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For Emma, with love and hope





  
    An cuir tobar a mach as an aon shùil

uisge milis is searbh?
  



 


  Will a spring send forth from the same opening

water both bitter and sweet?
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1

The power line cut like a firebreak through the wooded ridge and Innis could follow it easily now, his private road, could take it a long way beyond his uncle’s boundary and cross, unseen here in the upland, other people’s woods, veering down into them when something caught his eye. The afternoon was growing colder under a lazy snowfall and he captured on his tongue the cool taste of a downy flake. He carried a bucksaw loosely in one hand, in the other his walking stick that beat snow out of boughs, showed him snow depth, ice thinness, heard but unseen water, and if he found himself without the stick, he would retrace his steps in a crouch until he saw where he had set it down, distracted by something he wanted to inspect—tracks, a bush, a hole in the snow that said an animal lives here. Back in his uncle’s woods he’d been thinning young spruce, improving a clearing well above the power line, the spot he had staked out in the fall for his own seedlings. Starr never went up in the trees anymore, would never know what went on there, one way or the other. For what Innis had in mind, summer light in that clearing would do. And it would, by fall, light his way out of here, though at the moment collas swaying in the sun were not easy to conjure.


His tracks were filling so quickly he could barely see how he’d meandered along the break. He liked his tracks to dip into the lower trees, then out again, a snaking trail someone might follow, looking for whatever creature was at the end of it. Overhead, the power line, two widely spaced cables, sagged gracefully toward a wooden pylon visible on the next rise, then disappeared into the snowgreyed air. If he were to follow it in that direction, east for maybe an hour, he could hit the TransCanada highway and thumb down a car or a semi the way he had last October. People still hitched in this part of the world, even women. But he was not ready for it. He was not a prisoner after all, except to himself, but he knew now the ride out would have to be a long one, all westward. He hadn’t the nerve yet to go it alone in this country, though he would never admit that to Starr, not for a second. He had once wished for nothing but to be back in the streets of Watertown, of Boston better yet, but that city, that whole country down there, was closed to him now, forbidden—a hurt he woke to some days like a bruise in his chest. With some real bucks in his pocket, he kept telling himself, he would find his way maybe to Montreal or Toronto, even all the way to Vancouver, cities big enough to start over in. But last night when he’d looked at a map in Starr’s old atlas, Canada’s vastness disheartened him, diffusing him into its indefinite spaces, unmoored and anonymous, a nobody.

Now the snow whirled down, gently blinding him in the grey light, and he was weary of this relentless season. A hatred for North St. Aubin seized him so strongly he nearly fell to his knees. That ragged skyline of thick spruce wherever he looked, one little store with a gas pump. March in Watertown could be nasty, sure, but winter wasn’t nailed down like this. Pot plants growing in these woods? A pipe-dream. In the deep wall of trees below him he saw a few different evergreens, a small grove, stately, fuller, and when he took a branch in his hand and shook it free of snow and felt the long needles like coarse hair, he knew it was a pine, a Scotch pine. A soft swirl of wind soughed through it, a timbre he never heard in the other needled trees. In all his trampings he had come across but a single pine, a white pine hidden in spruce, so old its crown was out of sight. Christmas presents had this smell on them when he was a kid, his mother urging him to tear them open when he tried to save the pretty paper, to hell with it, never mind, she’d say, but he’d liked the figures on the wrapping, the designs. They’d had no Christmas, he and his uncle, Starr said it was mushy, the whole sentimental business, and he spent Christmas day and night in Sydney with some woman, clear of any duties toward or expectations from his nephew boarder. Innis’s mother had always wanted Scotch pine for Christmas. So how about this fifteen-footer, Mom? I’ll ship it to you, you can save it for next year, I won’t be there to haul it up the stairs but your boyfriend can do the honors. He ducked under its branches, snow trembling down his neck as the saw ripped into bark, the blade pungent with resin, sawdust dribbling into the wooly snow like cornmeal, and when the tree fell away from him with a hiss, he drew back and inhaled the turpentine smell. Resin. Jesus, it jacked him up, like that other resin he loved to smoke. He stood panting, snow in his eyelashes, his hair. His back muscles burned, water trickled cool then warm along his spine, over the chill of sweat. The pine lay humbled against the snow. But his angry exhilaration faded with every smoky breath, the satisfaction seared through him so fast he didn’t know what made him do it, just take it down like that. When he heard the faint squeak of footsteps behind him, he thought first, it’s getting colder, the snow is noisy, and then his mind was already racing toward a lie.


“God, if my dad wasn’t near ninety, he’d kill you.” The man stood planted like a stout child dressed up and sent out into the snow, his big mittened hands at his sides. His face was flushed beneath the brim of a green stocking cap. “He’ll have the Mounties on you, boy, and that’s the least of it.”

Innis picked up the bucksaw he’d flung down: Starr’s name was carved into the handle, and Starr would be wild anyway if Mounties showed up at the door. Well I knew you’d bring them sooner or later, you have this thing with the police, eh?

“These trees yours?” Innis hated the boyish supplication in his voice, the register it always rose to when he’d been caught. “I didn’t see any signs or anything. I figured they were just anybody’s.”

