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For Gramzy, who is, thankfully, nothing like Gran
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PROLOGUE


The Way Things Were Back Then


Ruth, 1958–63





I can’t stop remembering the way things were back then. How my father hunted for our food. How he’d hang the deer in the garage to cure and how the deer’s legs would splay out when its belly was sliced open, its hooves pointy like a ballerina’s toes. I watched him dozens of times as he cut the meat off the animal’s backside. I can still hear how the knife sounded when metal scraped bone. Backstrap was the best cut, my favourite, and Daddy sliced it off the deer’s spine as beautifully as Mama curled ribbons on presents. He carried the fresh meat to the house in his bare hands, blood dripping all the way from the garage and across Mama’s shiny linoleum to the kitchen sink.


Sometimes Daddy would bring me a still-warm deer heart in a bowl and let me touch it with my fingers. I would put my lips to it and kiss its smooth, pink flesh, hoping to feel it beating, but it was all beat out. Mama would call him Daniel Boone as she laughed into his bare neck and he twirled his bloody fingers through her hair and they danced around the kitchen. Mama was the kind of person who put wildflowers in whisky bottles. Lupine and foxglove in the kitchen, lilacs in the bathroom. She smelled like marshy muskeg after a hard rain, and even with blood in her hair, she was beautiful.


My easel was set up on the counter, so I could watch Mama cook the meat while I painted in the tutu Daddy had brought me from one of his many trips Outside. It had matching pink ballet slippers that I wore constantly, even to bed. Mama buttoned one of Daddy’s big flannel shirts over me so I wouldn’t ruin my special tutu. It hung all the way down to my toes; the long sleeves were rolled up so many times, it was like having big, bulging cinnamon rolls for arms. I tried to make red that was the same colour as the red in Mama’s hair, but mostly I mixed everything together and got brown.


Daddy often said things I didn’t understand, like if statehood passed we would probably lose all of our hunting rights and the Feds would run everything into the ground. My five-year-old brain thought statehood was a new car, one with a really big front end. I didn’t know who the Feds were, but Daddy seemed to think they were going to tell people how much venison and salmon they would be allowed to eat. Mama’s belly had grown big and round, which even I knew meant another mouth to feed. Daddy would pull up her shirt and kiss her ballooned stomach the same way I had kissed the deer heart.


‘Is it all beat out?’ I asked him. Her belly was as white as the underside of a doe.


‘This one’s definitely still beating,’ he said. ‘No worries there.’


Statehood turned out to be not a new car but something much, much bigger, and Daddy had to fly to Washington, DC, to try and stop it – a place where he had to show his passport just to get off the plane, and nobody hunted or fished, and he had to buy new shoes to go to a meeting to talk about why Alaskans didn’t want statehood. Except for the ones who did, and they were not my daddy’s friends.


He told me that most people didn’t pay that much attention to stuff that happened in Washington, DC, but Alaskans would be sorry when Outside people started making decisions for us. I didn’t know who these Outside people were, but I hoped I would never, ever meet them.


When the letter arrived – an envelope with a flag I had never seen before – Mama read it with shaking hands. I watched her lips moving without any sound, but I knew whatever it said was bad because she fell over clutching her belly, making sounds that I’d only heard from wild animals, deep in the woods.


Lily was born the day after the letter arrived, and I don’t think Mama ever really saw her at all, because when I looked at Mama’s eyes after the birth, they were blank. The nurse asked what the baby’s name would be, and when Mama said ‘Lily’ I thought she was staring at the flowers next to her bed, not the pink lump wrapped in a hospital blanket, screaming as if she didn’t want to be here, either. Gran had come to the hospital for the birth, but afterwards Mama stayed behind while Lily and I were put in a mouldy brown car with cigarette burns on the seats. I didn’t think a brand-new baby should breathe in all the smells in that car, but Lily just lay there like the lump she was, and I held my scarf over my nose all the way to Gran’s house in Birch Park.


‘Your mama needs more time,’ Gran said, and she told me what was in the letter. My father’s plane had crashed in the Canadian Arctic, right next door to Alaska. Gran said the men were on their way home from the meeting when the plane went down. Something about the way Gran talked told me she did not think Daddy was ‘a brave man, with big ideas for Alaska’, which was what the letter had said. When Gran read it, she snorted, then wiped her nose with a tissue.


Afterwards she said, ‘You can cry if you want, but it won’t bring him back.’


 


Birch Park smelled like an old person’s house, something I’d never noticed when we only visited, which hadn’t been very often. There were no flowers in whisky bottles, no fresh deer carcasses curing from the rafters. The only meat in the refrigerator was pale and pink, sitting limp on a foam tray and wrapped in plastic. The blood was completely drained out of it, which made me homesick and suspicious.


The very next day there was a headline on the front page of the newspaper in thick, four-inch letters that said ‘We’re In’ and Alaska became the forty-ninth state in the United States. Gran clipped it out and told me I should save it forever so I would always remember this day, as if she didn’t understand that this was a bad thing. I didn’t want to remember anything except the way it used to be, before all this statehood nonsense.


