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In loving memory of my Nan, Doris Peters, who ignited the flame of imagination that became this novel. Kesalul.





This girl’s birth story is a heavy one. I hope she has the strength to carry it.






CHAPTER ONE
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1964

MY MOTHER DIED PUSHING ME INTO THE WORLD. HER BLOOD, the very blood she had shared with me, spread out on the ground around her, the dirt a coppery red and the smell of lightning on the air. I don’t know if I saw her face or if she saw mine. Only that, by the first crack of thunder, she was gone.

“I was angry,” my grandmother told me. “The thunder shook, and the lightning flashed across the sky, but it wouldn’t rain. The clouds refused to cry for my girl. And I was so angry. She deserved their grief.” She saddened each time she told this story, which was every time the sky darkened from May to October.

It isn’t a particularly nice tree, the one where my mother died and where I was born. The roots push out of the hard earth before retreating underground, hidden in their dark and damp world. The tree leans and some of its heavier branches graze the top of the pond. There are no golden leaves, no burning red in the autumn. It gives no sap for syrup. But none of that matters, Kiju told me, because this tree holds our stories. This tree presides over our entry into this world. It makes mothers out of women and fathers out of men. And those roots, the ones I once considered so ugly, offer a comfortable place to birth. A cradle for the women to lean into. No one else can see it, but I swear, when the sun is creeping through the branches and kissing the ground, those roots glow red. A monument to the lives begun and occasionally a life lost. It took me over half my life to understand the importance of that tree, of all it holds within its branches. Of all it has seen and all it represents. So much wasted time.

I don’t remember my mother, the single most important person in my life, the one who brought me into existence, the one who provided a safe place for me to form. I used to think that I was a simple child, because if I were clever, I would have at least a trace memory of her, a sensation even. A hint of her voice, or her scent. Even the cord, the one that connected her to me, was gone. It’s not buried under the apple tree out back where it was meant to be. In her grief, Kiju forgot to save it, to bury it. Sometimes I feel as though nothing grounds me, nothing holds me to this place. And nothing reminds me of my mother except my own prominent nose and her given name, Margaret, Maggie for short, whispered in grief or reverence by my grandmother.

“Aliet, you are not supposed to remember things from the day you were born. Can you imagine how traumatic a trip that is for a new soul?” My grandmother laughed at her little joke. I sat at the table, breaking apart a bread roll. I pulled the soft bits from the inside and left the hard crust on my plate. The animals would enjoy it later, mixed with vegetable peelings and the grease scraped from the bottom of the roaster, all that remained of that evening’s roast chicken.

Aliet wasn’t meant to be my name. At least, we don’t think it was. My mother kept the name she’d chosen a closely guarded secret. Sometimes I got angry with her for her secrets. But it is hard to stay angry at the dead. When she died, my grandmother was left to name me, the only daughter of her only daughter. And she chose her own mother’s name, Aliet. I think it’s a beautiful name, I love the way it rolls off the tongue, like a waterfall. This is how I know it’s not my true name. I am ill-suited to its beauty. I always felt more at home with a name like Gertrude or Constance. Kiju scoffed at those.

“Old white lady names. You can be silly sometimes.”

“Aliet is pretty.”

“It is. It’s my mother’s name and she was beautiful. Even after nine children, she still had those dark eyes that shone with such beauty. You sometimes remind me of her.”

“My eyes are green.” I sighed, my green eyes a constant source of agony.

I don’t know what she looked like, my mother. A grainy picture of her as an infant tells me nothing. There is an old black-and-white photo of her before her pregnancy. The edges are tattered and torn, the result of Kiju holding it tight, trying to see her again, and me trying to conjure her for the first time. Kiju said she was around twelve in the photo. But she is turned away from the camera, her arms in front of her face, protecting her image from being captured. Such a cruel thing, not to know your own mother’s face. If someone had asked me my greatest wish, aside from having my mother alive and with me, it would have been to have at least one photo, something I could hold on to, something I could look at and find bits of myself. But Kiju told me, each time I asked, that no photo existed. No one has ever told me exactly how dark her hair was and if it went light under the summer sun like mine. If her mouth was small or her smile wide. My grandmother mentioned only the nose and how remarkable it was that I had the same one. I liked to imagine that her eyes were green like mine, with the same gold flecks that everyone admired. The green a result, my grandmother said, of my mysterious father, my mother’s other great secret, or maybe an Irishman or a Scotsman, from generations ago. The gold, a gift from the Creator. But Kiju said my mother’s eyes were brown, like hers, like everyone else I knew.