The man swung his weight slowly about as if he wore snowshoes, not heavy galoshes. “Trees are always somebody’s,” he said. “You can’t come into our woods with a saw in your hand. You haven’t the right, you see.”

Don’t get in trouble like you did in Boston, Starr told him when he first set foot in the house. There’s not the chance, b’y, for one. And for another, they’ll put you away so quick you’ll think you’d never been here.

“I only cut the one,” Innis said.

“For what?” The man lifted the pine by its tip like a dead animal.

“Listen, I’ll pay you, whatever you think it’s worth.”

The man didn’t seem to hear. “Only stand of trees like this on the whole goddamn island,” he said. He touched the oozing tree stump, then sniffed his glove. “Where you from? Not from here, are you. I can tell by your talk.”

Innis wanted to tell him I am from here, I left here a baby and my folks are from here clean back to my great-grandfathers. But he didn’t feel the truth of that, it was just what he had been told, and when you were seized in the act, it was not the time to open up a genealogical cupboard the man could rummage in. Like it or not, you’re a Corbett, Starr told him. You don’t have to care about that, I can’t make you. But I care. Your great-grandpa built this house. Don’t shame it.

“Sydney,” he said. He’d been into Sydney twice with Starr, the big town, malls and all.

“Who do you belong to? I know all kinds of people in Sydney.”

“You wouldn’t know mine.”

“But your name, what’s your name?”

“MacAskill.” Innis knew there were no MacAskills in North St. Aubin.

“You Englishtown MacAskills? North River?”

“No. We haven’t lived here very long.”

“Queer place to be cutting down a tree, if you live forty miles away. What did you mean by it?”

“How the hell did you know I was up here?”

“My dad,” the man said. “‘Finlay,’ he said to me, ‘somebody is at the trees.’ He always knows when somebody’s in the woods what don’t belong.”

“You mean he saw me?” Innis looked into the dark trees around them, blacker now in the late afternoon light. There was no house near, he knew that. “That’s crazy.”

“He saw you, in a way. My dad sees things the rest of us don’t. What MacAskill are you? Not Jimmy Angus’s family? No.” Snow had whitened the man’s cap, gathered on his thick mackinaw like a shawl. Innis was tensed to run, the slow whirl of flakes closing around him, his heart beating harder now. The guy couldn’t give chase, could he, chubby as he was, and if he sicced the Mounties on him they wouldn’t get here for an hour, spread as thin as they were, and they’d be looking for a car anyway, a car he didn’t have, not a young guy on foot and where would they look in the woods? Would they even give a damn, for a pine tree? But he didn’t run.


“I want you to come with me,” the man said calmly, as if it were the natural step now.

“I’m not going to hang around waiting for the Mounties, if that’s what you’re thinking. I’m not as young as I look.”

“You come meet my dad. You come meet Dan Rory. He’s a man you should know and you just cut down a tree he likes very much.”

Innis backed away a couple steps.

“I can disappear pretty damn quick. I know these woods.”

“Odd, that, for a Sydney boy. You hunt up here? Oh, you won’t disappear, it’s not that easy, is it? Run if you like. Walk away.” He turned slowly and started back. “We know who you are, me and my dad,” he said over his shoulder.

Innis picked up his walking stick and watched him. “What do you mean?” he yelled. “I’ve never seen you before, or your old man either!” The man kept on, not hurrying, retracing his tracks down the hill until he slipped out of sight in the dark trees.

Hunched into his parka, shivering, his toes numb, Innis let the snow gather in his hair. He did not want to get in trouble here, and so far he hadn’t. Trouble you saved up like coupons and he didn’t want to cash them in on this. A bottle of aftershave under his coat at a drugstore in The Mines, okay, and a sawbuck one afternoon from Starr’s battered till, but nothing that would bring the Mounties down on him, no hotwired cars, no joyrides. Not that it would take a hell of a lot for a deportee, the Mounties probably had a file on him. A pine, a nice full, sweet tree? Maybe, but shit, he wasn’t going to follow that guy, he wasn’t a kid anymore, and he turned angrily toward the break. He’d have a long hike back, he’d been walking longer than usual. The kitchen would be warm, if Starr was home from The Mines they’d fry up some meat and potatoes like a couple of country bachelors, and that was okay too. His uncle preferred that Innis have things going in the kitchen if he could, nothing worse in winter than coming into a cold empty house, he said, no fire or food in sight, my old dad used to call that feeling it gave you fuar-larach. They got on pretty well most of the time, except for the women issue, the ones Starr had and the one Innis didn’t. Listen, Starr said once, kidding but not quite, I was your age too, you’re a walking hard-on, but you’ve been in enough trouble for now, you’re broke anyway and nothing bores a woman faster than a broke man.