When Mama did not show up that day, or the one after that, or the one after that, I figured statehood must have done something to her, too. Maybe she didn’t have the right passport or she had the wrong shoes? Or maybe she had gone to Canada, where she would be swallowed up in the same vast emptiness that had swallowed up Daddy.


I waited and waited for Mama, worried that Lily would never know how the world was really supposed to be. But the years ticked by until just before my tenth birthday, when the water started to rise and I knew this must be it – the river was fighting back. It flooded its banks and rose higher and higher, grabbing everything in sight with its big, wet tongue. Daddy had been right when he’d said the rivers could never be tamed.


Rusty metal oil drums, blue plastic coolers, and whole cans of peaches and fruit cocktail from people’s pantries bobbed down Second Avenue. Someone’s red frilly slip got hung up in Mr Peterson’s climbing peas and made Lily laugh out loud until Gran shushed her. Gran’s face was as red as an overripe raspberry. Even in a flood, underwear was no joking matter.


Lily was now five and out of her mind with excitement about riding in the skiff that snatched us off the doorstep as the water kept rising. I just prayed that it would never stop, that the river would somehow take us back to our old life.


But the skiffs dropped us off at the high school just a mile beyond our doorstep, where the ground was higher and still dry. Lily acted like we were on a whirlwind vacation, laughing and playing with her friend Bunny.


A girl named Selma held my hand when we had to get shots, and I acted like I was only clutching her hand to make her feel better, but really I’m terrified of needles. She was my age, but so much braver than me. Selma was the only good thing to come out of the flood.


After a few days we went home to the wet, mouldy house in Birch Park. There was no furniture, just donated goods that had been trucked up from Anchorage. Under our used trainers the carpet squelched and burped muddy water for weeks. Gran worked as a volunteer to get the new state government to replace what everyone had lost in the flood. Some of the neighbours reported a lot of missing items. Dora Peters’s mom said she’d lost a washer and dryer, a kitchen table, and some fancy bedside lamps. Gran’s lips were pursed, but she wrote it all down anyway in a big black book with ‘Property of the United States Government’ printed on the front.


‘Nobody in Birch Park had a washer or dryer,’ I said to Gran that night at dinner.


Gran said nothing.


‘Can we get a washer and dryer?’ asked Lily.


‘Don’t be silly,’ Gran snapped.


‘But they lied,’ I said. ‘Nobody had all that nice stuff.’


‘It’s not our job to make people accountable.’


‘But you’re volunteering for the government. It is your job.’


Gran’s eyes narrowed.


‘You do not tell me what is and isn’t my job, young lady.’


I looked down at the paper plate in my lap. The canned beets had bled into the Spam, which wasn’t even real meat. I wanted a dripping piece of fresh backstrap or nothing. I folded my plate in two, smashing all the food together. No one said a word as I crossed the room, even as a trail of bloody beet juice spilled from the corner of the plate, down my leg and on to the floor. I pushed the whole thing deep into the garbage can, as if it were my own heart, all beat out.

















Spring







So many spring stars


I could navigate my skiff


All the way back home.


– John Straley                             




















CHAPTER ONE


The Smell of Other People’s Houses


Ruth





At some point I stopped waiting for Mama to come back. It’s hard to hold on to a five-year-old dream, and even harder to remember people after ten years. But I never stopped believing there had to be something better than Birch Park, something better than living with Gran.


When I was sixteen I thought maybe it was a boy named Ray Stevens. His father was a private detective and a hunting guide in the bush. His family had just built a new house on a lake where they parked their floatplane, and in winter they could snow-machine all the way down Moose Creek from their back door.


The Stevens’ whole house was made of fresh-cut cedar. All of Ray’s clothes smelled like cedar, and it made me sneeze when I got close to him, but I got close anyway.


Cedar is the smell of swim team parties at their house and the big eight-by-ten-inch Richard Nixon photograph that hung in the living room. Cedar is the smell of Republicans. It’s the smell of sneaking from Ray’s older sister’s room (Anna also swam on my relay team; I befriended her out of necessity) and into Ray’s room, where I crawled into his queen-sized bed facing the sliding glass doors that looked out on the lake. How many sixteen-year-old boys had a queen-sized bed? I’m guessing one, and it had sheets that smelled like cedar and Tide, and they held a boy with curly blond hair, bleached from the swimming pool. He was the best diver in the state and I was only on a dumb relay team, but he sought me out anyway. We could have drowned in our combined smells of chlorine and ignorance – guess which part I was?


He knew how to French kiss, which tasted like a forest of promises once I got used to it. Because I was Catholic, and smelled stiff instead of wild, he promised not to do anything but touch me lightly and only in certain places, where the smell wouldn’t give me away when I went back to my own house, which held nothing but the faint scent of mould in second-hand furniture – also known as guilt and sin.


At the Stevens’, everything was fresh like it had just been flown in from Outside and there were no rules. Their shag carpet was so thick, in the morning I followed my deep orange footprints back to Ray’s sister’s room and pretended I’d been there all night.




