteps, the rumble of engines. Once he was sure the road was empty, he pushed through the opening, crossed the road, and searched for a break on the other side. He slunk along the hedgerow, half crouched, poking around with his rifle, but the hedgerow refused to yield. He was just about to pull out his dagger when he sensed an opening. It seemed a little small but would have to do. He got on his hands and knees and crawled and felt himself snagging on all that bramble. Imagined his feet sticking out as headlights came bounding down the road. He thought about backing out and cutting off a few branches. Instead, he gave one final push and was through. 

         
         He kept moving. By this point, the skies were strangely quiet, but signs of the fight were everywhere: an empty wicker pannier
            with a parachute, the embers of a crash in the distance. By the time he reached the river the world was faintly dusted with
            light. He could see the straight line of the bridge a few hundred yards away, a simple farm bridge with iron guardrails, but
            the banks of the river were flooded, which forced him around to the road. Once he was close to the mouth of the bridge, he
            stationed himself behind a tree and waited for the moment to cross.
         

         
         Just as he was about to dash, he heard the crunch of footsteps on the other side of the bridge. He shrank back, waited. Sure
            enough, someone was coming. A girl in a farm dress, her hair in a kerchief, carrying a basket like someone out of a fairy
            tale. Josiah watched her every step, until she spied him peeking out from behind the tree. Her dark eyes widened. The sight
            he must have made, his face blackened with camouflage paint. But he saw the effort not to flinch, not to break stride. Instead,
            she just stiffened a little and shook her head, ever so slightly. He shrank back.
         

         
         Suddenly, crackling tires and shouts in German. A moment later, two soldiers came pedaling past. Feckless as they might have
            been on bicycles, the sight of jackboots and flared helmets still filled Josiah with awe. He kept watch to make sure they
            weren’t after the girl, but they only yelled at her gratuitously as they passed.
         

         
         When the soldiers were gone, he snuck across the bridge. By the time he looked back, the girl had disappeared into a house
            on the other side of the river. For the rest of his life, he would wonder about the girl, if she had outlived the war. He
            would never know.
         

         
          

         After crossing the farm bridge, Josiah found himself in a village of a few scattered houses. The odd window flickered with life, and part of him longed to knock and be let in. 

         
         For the next hour, he followed the flooded banks of the river to the village of Varaville, next to the DZ, where he heard
            the chatter of machine guns and frantic shouting in English and German, as if war were a manic comedy. When he caught sight
            of muzzle flash, he scoured the scene with binoculars and spied, in a ditch by a gatehouse, webbed helmets with scrim camouflage,
            made to resemble leaves and twigs, the habitus of strange woodland creatures. At last he had found his own: Canadians.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            I

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1

         
         As soon as he stepped off the train, Josiah Chang knew he was somewhere else. The clamor, the bustle, the angle of women’s
            hats—everything here was different. As he strode through the marble booking hall, he took in the coffered ceiling, the wheeled
            chandeliers, the clocks at either end keeping eternal time, and the frieze that ringed the hall with melancholy landscapes,
            depicting the kind of wilderness from which he had just decamped.
         

         
         That morning, he had gotten up early, after a night of heavy drinking, the men in the bush camp sending him off with their usual batches of rotgut. He had hitched a ride with Ed Buckley in an old Moreland truck with solid tires, and they came down off the mountain in one long declension, Ed Buckley talking the whole way, through wads of snuff, until they arrived at the railway station in Kamloops. From there, Josiah sat on the hard wooden slats of coach class, mired in thoughts of all he was leaving behind: the Cariboo, the logging camps, his father in the hard earth. But as the train pushed on through the little towns of Savona, Ashcroft, and Lytton toward the great metropolis, Josiah found himself tilting toward the future and its prospects, the unbridled sense of all that could be. 

         
         Directly across from the station were three hotels: the Grandview, the Almer, and the St. Francis, all of which offered European
            plan rooms for two dollars and up. Josiah stopped a passerby and asked where he might find a rooming house. The man took in
            Josiah’s aspect, the rolled denim pants and caulk boots, the mangy work shirt and bulging duffel, and said, “What you’re after,
            son, is Chinatown.” The man pointed in one direction, then started off in the other.
         