Deer tracks, feathering over, crossed Innis’s path, heading up toward a spring, a dark wound in a white hill. Deer were in velvet now, new antlers growing. In snowy silence, there was nothing like catching an animal in the corner of your eye, a bit of intense life in that stillness of cold air. He wanted a joint but he’d have to fumble it out and get it lit and maybe what he didn’t need was a downer flash, like that first day at Starr’s kitchen table when he felt like he’d just put down in the Yukon, sleepless, wrung out, the windows lashed with cold rain while his uncle squinted at him over a cup of coffee, What in God’s name made you steal cars and get yourself booted out of the country? Even if he hadn’t been so numb, he would have had no answer to give. Innis followed the tracks to the point where the deer had blown into flight, the kicked-up snow barely settled. Something had spooked them from their drink, off into the upper woods. The spring had formed a small cave in the snowbank. Deep in its shadow, water plinked steadily. Innis knelt down and put his hand into the colder air of the opening. Then he saw the prints beside him: an animal had drunk here maybe minutes ago. Not hooves but paws, broad in the soft snow where it had rested and lapped. Innis could imagine the crisp sound of its tongue snatching water and he felt again a kind of current in the still trees and he stiffened as it passed through him. He knew there was nobody there, nothing as tangible as a man. Had this been a family’s spring, had there been a house up here once? The woods rose like a dark cliff. He had come upon such sites before, no paths to them, buried in trees, stones and fallen beams thick with moss. He had sketched such a place in his book, but his stiff fingers wouldn’t hold a pencil now. In the city, even a derelict house was seen, was passed by, there were photos of it, drawings somewhere, records. Thirsty, he knelt into the cold chamber of the spring and lapped water until his mouth pained. The coming dark was above the snow and the woods at night asked things of you he didn’t have. The knees of his jeans had soaked through. No, he did not want trouble. Not for a tree, not with his own seeds waiting for their artificial spring.

The path the man had taken was an old one, narrow, without the faint marks of his feet Innis would have lost it quickly. A rabbit shot out of a thicket, a blur of fur and snow, and he cursed it, where the hell was this house anyway. An old barn appeared finally when the trees thinned out, much older than Starr’s, a saltbox, swaybacked, grey as driftwood, and beyond it the house stood out, its shingles the blue of a washed-out sky. He smelled the chimney smoke merging thinly into the falling snow. The rear windows had light in them. What could he say? He had no bread, just a few bucks from odd jobs. But if things went right with his seeds and his plants, he’d have money come fall, not that he could say wait till September, fellas, my dope will be ready to sell and I’ll be flush, can I owe you awhile? It seemed outrageous, this plan of his, crazy, but other times it lifted him up.

Who do you belong to? the man had said.

The back step was crudely shovelled. He could hear a fiddle starting and quitting and the sound covered his knock and he knocked again. The man looked different in the open door, bulky in a red sweater, his grey hair mussed from the cap he’d pulled off. “Yes yes, come inside. Daddy, it’s the lumberjack!” he called into the house, and the fiddle music quit. Innis kicked snow from his boots. Maybe this was a mistake, but he’d made enough of them in the last year, so he’d see it through. Something simmered on the huge stove, ornate as an old car, flourishes of engraved nickel and black iron. The kitchen was stuffy with smells, the cooking, drying wool, linoleum, wood, brine. The man led him into the next room where his father sat by the window in a high-backed rocker, his huge hands cupped on the armrests, the dark varnish worn clean where he’d worked it. He was handy to his needs—pipe and tobacco pouch on a small table, magazines, binoculars. Powerful glasses, if he could see clear through the woods to the power line break. His dark eyes, stern but not unkind, sized up Innis keenly. A thick white moustache hid the expression of his mouth.

“You look like a Corbett, not a MacAskill at all. No relation to The Giant, by the looks of you, though you’re taller than a lot of us.”

“My mother’s people were tall, so she told me. This man here says you know who I am anyway.”

“Starr Corbett’s family. Not his young fella, because we know Starr takes women but not wives. Alec at the store, he says there’s a young man living with Starr since fall.”

“He’s just my uncle.”

“Yiss. You’d be Munro’s boy, I see him in your face. But your mother, her it was had the red hair, eh?”

“Pretty grey now.”

“Did you put the grey in it?”

“Some. But that’s between me and my mother.”

“Sally Ann. Sally Ann Lamont, from down Middle River. A tall girl herself, but so was her dad, wasn’t he, Finlay?”

“He was so, Daddy. At least.”

“You know everybody around here?” Innis said.


“All that’s is and been,” Finlay said behind him.

“Your dad and your mother came to this house, more than once, before they went off to Boston. You’d be Boston too then.”

“Watertown, west of it. But Boston, yeah.”

“Your grandpa and me were great friends. A better farmer he was, God, yiss, I never cared for the farming a damn bit but I had to do it. And here we are, me and Finlay, the last of the nine of us. All we grow is potatoes and trees. The spruce are put in by the devil, but the pines we put in ourselves. That pine, now, the one you brought down. What made you?”

“I don’t know, hard to explain. It just happened. Before I knew it, it was down. I’ll pay you for it.”

“Don’t think of it like money. There’s too much of that. But yiss, hard to explain. Well. You’ll be staying in North St. Aubin, working and such?”