“Never mind colour. There are better things to inherit. Good humour and a strong spirit are far more important than brown eyes.” She cut the tip off a cucumber and threw it out the open window, then cut a thin piece and popped it in her mouth. She sliced the rest and set them on a plate, adding salt and pepper before she placed it on the table in front of me.

“Was she dark?” I asked as I took the thickest slice and licked the salt and pepper off before crunching it between my teeth. “Her skin? Like yours?”

“She was.” She sat down across from me. The condensation on our water glasses sparkled in the sunlight that crept through the tiny window above the wash basin. We didn’t have running water or an indoor toilet. Most people we knew didn’t, but it didn’t bother us. Kiju said we had everything we needed—a roof over our heads, a fire in the winter, clothes and shoes and a garden that was the envy of the neighbourhood, maybe even the entire town. A few chickens for eggs and a few for food and a fat pig who grunted and snorted in his muddy little pen. Kiju wouldn’t let me name any of them. She said it only brought heartache when they were ready to reach their end for the benefit of our bellies. In the fall, we sold the garden preserves we didn’t need to make money for the things we couldn’t make for ourselves. The women from town sometimes came for Kiju’s medical teas, offering sweets or chickens, sometimes yarn to knit with. Sometimes money. Those town folks ignored her at the grocery store but came to her when they needed medicines, trusting her tonics and salves more than their own doctors. Which made it all the more upsetting when they turned against her.

“She was a happy child, like you.”

“And she didn’t have a father, just like me.”

Kiju winced. “No, she didn’t. But she had stories. Something I wish you had.”

“I have your stories.”

She smiled and placed her wrinkled hand over mine. “He was a good man, your grandfather. I loved him very much. I asked him not to go. He didn’t have to, you know. But he read the news and saw what was happening over there. I never understood it myself, but he was determined to fight in a war for a country that wouldn’t acknowledge his humanity. That’s the kind of man he was. Stubborn as a bull.”

Mr. Armstrong’s bull was a grumpy old thing, penned all by himself on account of his violence, so when I was young, I nodded, never fully understanding the kind of person my grandfather really was. But somehow I knew that, despite the vision of a hateful bull, he must have been good.

When she told these stories, she looked sad, an emotion that was so rare for her that I hardly recognized it. And I didn’t like it. I didn’t like that I caused her to go to a sad place.

“It’s okay, Kiju. I promise it’s okay.” She smiled again, but there was something false about it. I felt bad, the way a child feels when they’ve disappointed someone they love as much as I loved my grandmother.

In 1939, my grandfather went to Europe, somewhere so far away as to be unthinkable, and lived to see the end of the war. It was pneumonia on the ship back that took him. Such a cruel fate. My grandmother stopped going to church once the military men stepped off her door stoop after handing her a notice and expressing their condolences. The joy of knowing he survived such horrific violence and then losing him once the fear was gone was more than she could take, and she blamed a cruel and unmerciful God, and promised never to set foot in a place of worship again. She had one picture of him, in his uniform, hidden away in a wooden box under her bed. It sat with the marriage licence with their signatures, the only other evidence of their commitment to one another scrawled across the yellowed pages in slanted cursive. She held on to those memories of him, and around the fire at night, when the snow drifted high against the walls of our little house and the wind howled so loud it threatened to drown out her voice, she shared those memories with me, and I hold on to them still, and to her through them.

“He was a carpenter, self-taught,” she said one blustery evening over tea and sugar cookies, the light from an oil lantern barely enough to see, as she embroidered tiny purple flowers onto the edges of pillowcases. “Could build anything just from seeing it in his mind. Or he’d see something in town and come home with a pencil and some paper, sit in that chair where you are right now, and draw it out. Before you knew it, there was a new headboard for a bed. I mean, he built sheds and outhouses to pay the bills, but he was a master with the wood.”