         
         Josiah felt a shard of irritation, but what did he know? He was the stranger. So he set off as directed, trying to maintain
            his expansive mood, that feeling of wildness and possibility that only comes from being in a city. It was late afternoon,
            the sidewalks still crowded, and faces kept coming at him in an endless phantasmagoria—more new faces in a single block than
            he’d been liable to see in a year.
         

         
         Eventually he happened upon a little rooming house, an idyll in a sea of commerce. When he stepped onto the porch and knocked,
            curtains rustled, and the chain to the door fell, or so he thought. Instead, the door cracked open and a glinting pair of
            spectacles peered over a few brass links.
         

         
         “How can I help you?” the woman asked, voice stingy.

         
         Six months ago, on the same day as Pearl Harbor, Japan had attacked Hong Kong, where the Winnipeg Grenadiers and the Royal
            Rifles of Canada had put up a doomed fight. Maybe she took him for Japanese.
         

         
         “I need a room, ma’am,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice.

         
         “We’re full up.”

         
         He looked at the sign on the lawn, which suggested otherwise.

         
         “I’m about to take that down directly,” the woman said.

         
         Her lips took on a hard set, but her eyes were damp and imploring, and he almost felt sorry for her, trembling at the sight
            of him.
         

         
         “Have a good evening, ma’am.”

         
         Back on the sidewalk, he looked up Cordova Street, at its cafés and saloons, its furriers and haberdasheries, stretching all
            the way to the vanishing point. Somewhere in that direction lay Vancouver’s Chinatown. A far cry, no doubt, from the dying
            cluster of storefronts that passed for Chinatown in places like Quesnel and Barkerville, but Josiah had never been one to
            glom to his own. His grandfather had already moved out of Chinatown, back when the Changs still lived in the great metropolis.
            So Josiah decided that wasn’t the way for him.
         

         
         It was late May, the air beautifully temperate, which gave him an idea, and he started back the way he had come. After a block,
            he looked over his shoulder. The sign on the lawn remained unchanged.
         

         
          

         He stopped at a grocery store to pick up sundries. Then he carried on, back to the station and beyond, past streetcars, yet
            more hotels, and one magnificent skyscraper that looked like a snowcapped mountain, the tallest thing for miles around. To
            the west, where the sun was setting, lay an improbable mass of trees, jagging the sky like a long black saw. Up north, he
            had heard talk of squatting in Stanley Park during the Great Depression. Men finding ways to live, as ever. That’s what he
            would do.
         

         
         He walked along Coal Harbor, past rail yards, storehouses, and tightly packed marinas. At the entrance to the park on Georgia Street, he came to a promenade lined with benches, its median a series of dots and dashes, like Morse code, all brightly planted. People were out and about, but no one paid him any mind. After crossing a footbridge, he followed the road around a lagoon before veering off into the woods. Suddenly light fell away, and sounds of the city thinned to a murmur. He found himself in a grove of Douglas fir, tall and skinny, just like the ones he used to cut. Most were old, their gray bark furrowed, like parched earth, but some were saplings, still bubbling with resin blisters. Deeper in the woods, he was met by western red cedar, their trunks absurdly wide, including one that would have taken a good seven hours to bring down. Here among them, he found what he was looking for: a clearing, free of roots. 

         
         He opened his duffel and pulled out a roll of heavy waxed canvas. With a kick, it unfurled, and he worked the poles and pegs
            until the pup tent was up. He threw in his bedroll and crawled in behind it. Then he lay down, surveyed his kingdom, and declared
            it good.
         

         
          

         It had always been the two of them, Josiah and his father, under the open sky. A few months each year when winter turned nasty,
            dropping to forty below, they would take to a bunkhouse and the amity and stink of other men, but otherwise, it was just them,
            cooking over an open fire, bathing in rivers and lakes, and sleeping under a great big diamond-encrusted sky.
         