“Not long. I’ll be going out west, by fall anyway.” It was good to declare that to them: a sure thing. Nothing to prevent it, even if in September he was still a broke man. What else did the old guy know about him? Starr had said, I won’t tell anybody that immigration men escorted you to your airplane seat, we’ll keep that to ourselves, that’s what you want and that’s what I want. “Not much work around here anyway.”

“Hard to come by. But you got to find work where there is work. Cape Bretoners been going off since my own dad’s days. He did it, carpentering all the way to Montana. Myself, I did threshing trains to Alberta after the war. But he came back and so did I. So I guess you’re coming back. Work that pays money always been short in this place. Work to be done though. Och, lots of that. Now, that pine, that was a special tree. A son of mine was killed and I planted it, up there.”


“I didn’t know. I mean, it’s not like there was a plaque on it.

“It’s plaques he needs, Finlay. Better get up there and nail some on for this fella.”

“Tomorrow, Daddy, first thing.”

“How the hell did you know I was up there?” Innis said. He still couldn’t believe he’d been caught like that, surprised in that territory he thought of as his.

The old man reached for his pipe and slowly tamped tobacco into the bowl. “You were at the spring too. My dad’s brother, John Allan, built him a little stone house up there. Lived up there alone, 1860 something. He went down to The States and we lost track. North Carolina, someplace there where they had the Gaelic.” He struck a wooden match under the chair and sucked flame into his pipe.

Finlay said, “He has the taibhsearachd, you know, the Second Sight. He’s seen you before. But you don’t need to know about that now.”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Innis felt hot, lightheaded. A sweet tobacco smell, like cooked apples, seemed to come out of the dark wainscoting. He unzipped his jacket. He was suddenly uneasy about his planned set-up in the attic corner, it had seemed so clever a little while ago. “My uncle’ll be getting home soon, for supper. He expects me there.”

“Och, you’ll have some supper with us,” the old man said firmly. “We didn’t expect you either. We’ll talk a little. Set a plate for the young man, Finlay.” He reached for a stout cane and raised himself out of the rocker, collecting his strength. Despite a stoop he was taller than Innis. “Dan Rory is who I am. Come along, Innis. I want to show you something. Not the fiddle there, I used to play it but my hands went slow on me, they won’t follow my head. Only thing worse than a bad fiddler is a poor piper.”

He led him into a small cluttered room off the parlor, most of its space taken up with a cot whose sag suggested the long body of the old man himself. A blind hung halfway down the window where light snow fluttered past. Maybe his mother had fled a house like this, this light in winter, where she’d felt as Innis did, trapped and drowsy, inert, living like these men, back up here alone with white fields and woods and a drab sun in the curtains. From the crammed closet Dan Rory pulled out a khaki uniform, laying it out carefully on the cot as if it were alive. The dull brass badges on the shoulders said “Canada” and on the sleeves were sergeant’s stripes.

“The Great War,” the old man said. “I learned about death. You know about death?”

“Not that way. Not war.”

“What way then?”

“My dad was killed by a car. I’ve been to a funeral or two. The way most people know it.”

“A good fella, your dad. Sad, he was young.” The old man smiled. “I can see him in the kitchen there, naked as the day he was born, hands clapped over his clachan, doing a little dance in front of the stove, and the women, well, drying him off, terrible for teasing him. He fell through the ice in our old pond, must’ve been six or seven.”

“What was he doing on the pond?” Innis said, anxious to capture this memory of his father.

“He was looking for fish.”

“Fish?”

Dan Rory poked open the tunic with the tip of his cane and exposed the dark tartan of the kilt, lifted its hem. Light shone in a tiny mothhole. “Blood and mud washed out of her now. When they formed up the Highland Brigade, the 185th, I said right, I’m ready, that’s for me. Wear the kilt, I’ll look so grand in it. I was older, see. Should have known better.”


They both stared at the uniform. “You were wounded?” Innis said.

“Twice. Gas is the worst. Awful. Mustard gas goes where you sweat. We had to give up the kilt in battle.” He shifted his cane-tip to the belt buckle, s-shaped bits of brass.

“That’s a snake buckle. We liked those. Mheall an nathair Eubh. You know the Gaelic?”

“Not a word.”

“Starr should give you some then. You can call a man down to the lowest of the low in Gaelic, or praise him to the highest. The Language of The Garden.”

“What garden?”

Dan Rory raised his eyebrows. “Eden, of course. Eden. Your uncle should’ve told you that.”

“He throws out bits of it but not so I’d learn. It’s for things he doesn’t want me to know. What would I do with it anyway?”

“There’s things said in Gaelic you can’t say any other way, or hear any other way. But no, that wouldn’t matter to you, not in Boston. I see you’ve got no belt on your trousers.” The old man pulled the leather belt from the tunic. “Here, run it through your loops.”

“I couldn’t take this.”

“Och, I was skinny as you then. Buckle it up. How old are you?”

“I’ll be twenty. This is part of your old uniform.”

“They’re not going to bury me in it. You want to keep your trousers up. Starr has trouble with that, always did.”