I never saw much of what he made. The furniture he designed and carved out of trees from the woods behind the house was sold to folks in town to keep my grandparents fed and clothed, to pay for a trip each year to visit with family. When the men arrived, informing her of his death, there was nothing left except the house he’d built them, a starter, he’d called it. Three rooms, sturdy and warm, to start a family. But that was never meant to be. When my mother was born, her father was shooting men for reasons he didn’t truly understand but believed would make him a man in the eyes of his country. When she took her first steps, he was in a trench somewhere in France, his feet blistered and sore, his hair full of lice. When she had her fifth birthday, he was waiting for his leave so he could go home. By her sixth birthday, he was buried at the edge of the Catholic graveyard. Catholic enough to be buried there but too Indian to take space from the white folks. But my grandmother always took pride in the little poppy that was displayed on his grave and his title of Private First Class.

“First Class. That’s gotta mean something,” she sighed every year when we took flowers to his grave on his birthday. “First Class.”

Kiju lived in that house he built for her and slept in the bed he’d made for her and chopped vegetables at the table he fashioned out of an old maple that had fallen in a winter storm. In a way, each time she gently washed the crumbs from the counter, or the dust from the headboard, curved and made to look like braided sweetgrass, she was communing with him, talking to him, telling him that his memory was still floating around on this side of the spirit world. I liked to watch her and how delicately she touched everything that he had touched. It felt intimate, not in a way that would make me turn away, but in a way that told me I should watch and learn how delicate and precious love can be. She’d given birth under the same tree where my mother had given birth to me. And hours before the sun rose, she took her child back to that house and showed her the things her father made. She took my mother’s tiny fingers, pruned and delicate, and ran them along the wood, connecting a father and daughter across miles of trees and fields and so many miles of waves that she could never comprehend the distance.

I suppose she took my mother to his grave before she took me, but she didn’t talk about that. We would go to see my mother on a different day, on her birthday, on a day when the sun was useless and the wind unforgiving. When the snow covered the small stone that lay in the ground, not above it like the others, but in it. My grandmother, with her mittened hand, wiped away the snow. Margaret, Daughter and Mother, 1940–1955.

“I would have liked it to say more, but I didn’t have the money. So I put what she meant to me and what she meant to you.”

“It’s perfect,” I responded.

After a few minutes of silence, I asked, “Did my mother look like him, or like you?”

“A little like both. She had his nose, the same one you now carry on your adorable face.” She took my chin in her hands and squeezed. “But she had my hair, thick and quick growing. Always catching twigs and burdocks if we weren’t careful, if we didn’t have it pulled back in a tight braid. Once, even some chewing gum. She wasn’t allowed to chew gum, but someone at school gave her some and she waited until she was in bed so I wouldn’t see and started chewing. She fell asleep and it fell out of her mouth, and I had to cut it out of her hair in the morning. I remember being so angry, and now all I can do is smile.”

“I like these stories, Kiju.”

“Me too, Aliet. And you should have seen it. A big round short spot in her hair. She begged me not to go to school, but she went. She got made fun of, but that was nothing new around here. At least this time there was an excuse—not a good one, mind you, there is never a good reason to mock a child, but an excuse nonetheless when everyone around you is nine years old.”

I’ve always been able to feel my family in the walls of that house, even those I’d never met. The house was small, but spirits existed in every nook and every cranny. Two people fit there comfortably, but on the rare occasion when there were more than two, it felt no bigger than the hen house. The front door opened in the middle, the kitchen on one side, the living room on the other, defined in their difference only by the furniture. Behind the kitchen was Kiju’s bedroom and behind the living room was mine, the room that had belonged to my mother, where she had slept and dreamt. Between the bedrooms, a narrow hallway led to a back door and to the garden and the animals. Rust-coloured hooks held our jackets. In the winter, wet boots by the door. This house, in all its smallness, was only ever intended to be the beginning of their lives together.

Sometimes I envied the folks in town with their big houses and big windows and indoor plumbing. Other times I would know that someone who once dreamt of me, who once dreamt of my mother, had built this home. And when I remembered, I would run my hands along the boards of the floor or the walls, the same way my grandmother ran my mother’s newborn fingers across the table, and I would know that those big houses with their windows and their running water were nothing compared with what I had. This house held on to the past, kept the dead alive. I think that’s why my grandmother refused to get the indoor plumbing for so long and refused to build on to it. The house was a remembrance of those she’d lost. Altering it threatened the memories she held so sacred.