         
         Josiah’s great-grandfather had been a forty-niner, but a poor one. When he caught rumor of gold on the Cariboo Plateau, he
            made the long trek north, from San Francisco to Yale by steamer, from Yale to Quesnel by mule train, and from Quesnel onward
            on foot, on rough trails. But the winters in Barkerville, where gold-bearing ground was frozen solid well into spring—the
            winters there killed him. So his son, Josiah’s grandfather, took a different tack. Became an axeman and surveyor for the Grand
            Trunk Pacific Railway and eventually moved to the great metropolis. As a young man, Josiah’s father had worked for a barrel-making
            company, bending staves of wood into iron hoops, before taking a job at Hastings Mill, where he manned a giant circular saw
            that made butter of wood. But after the Great War, men like Franklin Chang were replaced. That’s when he went north.
         

         
         From a young age, Josiah had wanted to fall and buck timber with his father, but for many years he was made to attend whichever one-room schoolhouse was at hand as they traveled up and down the Cariboo, from Lac la Hache to Dunkley. His father had gotten proper schooling in the city, all the way through junior matriculation, so he understood the value of book learning, and over the years, much of what he knew was slowly conveyed to Josiah, like water through a rope. 

         
         At twelve, Josiah could no longer be denied, so father and son became a team, either end of a two-man saw. Josiah came up
            in a particular world: he was too late to remember ox logging, almost too late to remember skid roads and horses, but too
            early for power saws, which were still in their infancy. He and his father had done things honestly, by hand. They would start
            with axes for the undercut, then draw the felling saw. Josiah had always loved the first rip, the bark sparking away and the
            saw biting into flesh. When the back cut was deep enough, they would hammer wedges into the breach until the tree finally
            keeled with a ground-shaking clatter. If the tree was big enough, they did everything on springboards high off the ground.
            That was their life for ten years.
         

         
         Over time, Josiah got stronger as his father got weaker. Such is the way with fathers and sons. His father had always seemed
            vaguely surprised that a man so strapping could be his issue, but he wasn’t one of those men who stubbornly refused to acknowledge
            the passage of time. No, Franklin Chang was that rare thing: a father happy to yield to his son. By degrees, he let Josiah
            do more of the heavier work, the hammering especially. He ceded as a tree cedes: slowly, then inexorably.
         

         
         As his father got older, Josiah worried that a falling tree would vault and twist unpredictably and his father would be too slow to react. That something was bound to get him. In the end, it was a widow-maker, one of those branches that snaps in the wind and plunges hundreds of feet, like a bolt of black lightning. He and his father had been deep in the bush, working the felling saw. One moment his father was there, and the next he was not. Josiah had been looking up, keeping an eye out for falling branches, and would never know if he had failed to notice something he should have noticed sooner. But he did see something in time to cry out, and this he would forever regret, for his father had had time to look up, his Adam’s apple bobbing, which meant he knew what was coming. The branch drove so hard into the ground that two men couldn’t pull it out, except with a steam donkey. For the first and only time in his life, Josiah passed out. But he had seen, and would never unsee. 
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         In the morning, Josiah crossed the city again, this time following a crude map on a rumpled piece of paper. Last winter, when
            he and his father had gone to Quesnel for supplies, they had chanced upon a man, a recruiter, who promised good wages and
            better hours at a new shipyard in the great metropolis. “A tidy eight-hour shift or less,” the man had said, handing them
            a flyer. “Not the ten or twelve hours you work now, am I right?” The war was picking up steam, and the city was a vortex,
            sucking in men from everywhere. Josiah and his father listened politely before going about their business.
         

         
         After his father was killed, Josiah found the flyer for the shipyard among his father’s things, and the way it reared up seemed
            full of portent. He knew he would never cut again, not for a living, so he went in search of a new one.
         

         
         He walked east on Powell Street, past streetcars and storefronts, dowsing his way to the star on the map. When he neared the chain-link fence that enclosed the yard, he saw steel, row upon row of long, narrow slabs. Beyond lay a cluster of low-slung buildings, and farther beyond, at the end of the pier, the hulking shapes to which the yard was devoted, the air above them blackened by smoke and the smoke astonished by flashes of light, like clouds in a thunderstorm. 