Finlay called them into the kitchen and they sat solemnly at the wooden table while Dan Rory said grace. “Lord, we thank thee for this bountiful food, and for bringing this young man Innis to our table, may he benefit like we have from the blessing and nourishment of God, The Father, Amen.” They quietly passed around the bowls of chowder and the plate of bread and Innis felt the ritual more than the meal, a ceremony, but he ate hungrily, buttering the bread thickly and savoring the white fish.

“Now, the pine,” Dan Rory said after a few sips of tea that had simmered on the stove until it was black. “We’ll take work, not money. There’s work here needs doing.”

“Trees that need cutting,” Finlay said, setting down his spoon. “There’s budwormed spruce in the lower woods dead to their roots. And a mess of windfalls. We’d like a path cleaned through that thrash to the road and I’m old for that.”

“The old path to the brook,” Dan Rory said. “I want to walk to that water without breaking my neck.”

“Not a chainsaw,” Finlay said. “We don’t like the racket. We got a double-bit axe sharp as a razor, and a good crosscut can make short work of a tree, eh? It’s not easy work, but we’ll call it square when you’re done.”

Innis sipped the last of his tea, cooled by a stream of canned milk Finlay had added without asking, and set the cup carefully on its saucer. “Look, I don’t want my uncle to know. All right? And the other thing is, what money I make is from odd jobs around, so I can’t spend all my time at it. I owe Starr for board as it is.”

“Work it around your other duties. It’s not a great rush,” Finlay said. “The woods isn’t going anywhere.”

“What about that priest with the old cottage?” Dan Rory said. “Alec says he’s looking for somebody to paint it up or something.”

“Father Lesperance, down by the ferry wharf. There’s a job for you, Innis, his summer place there. He’s not rich but it’d bring you a few dollars.”

“We’re not Roman Catholic,” Dan Rory said, “and neither are you, not that I’ve seen your uncle in church since I can’t remember.”


“He doesn’t go, no.” Starr had said, I told my dad when I got home from the navy I wasn’t going to church, not any day, anymore. He nearly froze me out when he saw I meant it. He could turn to stone for long spells, my dad. Quiet as a shut door for days on end. He hated that he couldn’t talk, that he didn’t have the kind of heart to do that, sit down and say, listen, this is what’s on my mind. Oh, Jesus, no. Clam up. God, we were all that way, when I think about it, the whole damn bunch of us.

“The priest is a decent fella. Am I right, Finlay?”

“He is so. Had that cottage a few years now, and he’s not the sort to convert you, I don’t think.”

“Nothing to convert,” Innis said. “If he’s got work, okay with me.”

There was an air of business having been settled and they relaxed into an apple pie Finlay had baked, tough crust and all. Why in the hell had he cut down that pine? Two or three minutes of fury just to see it fall, and here he was bound up with these guys. He felt found out, more known than he wanted: people didn’t just look at you here, they looked into you, they inquired, and if you had a family connection, some of them expected, even at first meeting, if not your family tree, then at least a hefty branch of it. The maroon teapot was trimmed in gold leaf, similar to one his mother had, one of her “old things” she’d brought with her to Watertown. She’d known what it was like to be sheltered by family, to have strangers care about you because they knew who your grandfather was, your mother, uncle, aunt. But family could suffocate you too, want to know too much about you, and that’s what his mother had never missed in Boston: after her husband died she could disappear for an evening with another man and no one knew or cared whose daughter she was, or sister or neice, who she belonged to or how far back they went.


“Starr shown you cousins?” Dan Rory said. “No Corbetts left here in St. Aubin, but you’d have MacKinnons and Campbells in other places.”

“We haven’t got around much.” That was close to true, though Starr had taken him to see two aging sisters who shared a house in Sydney, Campbells, Netta was one and Innis couldn’t recall the other one’s name, skinny as a crane. They had talked around and over Innis as if he were a decent topic of conversation but didn’t need to be there, and they soon moved on to people they really wanted to discuss, those who’d had interesting surgery, real excavations, or awful deaths or a trajectory of decline even Starr could appreciate. And Alec who ran the store in North St. Aubin was a cousin too, friendly but distant, taciturn, not a prober or a gossip, and Innis liked him for that since he seemed to expect nothing more private from you than he was willing to give himself and that was very little. And Starr had mentioned cousins over on Southside St. Aubin and up the east coast of Cape Breton Island but didn’t seem keen to expose them to his nephew, fine with Innis since the less he saw of kin, the better chance to be taken on his own terms, the less enmeshed his fabrications, the less strain between him and his uncle who didn’t like the lies to begin with. We should be telling the truth about yourself, Starr said, that’s the way to start over, not like this. But I’m not starting over here, Innis said, am I? Can’t you understand that? I’m going west when I’m ready, but I’m not ready yet. No, Starr said, ready you’re not.

Dan Rory lit his pipe and Finlay a cigarette, blowing smoke thoughtfully. “Saw your uncle Starr with a new lady-friend yesterday,” Finlay said. “In Sydney.” But for the creases around his eyes he had the face of an old child, innocent but canny.

“She’s not real new,” Innis said. “I haven’t seen her myself.”


“Very pretty she was, yes. Arm in arm on Charlotte Street. He looked mighty pleased.”