“They tried to take it away once,” Kiju said one night, “this ‘shack,’ as they called it. They tried to make us move, to give up the land where we raised chickens and grew vegetables, the land where we cut down our winter wood with the help of Big Ben.”

Big Ben stayed to help every October after all the other apple pickers had packed up and gone home. No one else stayed, not any of the relatives who supposedly shared the same blood and at least some of the same stories. They were gone as soon as their work was done, never offering a helping hand for Kiju, who let them camp on her land, who gave them molasses when they needed it, who made tea to calm an angry belly after too much whiskey. Only Big Ben and Sally stayed. I tended to their children while Ben chopped wood and Sally helped Kiju with preserving or stowing the last of the root vegetables.

My grandfather bought this land with his own money directly from a farmer, a handwritten bill of sale since Indians still weren’t technically allowed to own land. But the farmer, Mr. Armstrong—who, when I was young, I was disappointed to discover did not have big, strapping arms with muscles that pulled on the stitches of his shirts—was nice and had no use for the land, having too much to work on his own since he had six daughters and not one son. So he sold it to my grandfather, and apparently everyone knew it, but the people from the county sometimes came and threatened to take it anyway. They even had the nerve to come and try when my grandfather was away fighting in their war. This bothered my grandmother when she told these stories.

“Not a bone of common decency in any of them, Aliet. Still makes my blood boil.”

I could hear the residual anger in her voice. Anger nurtured for decades. While I like to believe that I inherited only the good from my grandmother, her wisdom and her patience, instead it is the ability to preserve and store anger and resentment that seems to be our shared trait. Hers was rare and generally harmless, while mine, as I grew older, showed itself to be destructive.

“But they didn’t get it, Kiju. We’re still here,” I would say in a joking voice, trying to help her forget the anger and return to the present.

“Yes, yes. I know. I hold on to these little offences and let them sour me from the inside. Never let yourself do that, Aliet.”

I wish I could have made that promise and kept it.

The land bought from Mr. Armstrong bordered the plot of land where the other Indian families lived. Four families lived together in a little hollow. Close enough that someone could get there quick in an emergency but far enough away that we had our privacy. Trees lined our property, protecting us from prying eyes and nosy souls. But a few years before I was born, the government came and told my grandmother that she was being moved. There was a need to gather all the Indians together to keep better track of us.

“It’s in your best interest, ma’am.” The man in a grey suit stood at the door, holding a little piece of paper with the exact words he was meant to say to be persuasive, to convince her to give up her home. “There will be services there, and nice homes. Homes with plumbing and running water, electricity even.”

“And why would I want to leave here? My home? On land I own?”

“We don’t need to talk about ownership just now. And you should go for the reasons I’ve already mentioned.”

“Those aren’t good reasons. We get along fine here without them.”

“But—”

“I’m not interested. I’m going to stay right here on this land where I intended to stay with my husband. And where I now stay with my daughter.” She closed the door, not hard but with conviction. He knocked again, a weak knock, but she had moved to the stove and was stoking the fire to make tea and pretended not to hear. This is the way she told me about it once I was old enough to be angry at their callousness along with her.

Two of the other families left with the man in the grey suit, packing up their belongings and placing them on the back of an old truck. But they were back before the end of the year. They told us how the white men had lied. The houses promised were worse than the ones they’d left. Might as well live outside in the winter, they’d told us. So our little community stayed the same in the end. When I was much older and the stories had become a part of history and not simply a means of amusing a bored child in winter, I found them distressing. The cruel irony of men in suits and shiny shoes trying to take away the land that had been stolen from us, the same land we bought back from the thieves. But by the time I came around, by the time my mother had me under the tree, the attempts to rid the land of the brown people had ended. They’d succeeded in some places but not this one.

My grandfather was missed, to be sure. By my Kiju especially, and by the people who visited us and who knew him. But he was so far away from me, from being a part of my life, that he was more like a character in a story. My mother was different. For a brief minute, we had both existed on earth, we had been together. Most of the time, I feel like I know her in the stories I’ve been told. Other times she feels like an absolute mystery.