         
         At length he came to McLean Drive and crossed four sets of railway tracks, under a billboard for McGavin’s Good Bread and Fine Cakes. Just inside the main gate was a trailer marked personnel. When he entered, two women looked up, one at a long counter, the other at a desk behind, and the air changed, his reception
            somehow warm and cool at once.
         

         
         “How can we help you?” asked the older woman at the desk. She had long, arched nostrils and a big blond pompadour that made
            her look leonine.
         

         
         “I’m looking for work, ma’am,” he said, holding up the flyer like a promissory note.

         
         “Yes, of course,” the woman said, suddenly crisp with action. She approached the counter with a form. When she asked for his
            address, he said, “Still getting settled, ma’am.”
         

         
         “Where are you for now?”

         
         “At . . . the St. Francis Hotel.”

         
         “Very good,” she said, scribbling. “And what about bonds, Mr. Chang? Will you take the standard ten percent deduction for
            Victory Bonds so we can win this godforsaken war?”
         

         
         His father’s dream had been to buy a block of woods they could cut themselves, but all that was left of that dream was a canister
            full of banknotes. Especially with no rent to pay, money was of no concern.
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         She gathered his work history, then handed him a small brass badge and work slip. “You need to see Mr. Lewis, the foreman.
            He’ll set you up, whatever’s needed. But first, you need to see Ellie.”
         

         
         At this, the younger woman perked up. In fact, her whole body livened, now that she had his attention. This was something he had seen before, the effect his broad shoulders, sharp cheekbones, and slicked-back hair could have on women. Ellie filled out his union registration, then collected his fingerprints, rolling his fingers and thumbs. Her hands were cool and confident, yet she managed to slip and spoil not one but two cards and had to start again each time. 

         
         “What’s the matter with me?” she simpered, a tube of sandy hair on each side of her head.

         
         “Yes, what’s gotten into you, Elizabeth?” the older woman asked. Only then did Ellie finish up expertly, with a sly smile.

         
         As he turned to go, the older woman said, “There’s a welder in the yard by the name of Louie Wong. A very fine young man.
            Very clean and very well-spoken. You should meet him.”
         

         
         Josiah smiled, and she smiled back, as if they’d reached an understanding.

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
          

         He followed the main road, past a row of open roller doors and the whir and whine of machinery. In one of the shops, he found
            Mr. Lewis, an old hand in a flat cap and coveralls. “A faller, eh?” the foreman said, taking his work slip. “I don’t need
            an axeman but—” He looked Josiah up and down, all six feet of him, the broad expanse of his chest and the thick trunks of
            his thighs, sculpted by years of roughing it in the bush until he seemed physically capable of anything. “You look like a
            riveter to me. Training will take a few days. Paid, of course.”
         

         
         What Josiah knew about shipbuilding was next to nothing, but he liked the sound of “riveter.”

         
         They crossed the street to a large hangar where men were training at stations, welders mostly, joining steel through a torrent of sparks, in slotted masks that looked medieval. Strangely, one man appeared to be cooking: with a gloved hand, he prodded an iron pot with sword-length tongs. Every crevice of the old man’s face was lined with soot, and sweat ran down his cheeks in dirty rivulets. When he pumped a lever, a pleated lung heaved in and out, sending up gusts of smoke and ash. 

         
         “How’s it coming, Fergus? Getting the hang of it?” Mr. Lewis asked. He took the man’s tongs, reached into the burning coke,
            and pulled out a red-hot rivet. “Not bad, not bad,” the foreman said. “Ever seen one of these, Josiah? This here’s the head
            and this here’s the tail. Takes about three million of these to hold a Victory ship together.”
         

         
         Next to the pot, two perforated steel plates had been bolted together and mounted upright. Mr. Lewis pushed the tail of the
            rivet through one of the holes and asked Charlie, a large lumberjack of a man, to hold the rivet head in place with a bucking
            bar. “Now, your job,” Mr. Lewis said, “is to take this rivet gun”—he picked up a sleek silver barrel, like something out of
            Buck Rogers, save for the hose of compressed air that snaked out of one end—“and jammer the hell out of the tail until you’ve
            formed a second head. Here, let me show you.”
         