“He was always a good dancer, Starr Corbett,” Dan Rory said.

“Liked a good fight sometimes too, at the dances.” Finlay took a deep drag. “Well, didn’t we all. Not so much of it now, even the youngsters.”

Starr had never mentioned dancing, or fighting either, but sometimes if he felt good or nicely toasted he might break into a brief stepdance on the kitchen floor while Innis watched, amused.

“I’ll drive you up home,” Finlay said. “A long walk from here.”

Innis fetched his jacket from the parlor. He noticed on the wall a framed photograph of Dan Rory in the army kilt, young, all bony knees, a feather in the badge of his cap. The snake belt was clasped around his tunic.

“What color was that feather?” Innis said, pointing at the photograph.

“Green,” Dan Rory said. “It was a green feather. The feather is the first to go.”


2

Innis stepped into the attic room at the end of the hallway, into the shock of its March air and the dusty scent of dry wood. He shut the door carefully: there might be times when he would be inside here with his uncle somewhere in the house and he had to know every board that creaked, where he could crouch without announcing it, how gently he need latch the door. In the sooty darkness the door boards emitted cracks of light. He played his flashlight over the hewn rafters, the pegged beams, the trunks and boxes and pieces of furniture. The big wooden loom sat as his grandmother had left it years ago, a piece of rough grey cloth in the heddles. Her husband had built it for her, put it together right here in the attic, “over the kitchen,” and there she wove in the wintertime until arthritis crippled her. Innis had tried to imagine how she looked as she worked the loom, her feet and her hands moving, but he couldn’t, he didn’t know enough about that, not yet. He squatted beside the equipment he had collected within the loom’s frame, the old fluorescent shop fixtures he’d bought two new plant bulbs for, a simple timer, a warming tray. Start them off at maybe eighteen hours or so and see how they went. He had the pots, the soil, a small watering can, an old crock to store water in, tinfoil to drape over the length of the lamp to direct it down toward the seedlings. The loom was perfect to hang the fixture from: he could make a tent out of it with two blankets that would conceal the light and hold warmth. Even if Starr stuck his head in the door, he wouldn’t necessarily see much. If he poked around, well, the game was up, but such was the risk of secrets, and better found out now than later. Innis had pried up a floorboard and tapped a multiple socket into the wires in the kitchen ceiling. He was proud of his set-up, practically above Starr’s dinner plate. None of it had cost much, from a secondhand store in The Mines mostly, and he was keen to get this under way. Even in June there might be killing frosts, Starr said, and Innis’s seedlings needed this jump start if they were to grow well and amount to money: a dozen plants even half the size of the ones in the marijuana book, healthy sinsemilla with good flowers, could bring him a grand apiece, and no middleman. Find that trucker and fire up a sample for him, there’d be no problem unloading it. And then Innis could leave North St. Aubin, he would strike out on his own.

The fluorescents flickered and balked and then hummed into a steady pinkish light. He touched the warming platter: not too hot, just warm enough to make them happy. He’d germinate the seeds in a wet cloth, start tonight. Last night he had spread them out on a sheet of paper and, like a jeweller, poised a finger above them, selecting slowly, deliberately, each promising seed he would devote his risks to. Maybe here and there sat that one just waiting to sprout in a place like Cape Breton, one that had in it the desire for a new locale, far north, a need to rise out of cool boreal clay and grow like crazy, for the sheer hell of it. He draped the blankets over the loom: it looked like some old sheepherder’s hut out on a dark moor, he liked that. He killed the flashlight and stood there shivering, daring something to lay hold of him, in the dark sometimes he could feel it, if he’d had a few tokes. The first time he shut himself in here, things seemed to rush out of the wood, but they did not make him uneasy, not anymore. He could not say what they were, spirits maybe, but hell, he was probably related to them, it wasn’t as if they were strange. Pieces of the house’s history had been pushed into the attic. In this dark he felt most strongly what kind of house it had been. Mothholes of light appeared in the blankets, his grandmother had woven them, they were old. He had only known her when she visited them back in Boston, him a small boy at the time, but he was certain she wouldn’t want her loom sheltering a garden like his.

Innis went about the house as if nothing had changed, despite the shrouded light in the attic, his little plot set up and sown. Downstairs, back upstairs, he was tense, a bit wired. Starr would be out late, that new woman was making demands on his attention. In the hall Innis dustpanned a spill of potting soil, searched for other traces of his hidden activities. Finding none, he flipped open a sketchpad under his bedroom lamp, unable to settle into the details of anything, scribbling a rough sketch of a womans face, boldly pretty, her hair swirls of dark pencil. Tomorrow he’d go back to the upper woods, far up where he’d staked out that spot, a clearing nicely concealed for summer planting. Still some work to be done there. His plants would need good light without being easily noticed by browsing deer or nosy humans. Apart from Finlay scaring the shit out of him that afternoon way down the break, he’d never run into a soul in all his wanderings up there, just three hunters he’d hidden from back in the fall when the woods were as new and foreign as everything else. You’re a Boston kid, Starr had told him, you get lost up there and we’ll have to send the Mounties in after you. But he knew the woods now, the woods were his.