Each autumn when all the apple pickers showed up, I would be introduced to her all over again. Those who camped on our property brought family and tents and stories, and when they saw me, walking shyly behind my grandmother, their stories turned to Maggie. Over the years, I would ask if she had, perhaps, been in the background of a family photo, or if someone might’ve caught her accidentally on film, but I was always disappointed. As my memory grew stronger, their stories locked tight, I began to wonder who she had once loved or if she had loved at all. No one seemed to know, and the conversation turned quickly any time it came up. My father was a man without a history. He was absent in the minds of people who held generations of memory as easily as they held a loved one’s hand or a perfectly formed apple before letting it fall into a box with all the others. But I never stopped wondering. And in moments of self-pity, which grew infrequent the older I got but never disappeared altogether, I would try my best not to be angry with my mother, who took my father’s identity with her to the other side.





Her mother’s blood exists in the rings of this tree. Her birth water nourished these roots. But her story is unfinished.






CHAPTER TWO
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September 1996

I WAS AT WORK WHEN I GOT THE CALL. I WAS SEWING UP THE chin of a child who’d fallen off the monkey bars at a playground and put their bottom teeth through their lip when my name came across the speakers. A voice, made rough by the static of a microphone held too close to their mouth, called me to the nursing station. I wanted to ignore it, but the message said it was urgent and another nurse, a student I’d seen around but hadn’t gotten to know yet, appeared before me.

“I can finish up here, you have a call.” Her name badge said DANIELLE. I don’t know why I remember that small detail out of all the things I should remember in my life, but I do. I picked the phone up off the desk and turned away from the people looking at me.

“Is this …” There was a long pause. “Aliet?”

“It is. What can I do for you?”

“Ms. Aliet.”

“Aliet is my first name. What can I do for you?” I repeated, almost annoyed.

“I’m afraid I have some bad news.” The voice on the other end paused and took a deep breath. “Your grandmother has passed away. It’s my understanding that she was working in her garden this morning and a neighbour saw her fall and called the ambulance. Unfortunately, they were unable to save her. We believe it was a heart attack.” The line went quiet.

“I’m sorry, but do you have the right person?”

“Are you Aliet Paul? And is her name—”

“Stop, okay.”

I HAVE SEEN PEOPLE SUFFERING FROM VERTIGO. THEIR ENTIRE world turned upside down and they have no choice but to wait for it to right itself. They lie perfectly still, praying that the earth won’t tilt. They breathe long, heavy breaths, willing the crystals in their ears to move, to dislodge from the places they don’t belong and allow them to return to the land of the upright. I had seen it, but I had never experienced it—until then. Whether it was real vertigo or my body’s reaction to loss, I may never know. The room began to spin, and I fell hard to the floor. The chair that had been sitting there, waiting to catch me, wheeled away and hit the wall. One of the other nurses came toward me, arms outstretched, but I shooed her away with my hand.

“Ms.? Hello?”

“I’m here.” I stopped to take a breath and placed my free hand on the cold linoleum floor to steady myself. The cold was comforting. “Where is she?”

“She’s at the hospital here in town. I understand that you don’t live close.”

“I’m in the city. I’ll be there in a couple hours.”

I reached over my head to the counter above me and tried to hang up the phone but missed. The receiver hit the floor with a clang. The high pitch of the busy signal echoed down the halls. All I could see was the chair I’d tried to sit in as it finished its spin and settled, the seat at eye level. Everything was quiet except that damn telephone. People were moving, but they made no sound. Feet shuffled past me; the heavy soles of nursing shoes looked absurd from where I sat. And I waited for them to squeak or thump against the floor, but they were quiet. I knew that, somewhere, machines continued to beep and patients continued to cry out, but I couldn’t hear them. Just that ridiculous phone and my own breathing. I swatted at the phone as it swung beside me.

“Come on, let’s get you up off the floor.” It was the head nurse. She placed her hand under my arm and helped me to my feet. Someone had replaced the receiver, and all the other sounds came back in a terrible flood of noise. I winced.

“I need to go. My Kiju, my grandmother, she’s dead.”

Such a horrible word. Dead. So short, so easy to spell and say, yet so dreadful in its finality. It felt heavy in my mouth, it didn’t belong to the person it was attached to, to my Kiju.

“She raised me. My mother died. Not today, my mother didn’t die today, she died when I was born. My Kiju. She raised me.” I didn’t know what to do except talk. To explain to people who required no explanation.

“It’s okay, Aliet. You go, be with your family. We can take care of things here. Why don’t we get someone to help you get your things together and get you to your car.”