         
         Mr. Lewis planted his feet, pressed the gun against the glowing tail of the rivet, and unleashed a volley of gunfire that
            bounded around the room, jangling the sheet metal walls. After ten seconds, he pulled away, leaving behind a perfect buttonhead,
            already cooled to black.
         

         
         “Now you try it.”

         
         Josiah took the gun, a long cylinder that tapered at one end and widened to a ringed handle at the other. The gun had heft
            but still played lightly in his hands. He pressed the tip of the gun against the tail of a new rivet and squeezed the trigger.
            The tip of the gun jackhammered, and his whole body convulsed. After a few seconds, he let go.
         

         
         Mr. Lewis inspected his handiwork, then leaned in closer, hands on his knees, as if his eyes were bad. Then he straightened,
            tipping back his cap and scratching his head, somehow unconvinced.
         

         
         “Let’s try it again,” he said.

         
         So they did. This time, after inspecting his work, Mr. Lewis said, “Let’s try three-quarters.” So they tried three-quarters,
            seven-eighths, and one inch, then steeplehead, conehead, and countersunk rivets, and each time, Mr. Lewis stooped to examine
            his work, only to propose something else. Josiah grew impatient with the man’s cryptic judgments, but he did as he was told.
            Soon the board was filled.
         

         
         “Good. Very good,” Mr. Lewis finally said. “You done this before?”

         
         “No, sir.”

         
         “Well, I’ll be.”

         
          

         The foreman led him down to the water. There, they came to four berths, each one a giant nest of scaffolds. After a tunnel
            of posts and beams, the floor slithering with hoses, they came to a ship, the ribs of its hull still largely exposed, like
            the carcass of some leviathan. The air grew acrid and smoky and the clamor of the yard intense, Josiah’s teeth resonating
            like tines.
         

         
         “Cargo ships are what we do here,” Mr. Lewis yelled over the din. “Ten-thousand tonners. Not as glamorous as battleships,
            but without cargo ships, we’re done for. Last month, the Germans sank sixty-six cargo ships. Count ’em, sixty-six. They’re sinking them faster than we can build them, which is why we’ve got to build more.”
         

         
         They took a set of plank stairs up to the first catwalk. There, Josiah was introduced to a riveter named Hank, a heavyset
            man in a hard hat who moved with wincing slowness. He took one look at Josiah and said, “That’s what we need. Some young muscle.”
         

         
         For the rest of the day, Hank watched as Josiah fastened steel plates to the ribs. Each time Josiah fired the gun, the rivet would spark white, then anneal through shades of lava before turning a matte black. Sometimes Hank would offer a pointer or some small correction, but mostly he just nodded and murmured his approval. “Rivet gangs make twenty-three dollars a day, split three ways,” he explained at one point. “Forty percent for the riveter and thirty each for the heater and the holder.” Josiah was glad to know he had the hardest job and made the most, which matched his sense of himself. The only thing he didn’t like was the noise, the blistering sound of gunfire, which echoed through the yard. So different than the quiet he was used to, out in the bush with his father, all of creation lulled by the swish of a two-man saw. 

         
         At the end of the shift, when Mr. Lewis reappeared, Hank said, “This man don’t need no more training. He’s a natural.”

         
         The next morning, Mr. Lewis put Josiah on a crew with Fergus and Charlie, the heater and the holder from yesterday. Both men
            had stubby cigarettes in their mouths, which made them look even more cockeyed, and neither extended a hand, just dipped their
            heads coolly. There were any number of reasons why they might have resented Josiah, including the fact he was new, his fingertips
            still stained with ink. Newer than them yet already done with his training—and a riveter to boot. But Josiah was unfazed.
            All his life, he had known hard men. Men so chafed by the elements that no part of them seemed uncalloused. Next to them,
            these men were baby soft.
         