When he’d first driven into The Mines with Starr to give him a hand at the TV repair shop and seen it in all its dreary clutter, he’d nearly left that very day. But he had nothing to take him anywhere, no money, no friends or destinations, he was starting from scratch in a new country, it didn’t matter that he had been born here, and The Mines itself, with its rundown storefronts and air of commercial despair, offered nothing. Starr was bound that Innis should learn to repair televisions, be his cheap apprentice for awhile. It was a skill you could stay afloat with, Starr said, get you on your own no matter where because every goddamn person everywhere has a TV. Go to the backwardest spot on earth and they’ll have a TV before a toilet, even in Outer Mongolia or someplace, and sooner or later their favorite yak program will suddenly turn to snow and there’ll be no man between them and heaven they would rather see standing at the door of their hut than you with your tools because no kind of prayer can bring a TV picture back, nobody’s god deals with that. But Starr’s shop, with its blank dusty screens stunned every which way, its spill of haphazard parts and testing devices and wire, reminded Innis of a correctional school, and Starr its dead-end instructor hunched under a lamp, a man, it seemed to Innis, who’d settled for the least ambition he could get away with. A few episodes of sparks and smoke and cursing and Innis got what he preferred—staying back in North St. Aubin, picking up odd jobs with people Starr knew, cleaning yards, painting, cutting wood, doing handyman carpentry from junior high woodshop. Sometimes he was less than handy, a jackknife carpenter for sure, but he learned fast from his mistakes and faster yet how to cover them up. I don’t care, Starr had said, if that’s what you want to do, you don’t have the knack for circuits, you handle a TV like a trash barrel. Bring in something toward your board, that’s all I ask for now, and there’s no temptations out there in North St. Aubin, at least I’m not finding many. You can settle down and keep straight. Don’t give your mother any more grief. Jesus Christ, Starr, who’s got the grief? If she’d made me a citizen, I wouldn’t be here. Starr said no, you got the sleigh before the horse, was it her that stole the cars?

He was kneeling beside the tub testing the water for a bath when he heard the Lada skid down the driveway to a halt. His uncle’s laughter, a door slamming, then Starr pounding up the stairs. What the hell was he doing home so soon? Innis turned the taps on full for the noise, sweeping his hand through the water now nicely hot. Little chance that his uncle would blunder into the attic, but Innis stumbled into his jeans and by the time he had buttoned his shirt Starr was rapping on the bathroom door.

“Hey, save me some hot water! I might need it later.”

When his pulse had calmed, Innis stood at the door to Starr’s bedroom. His legs felt too light under him as he looked in at his uncle groping into a lower drawer of the dresser, yanking out shirts.

“Back early,” Innis said.

“I’m not back, I’m just refueling. What you up to?”

“Come on, Starr, what could I be up to? A hot bath. Wild, huh?”


“Your age, I had a bath on Saturday night in a tin tub in the middle of the kitchen.”

“Okay, I’m really grateful for the hot running water.”

“If you had to heat it on a coal stove, you’d damn well be grateful.”

Starr pushed some bills into his wallet and kicked the drawer shut, stooping toward the dresser mirror. He patted his face with both hands, a tough face, darker than Innis’s, its angles squared and solid, like the men in the old photographs downstairs. A deep cleft in his chin—like a stroke Innis might make with a soft pencil—gave to his face the possibility of humor even when he set his jaw. And that’s what had saved them when they got in each other’s face, when the strain of Innis’s living there was too much for either of them, the release of a few laughs. Starr stroked a brush carefully through the tight waves of his steel-grey hair, pursed his lips at himself. “I have to piss and get out of here. There’s a woman waiting, she’s not the sort to wait for long.”

From the hall window Innis looked down at the Lada sputtering and trembling in the dark. In its headlights snow danced like moths. Kitchen light faintly reached the open car door, the leg of a woman in jeans, her black fur-trimmed boot resting on the running board. Radio music was going and her foot tapped to it. A hand appeared gracefully, palm up, received a few flakes of snow, and then withdrew. Innis could make out the edge of a wide-brimmed hat but not the face beneath it. Jesus, his uncle never brought a woman into the house, not since Innis had been here. You won’t be driving, he’d told Innis the first day, I don’t have to tell you you won’t get near the wheel of a car while you’re in this house. I’m not turning my life around to make room for you, but we’ll be okay for the time it takes you to get straightened away.

Starr came out of the bathroom zipping up. “Now you know where my money is,” he said. On his uncle, alcohol always seemed like cologne, definite but not dangerous. He gazed into Innis’s face with mock gravity but he meant it. “And I know it will always be there. Eh?”

“You mean I can’t skim any?”

“I’ll skim it off your hide.”

“Another Friday and I’m trapped here, Starr. No wheels, nowhere to get to, nothing.”

“Look, you had wheels back in Boston, but they didn’t belong to you, did they? They shipped you back here and you’re not exactly our idea of an A1 immigrant. Felony deportees don’t deserve much, not for awhile, now do they? It’s a probation, like.”

“In your eyes maybe. I left all that at the border, I paid my dues in the States. It’s a clean slate here.”