“I walked.”

“Okay then, how about someone walks you home?”

I looked around at the sympathetic smiles. I wondered what happened to the little girl, the one who needed her chin sewn, put back together. Then I saw her, her chin bandaged, carrying a latex glove blown up into a giant swollen hand, a smiley face drawn on it in black marker. She walked past, her other hand in her mother’s, and waved the bloated hand.

“No, that’s okay. But thank you.”

I offered a comforting smile to my colleagues, who desperately looked like they wanted to be anywhere but here. Grief is hard to look at straight on, especially when it’s so new and unfocused. It feels almost contagious. Looking into the eyes of the grieving only serves to remind you of your own grief, those moments of sadness stored in the past. They threaten to burst out when you make eye contact with the bereft. As I walked away, I felt the force of the situation push back against me, willing me to go back in time to that little girl, to calm her and finish putting her back together, to unhear my name being called over the system. But there was no going back, that’s not how time works. We go forward whether we want to or not.

The hospital doors slid closed, my work life locked away behind me. I never anticipated that I would be leaving for the last time. I pulled my scarf tight around my neck, trying to hold the chill at bay as the sadness began to settle. When the tears started, people moved around me, providing me with a wide berth for my grief. I’d known she was going to die someday, she was old and getting older, just as I was, but knowing something is going to happen and being ready when it does happen are two completely different things. Knowing is not readiness.

It was getting dark as I walked past the parking garage and onto the city street, still busy with people leaving work, going to eat, meeting friends for drinks. All the things people do on a Friday night. The sun was setting in front of me as I walked quickly through the public gardens; the branches of a lazy willow dangled, ghostly in the fading light. It must have rained earlier because the autumn leaves had fallen from their branches and lay wet and slippery. The park gates locked at dusk, so I kept a watchful eye on the setting sun as I edged around empty flower beds and ignored the neatly manicured walkways in favour of shortcuts across equally manicured grass. It was quiet despite the traffic that whizzed past on all four sides, the tall trees absorbing the sounds of the city. I walked through the large iron gates just as the sun set and the three-quarters moon showed itself over the tops of the buildings. A hawk sat untroubled on the top of a light post, ignoring the machines and people below.

When I was small, I was sitting on the lawn in an old blanket, playing with the plastic horses I’d gotten for my birthday, when I spotted a hawk looking down at me from a tree on the edge of where our garden met the woods. Kiju was in the garden and followed my gaze to see what I was looking at.

“Aliet, did you know that the eyes of the hawk are so powerful that they can see into the future, and when the hawk follows you, he is making sure you arrive at your future safe?”

Now, as I stood on the corner, I looked up and whispered, “Wela’lin,” a thank you, to the bird.

My apartment was dark and smelled mildly of the compost that was stored under the sink until garbage day. I thought of emptying it, but by the time I had packed my bag, I had forgotten. Funny how the nose so quickly adjusts to scent, even the scent of rot.

The highway stretched from the city to home through trees and more trees. Off in the distance, every few minutes a house or the shadows of a town, but in the end I was alone. Me, the trees, and the rhythm and hum of tires on asphalt. The exit to the town where I’d spent my first eighteen years looked the same as it always did, but there was something different now: no expectation associated with a homecoming, only dread.

When I arrived at the hospital, Kiju was by herself in a small room, covered by a white blanket. I wondered, briefly, if she was warm enough. I reached under and took her hand in mine. They hadn’t covered her face. To cover the face of the dead so soon after their passing was something that had always bothered me. Close their eyes, yes. The eyes of the dead show nothing of who they were when they walked among the living, but the face was the way family knew them, the way they recognized that someone they loved was really gone. That death wasn’t playing tricks. I never covered the face, or I would sneak into a room and uncover it before the family came in, to let them know that their loved one still mattered. Her face was old, older than I remembered, the wrinkles deeper than I thought they could be, settled. But her hands were soft, her papery skin wrinkled as I pressed my finger along the back of her hand, following blue-green veins that no longer pumped blood. I lifted one to my lips and kissed it.

“We kept her here until you arrived.”

The nurse startled me, and I turned quickly.

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

“No, that’s okay.”

“I remember your grandmother. She was such a nice lady. And her strawberry preserves at Christmas were a highlight for me when I was a kid. Strawberries in winter always remind me of her.”