         
         In the end, it simply didn’t matter whom he worked with, the best or the worst of men. None would ever be his father.
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         A few days later, Josiah was sitting over a new cast-iron skillet, tending to breakfast, when he looked up to see a creature
            eyeing him from the edge of the clearing. With its long neck, small head, and dark, shining eyes, it had the alien look of
            a greyhound, only this one was brindled, tan with black marbling and a shock of white on its chest. Josiah had seen his share
            of hounds in the bush, all mange and misery. This dog was different, but it looked gaunt, even for a greyhound. Possibly a
            racing dog put out to pasture. In any case, hungry.
         

         
         As soon as he held out a strip of bacon, the dog came trotting up and promptly relieved him of it. Then it sat down, ears
            perked, waiting for more. That’s when he saw the dog was a bitch, her ears covered in burrs. Gently, he picked them out.
         

         
         He set out some water in a bowl and cooked up what was left of his bacon and fed himself and the dog, who waited patiently between offerings. By the time he was ready to leave, the dog had fallen asleep by the embers of the fire, her long legs crossed, as if hog-tied. Josiah studied her, dozing peacefully, and saw no reason not to let her be. 

         
          

         He set off for the shipyard. Took the pebbled shoulder of the railway line that ran along the inlet, past shabby little houses
            on stilts that jagged the water’s edge. As usual, he was joined by a steadily growing procession of men in gabardine jackets
            and Cowichan sweaters, lunch buckets swinging. Still more came by car, bus, and trolley, rumbling and clacking down Powell
            Street. This was the thrice-daily change of shift, when the population of a small city traded itself out: between 4:30 and
            5:00 in the afternoon, when the day shift gave way to the swing shift; between 12:30 and 1:00 in the morning, when the swing
            shift gave way to the night shift; and now, between 7:30 and 8:00, when the day shift came back on.
         

         
         Josiah entered the yard by the railway crossing on McLean Drive, then followed the influx of men down to the berths. A year
            ago, this stretch of Burrard Inlet had been little more than garbage dumps and squatters’ shacks. Now it was a thousand-foot-long
            pier.
         

         
         Halfway to the berths, something caught his eye. He veered sharply, bumping against the flow of traffic, until he found himself
            before a poster on the side of a building. In the center of the poster was a young man not unlike himself in a flat cap, work
            shirt, and work pants, face steeled in concentration as he cradled a rivet gun. Below him were the words Speed the Ships and above him Every Rivet a Bullet.
         

         
         Josiah swelled at the image. For the first time, he saw how others might have seen him, as young and rugged and able. Not just a workhorse but a stud—the very spirit of the yard. The very spirit, too, of a country at war. At the start of the war, Chinese had been allowed to enlist, but when Victoria and Ottawa realized that the Chinese might expect something in return, namely citizenship and the franchise, they were barred. When his father was alive, Josiah had had no thoughts of joining up; now the choice was no longer his. But in wielding a rivet gun, he, too, was fighting the good fight. 

         
         Every rivet a bullet.

         
          

         At the entrance to Berth No. 1 he found Fergus and Charlie hunched over cigarettes, like two rogues plotting, both of them
            scruffy with stubble, as if they had been there all night. As usual, they gave him cockeyed looks, but Josiah remained unfazed.
            Fergus and Charlie were stationed inside the hull while Josiah was stationed outside, up on the scaffolds, where he could
            afford to ignore them.
         

         
         He started up the plank stairs. After a couple of flights, he stepped out onto the catwalk. Catwalks were only two planks
            wide and had no guardrails, only the occasional post, and the gap between the catwalk and the hull was wide enough to fall
            through. Compared to topping trees, this was nothing. Still, he had to be careful.
         

         
         He found his equipment where the night shift had left it but didn’t pick up his glove or his gun, not even when the whistle
            sounded. It would be a while yet before rivets were hot. Not only that, Fergus and Charlie were slow. Slower, it seemed, than
            any other crew.
         

         
         Eventually, a rivet gun juddered somewhere in the distance. Soon it was answered by another, then another and another still,
            until the whole yard was bedlam, but Josiah had yet to pick up his gun. He wondered if Fergus and Charlie were down on the
            cargo deck, playing cards or pitching pennies, as men were wont to do, sometimes long after the whistle. He would have thought
            those with connections to the British Isles would be eager to win the Battle of the Atlantic, but rivet gangs were paid by
            the hour, not the piece, so they had no extra incentive.
         