“And clean we’ll keep it.”

“I been here seven months clean as a whistle. I bet I’ve walked more woods than you have in a lifetime.”

“You’d like to think so. Just because you don’t see me doesn’t mean I’m never up there.”

A polite toot came from the driveway.

“She’s antsy, I’m off. Don’t use so much damn water. Oil isn’t cheap, you know.”

“Why didn’t you ask her to come in?”

Starr cocked his head, looked him up and down slowly. “With a dangerous man like you in here?”

He laughed and started down the stairs singing without words, then stopped and looked back at Innis. “Let’s keep it simple. That’s best for me and you too. Right?”

“Whatever you say, Uncle Starr.”

“And don’t call me Uncle. It makes me sound like a geezer.”

When he was gone, Innis looked again into the attic dark. Satisfied, he closed the door and locked it. Where did Starr get his ideas of what was best? What was Innis, a freak?


So, no women, a cold Friday night, but at least the house was his. Drafty as a barn anyway. To hell with the bath. Leave it for Starr, he could cool his nuts in it when he got home. Innis jacked up the basement oil furnace and pokered the coal in the big iron stove his uncle used for heat in the kitchen and sometimes for cooking when he felt nostalgic, shifting pots about on its flat surface as he recounted how skilled Granny had been, boiling water here, and simmering fish over there, baking the best bannock in the oven at the same time. The sink tap pattered on the black skillet and its crescent of chilled grease. After warming his hands over the stove, he fished out upstairs a small wooden stash box, hidden in a boot in his bedroom closet. He unwrapped with great care a ball of tinfoil: his beautiful seeds, the ones he hadn’t used. In his palm he worked them around with his finger like diamonds. The party at Mohney’s brother’s apartment back in Boston where the hippie guy pressed the seeds into his hand like they were magic: Put them in the earth, man, they’ll bring you joy. Right on. Promising plumpness and color, so said the book Innis kept under his mattress. Miraculous things, seeds. He squeezed them in his fist. Summer. Heat. Green leaves spreading like hands, flower tops dense as bullrushes. But God, when would this winter let go?

He rolled a thin joint, then held his baggie of pot up to the light: had to go easy on this. Some floating around in town probably, in The Mines, in Sydney for sure, but he couldn’t afford to get busted, he had to pick his risks carefully. Ned Mohney, the crazy bastard, had brazenly mailed this weed to him from Boston, two cleaned and tightly-compressed ounces from the last kilo they had scored to deal over in Cambridge, and it got here through customs, despite the wrong box number packed in a big bag of M&Ms, a note inside: Something for the munchies, pal. Keep your energy up. Keeping anything else up? Sure, Ned, I’ve never seen so many women. He hadn’t heard from Ned since. Why would he? Innis was banished, gone from the conversation of the few friends they’d had back there in Watertown. He’d been a topic for a while, did you hear what they’re doing to Innis, they’re deporting the guy to Canada, can you believe that? For what, dope? No, that Porsche he stole. His mother had called at Christmas, just Smalltalk, she seemed nervous and the line was bad. How could you have a private conversation anyway on that old wooden crank phone on the kitchen wall with another dozen people up and down the road bending their ears to it? Alexander Graham Bell lived a few miles from here, Starr said, up at Red Head, and we’re still using the phone he invented, we’re getting dial next year, but that’s no excuse for not calling your mother. We’ve said all we have to say, Innis told him.

Starr might come home tonight, and he might not. Unsure still if his uncle knew the smell of grass, he lit up and stepped outside the back door, huddling against the jamb. He drew deeply, held it until his eyes welled and the smoke blended with his breath. Even so, Starr didn’t miss much, and he kept a lot of things to himself. On the radio one night they heard about a pot bust on the mainland, and Starr said, Marijuana, hell, they used to grow it for rope, and now they hang you with it. Folk doctors concocted it for nerve medicine and perking up appetites, not just for food but sex, eh? If you think country people didn’t know much, there you are. Your Granny, she knew the wild plants and herbs, she was a healer, a midwife, many a night she was called out in terrible weather.

The telephone rang and Innis counted reflexively, three longs, three shorts, not ours, a shaky hand at the crank, it sounded like. People had styles of cranking out rings—some bold, urgent, loud, others hesitant, tripping along. Innis was getting so he hardly listened at all, the phone simply trilled out a few times and went silent. No one was phoning for him anyway, he’d fielded enough calls for Starr, from women even, one in particular who seemed put out that he was never available lately, though when he had been he’d sweettalked her in low tones, as charming as he could be in code, on a party line. But this new woman with the hat and snow on her hand, she had Starr jumping, avoiding the shop some days, often gone in the evenings. Innis himself felt older now, beyond teenage girls, what he saw of them on his few visits to The Mines seemed just that to him, girls who would not understand what had happened to him or why. Why should they. And what could he offer the older ones, floating in space the way he was? Starr had told him, Look, you don’t have a license anymore and I’m damn sure not going to take you somewhere looking for a date, better you stay out here for a while, you’ve had enough problems out on the town, you don’t
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