“Thank you. That means a lot.” It did and I meant it. I know those are things people say in moments like this, but it was what I needed to hear. Someone remembered her.

“When you’re ready, we can have her transferred over to the funeral home. But please, take your time.” She turned and left, closing the heavy door behind her, leaving me alone with my Kiju for the last time. I bent and laid my head down on her chest; the silence of it was somehow comforting. Everything about her was at rest.

“Kesalul, Kiju,” I whispered, and put her hand back under the blanket before leaving. “Nmultes.”

I paid for a room at the motel that sat alongside the highway, a long building with twenty separate doors to twenty separate rooms where I assumed people with no other choice slept in old beds with springs that poked the back, water of a questionable colour and the smell of cigarette smoke that seemed to be embedded into the walls. I placed a long-distance call. The phone rang five or six times, and I was about to hang up when Sally answered.

“Hello?” She strung out her o, sounding playful and happy, and I felt bad at having to be the one to ruin her good mood.

“Hi, Sally, it’s Aliet.”

“Oh my goodness. How are you? We’ve missed you. You haven’t been down for a visit in over a year.”

I started to cry immediately. I’d been so good at holding it in since getting out of the car at the hospital parking lot, but hearing Sally’s voice brought the loss close again.

“Oh no, what’s wrong? Aliet? Is it Kiju?”

I wiped my nose on my sleeve and took a deep breath to try to strengthen myself for the words I needed to say.

“Sally, she’s gone. This morning. Heart attack in the garden.” It came out quick, my words a jumble I hoped she would understand.

“Oh love. I’m so sorry. We are on our way. Ben’s out in the woods, but as soon as he gets back, we’ll be down. Are you at the house?”

“No, the motel, the one along the highway. I couldn’t stay at the house without her.”

“Okay then, we will see you soon. We love you, girl.”

She still called me girl even though I was approaching mid-life.

I was sitting in a lawn chair on the cement slab outside the door of my motel room when they pulled in. I looked in the back of their car but there were no children, forgetting that they weren’t children anymore and were busy living lives of their own. Even Faye, the baby, was in her twenties now.

“Aliet.” Sally wrapped herself around me, smothering me in the bulk of her jacket. It was nice to be mothered this way. I stayed until she let go. “So good to see you. Even under the circumstances.”

Ben came around the side of the truck and did the same. I disappeared into his arms.

He’d claim you. I could hear Kiju’s voice.

“My girl.” Ben pulled away and looked at me, his eyes on my eyes. “She was a good woman, had a good life and raised a good girl. It’s okay for her to rest now. I like to imagine her and Maggie together again, drinking tea and laughing on the other side.”

“I know,” I stammered. I turned and walked back to my chair, lifted my glass and drank.

Sally and Ben unpacked and then joined me, Ben with a flask of rye and a diet Pepsi, Sally with an apple juice, me with a glass of red wine. We raided the vending machine for dinner—chips and chocolate. We spent the evening that way, sometimes quiet, sometimes in conversation, watching the cars drive past on the busy road, nothing to obscure the view except the Vacancy sign, the second a dark, the light bulbs spent. Others checked in, but there must have been something about us, lined up in lawn chairs, drinking, sometimes crying, because no one said hello, no one nodded to us acknowledging our presence. They passed by on their way to their rooms from the reception desk, locking themselves inside, leaving us to our grief.

There was no church funeral. Kiju would not have wanted that. Instead, we held a small service in the reception area of the funeral home. I paid the local volunteer fire department’s ladies’ auxiliary to provide tea and coffee, small squares and triangle sandwiches, the mainstays of all rural functions, whether celebrating or grieving. At the front beside the urn there was a picture of her when she was younger, the one and only time she had posed for a portrait. Each time someone stopped to look at her photo I wondered what they were remembering. I was overwhelmed by my own inability to focus on any one memory. No single event stood out, they melted together like a collage, full of light and colour.

“I remember when she used to be a midwife,” said one old lady, leaning on a cane and wearing all black, including her little lace gloves.

“She was a midwife until the end,” I said. “She never stopped wanting to bring babies into the world.”

“Yes, I guess that’s right. People just have safer options now, I guess.”

She went to say something else, but I interjected. “If you’ll excuse me.”