         
         As the minutes passed, Josiah grew impatient. This was hardly speeding the ships, so he put his mouth to a rivet hole and
            said, “What’s going on?”
         

         
         For a long moment, there was no answer, and he wondered if Charlie had even climbed the ladder to the catwalk opposite. Then, through a muffle of steel, he heard Charlie say, “Hold your horses.” 

         
         Josiah felt his blood rise. If there was one thing he hated, it was being talked down to. Would rather have been called a
            slant or a Chinaman. That kind of crudeness could be sloughed off. But the subtle yet unmistakable condescension of “Hold
            your horses” was maddening.
         

         
         When a rivet finally appeared, Josiah threw on his one glove, still clammy from the last man’s sweat, and picked up his gun
            and channeled his feelings into the rivet. Here on the outside of the hull, rivets were countersunk, and he watched as molten
            metal sparked against his glove and mashed into the hole until the rivet head was flush.
         

         
         He looked on, satisfied. Whatever was worth doing was worth doing well. That’s what his father had taught him. Josiah had
            been there less than a week and already he prided himself on his work. That’s what he couldn’t understand about the likes
            of Fergus and Charlie, why they didn’t take more pride.
         

         
         He kept channeling his feelings into the rivets until his anger dissipated. When the whistle blew for lunch, he sat alone
            on the edge of the catwalk, two stories up, and opened his lunch pail. On his first day, he had gone down to the canteen and
            bought a sandwich against his wages, but now he brought his own. As sunlight spangled the inlet, he looked out over the water
            at the dark-green mass of Stanley Park and the bright-red cables of the Lions Gate Bridge, festooning the First Narrows, and
            realized with a quiet start that this was now home.
         

         
         He worked through the long afternoon until the final whistle sounded. Then he followed the exodus to the time clock building,
            where he turned a lever on a large numbered wheel. When he punched in the same number as the one on his brass badge, a bell
            rang.
         

         
         The sweet sound of freedom.

         
         When he got back to camp, the dog—he’d forgotten—was where he had left her, only now she was lying on her back, weirdly splayed,
            and whimpering from some excited dream. It surprised him, how glad he was to see her.
         

         
         “You staying, girl?” he asked.

         
         That evening, the dog went bounding into the woods after squirrels. After a while, she came back with a creepy smile, tongue
            lolling. When he went to bed, she followed him into the tent and circled the floor next to the bedroll before dropping like
            a bag of bones. She stank, but he smoothed her ears as she snored. He couldn’t really keep a dog. He was gone all day and
            had no way to make this or any dog stay. But as long as she hung around, he would let her.
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         One morning, on his way to the berths, Josiah came to a sudden stop outside Plate Shop No. 2. A crowd had gathered, blocking
            half the road, and he was caught in the impasse. From the back of the crowd, he craned for a better look. Tall as he was,
            he couldn’t see anything at first. An accident, he figured, or a fight, the kind that sometimes broke out in the yard, to
            the rabid interest of onlookers.
         

         
         Eventually, through a sea of hats, he saw yet more hats filing out of the plate shop. So, new recruits. No big deal. Why,
            then, was the crowd transfixed, laughing and smiling—or glowering?
         

         
         “You got to be kidding me,” someone muttered.

         
         Josiah’s first thought: more Chinese. Or Blacks. Or Jews. For all the Scandinavians and Slavs, the yard was mostly British,
            and they liked it that way. He craned for another look. That’s when he saw not just flat caps and hard hats but bandannas
            and headscarves.
         

         
         So not just new recruits but women.

         
         Which made sense. More and more men were going off to fight. Even after sopping up all the men who had lain around during the Great Depression and all the men who kept pouring out of the mountains and the prairies, the yard was still short. Workers had to come from somewhere. 

         
         Still, he was a little surprised. He’d only ever seen women in the canteen and the front office, never in workshops or

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
   9780063081857_tpimage.jpg
THE
RIVETER

A Nowvel

JACK WANG

N~ HARPERVIA
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





9780063081857_coverimage.jpg