I turned and walked away.

It was a short reception, over in under two hours. The flowers that adorned the table beside her picture seemed limp, defeated. Or maybe tired from having to carry the weight of both beauty and grief. I took the photo and her urn and placed them in the back seat, leaving the flowers and the leftover food at the funeral home. Sitting in the car, the remains of my one true family member strapped in the back, her smiling eyes looking out at me from a picture taken decades ago, I cried again. I thought I was done with the tears, but I hadn’t gotten to cry for my mother, so maybe I was due for this unsurmountable amount of grief.

Sally and Ben had left from the service. They were needed at home to care for their grandchildren and their little store, which was less for supplies now and more for tourists, offering coffee and Sally’s homemade luski, baked or fried, along with Mi’kmaw crafts, created by actual Mi’kmaw people as opposed to the cheap plastic dream catchers they sell at gas stations and the airport. I’d checked out of the hotel and was going to head directly back to the city. I had the rest of the week off, but I couldn’t see myself spending my time here, alone. There was no one I knew here anymore. The place seemed foreign to me. There is a word that I learned long ago that has somehow managed to find a place permanently in my memory. Hiraeth, homesickness for a place you have never been. But I had been here, I knew this place, yet it seemed so distant, so unrecognizable, without Kiju there to go home to. The teenage Aliet felt comfortable here; the adult Aliet felt like an intruder.

Before I drove back to the city, I decided to stop by the house to ensure it was locked and there was nothing perishable to attract rodents. But first, I took her ashes from the back seat and made my way to the birthing tree. She’d never said what she wanted me to do with them, but I couldn’t imagine having them sit on a mantel or in a closet somewhere. She needed to be where she belonged, and I could think of nowhere better than the tree, the place where she had been truly happy. I stood among the strong roots as the sun, pushing through the rain clouds that were fast approaching, lit up the last of the summer leaves. I opened the urn, thanked her for everything she had given me and scattered her ashes. There was something pure and final about it, not necessarily sad but comforting. When I returned to the house an unfamiliar car was waiting. A man in a nondescript grey suit climbed out.

“Are you the granddaughter?”

“I am. Can I help you?” I said as I placed the empty urn back in my car.

“I tried to get you at the service, but you left before I could speak to you. I’m the lawyer in charge of your grandmother’s estate.”

The word estate seemed slightly ridiculous as I looked around at the dilapidated house, the garden that had already started to wilt and die without her gentle hand; the outhouse, no longer in use but standing as a testament to our past, and the grass, unmowed now since Kiju was trying to be a friend of the earth and had decided to let the grass grow wild and free. Last summer when I was down, we had fun throwing wildflower seeds into the wet grass after a hard rain. I think the birds feasted on the seeds since only a few pink lupines, a handful of bluets and goldenrod grew in patchy among the tall grass.

“Her estate?”

“Yes, it’s quite simple really, she left everything to you. I just need you to sign this document and I will send you a copy in a week or so and everything will be settled.” He handed me a thick legal document with tabs. I leaned over the hood of his car and signed where I was told to. I didn’t read a word. He took it and threw it into the front seat.

“And this.” He handed me my grandmother’s wooden box, the box that held all her treasures. “There is a list when you open it. I catalogued everything in it for the paperwork. The contents of the house are also in the document you just signed. I’m sorry about your grandmother. I’ll be in touch.”

“How did you get this?” I asked, perhaps with too much suspicion in my voice.

“The funeral home called and informed us of her passing. She had everything pre-arranged. She didn’t want to leave you with the burden that often accompanies death. In her will there was a note to give the box directly to you, but we did have to review the contents in the event of any, well, undeclared wealth.”

“Undeclared wealth?” I nearly laughed. Had he looked at this home, its contents, old and threadbare, scratched and worn? A roof in need of repair, a window about to fall out of its casing?

“Yes. Again, I’m so sorry for your loss.”

The sky was turning grey as he pulled out of the driveway. I watched his car until he was out of sight, standing there holding the box. When the first raindrops darkened the wood, I headed inside. Nothing had changed but at the same time, everything had changed. The floors under my feet were soft, the windowpanes had started to rot and the wallpaper that Kiju had been so proud of was peeling. My heart sank. I should have seen this, I should have been here for her, I should have helped. Dust, which would have
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