*





I only joined the swim team because ballet hadn’t worked out. Gran was sure that any kind of dancing was just a slippery slope that butted right up to the gates of vanity. In her opinion, there was nothing worse than being vain. Lily and I paid for our vanity little by little. We paid by hiding good report cards, deflecting compliments, and staying out of sight. We paid in the confessional on Sundays. ‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. I smiled at myself in the mirror today.’


I did that. Once. Felt so good about myself that I smiled into a mirror and twirled and danced as if I held the world in my six-year-old hands. I was going to my first dance class in my fancy pink tutu and my long blond hair was all the way down to my butt. It really was so thick and long that it made this cool scritchy-scratchy noise across the mesh fabric of my tutu when I swung my head from side to side. It was the tutu Daddy had bought me Outside. You couldn’t get a tutu like this in Fairbanks, and I don’t think Gran knew that it was special, or she never would have let me have something the other girls didn’t. I was so excited and as I came up to the studio, I remember another girl and her mom going inside, too. Alyce was wearing a black leotard and plain pink tights. I could tell she was jealous, eyeing my tutu as she held open the door to let me in and her mother said, ‘You have the prettiest long hair I’ve ever seen.’


‘I know, I’m pretty all over,’ I said to her without a second thought.


Alyce’s mother smiled at me, but then her face changed quickly as Gran’s fingers gripped me by the arm and yanked me inside. I didn’t even have time to wonder what I’d said that was wrong. Gran marched me into the bathroom, and said through gritted teeth, ‘Oh, you think you’re something special, do you?’


She pulled a huge pair of orange-handled scissors out of her bag, as if she carried them around waiting for moments just like this. They looked like a bird with a silver metal beak. And they were loud. I can still hear the sound of my hair being chopped off with just a few mad snaps of the bird’s jaws. Then Gran made me walk out of the bathroom and go take my place on the piece of tape that Miss Judy put on the floor marking my spot. Nobody looked right at me, but there were mirrors on every wall so I could see their sideways glances. I could also see my hair sticking out in all directions, as if it had been caught in a lawnmower. No more swishing for me. I never went back to that class. And Gran never mentioned it again.


Even after all these years, I know that a stroke of good luck, like a rich, popular boyfriend whose family likes you, means you just have to hold your breath and hope it lasts – and never, ever brag or feel too good about yourself.




That’s why I stole one of Ray’s white T-shirts and took it home to sleep with under my pillow, so I could pretend my world smelled of cedar, too. No one ever suspected anything, because at Birch Park, where the sound of cockroaches chewing saltines is deafening, I just kept my head down and let Lily make all the mistakes.





‘Bunny says we’re poor,’ Lily announces as she and her best friend, Bunny, clatter through the door, letting in a gust of cold air. They drop their mittens and snowsuits into a big pile and trip out of their boots, knocking each other over trying not to be late for dinner.


Gran is reheating food left over after another Catholic Social Services luncheon. She works part-time typing for the archbishop, so we get first dibs on whatever food is left from their functions. Tonight’s meal was delivered to the door by Father Mike himself, with his little white collar choking him.


Selma is over and we’re setting the table. I can see Gran looking at the food, wondering if it will be enough to feed two extra mouths. She reaches for a can of Spam to stretch it out.


‘I didn’t say you were poor. I said you were poorer than me and Dumpling,’ Bunny says. Dumpling is her older sister.


I watch Gran sigh, which is a sign that we’re aging her. We’re always aging her, but especially Lily, and now Bunny is helping. Gran says if she didn’t have to take care of us, she’d still be a young woman. I look at her sagging boobs, then down at the tuna casserole. Too bad for Lily, there are peas in it again.


‘What makes you so rich?’ she asks Bunny as they jostle each other at the sink, fighting over the Joy soap.


‘Fish camp,’ says Bunny. ‘We get tons and tons of salmon at fish camp.’


‘My cousin goes fishing every summer,’ Selma chimes in. ‘She doesn’t think salmon are so special. In fact, Lily, I’m sure Alyce would trade places with you – she would love not to have fish this summer.’


Selma’s cousin Alyce is the same Alyce from that fateful ballet class. It was her mother who told me my hair was pretty.


‘I don’t want to go commercial fishing and have to live on a smelly old boat,’ Lily says, as if she’s just been insulted. ‘I want to go to fish camp like Bunny and Dumpling, near their village.’


‘Yeah,’ Bunny says, ‘our camp is way up above the Arctic Circle. We have drumming circles and dances that go on all night, and then we lay out our sleeping bags on spruce boughs and we don’t have to get up until the afternoon if we don’t want to. Me and Dumpling get to shoot mice with BB guns and roast salmon hearts over the fire, too. Better than marshmallows!’ She rubs her belly and licks her lips just thinking about it.


I’ll pass on the roasted salmon hearts. But Bunny sounds braggy to me and I glance over at Gran to see if she’s ruffled by it. She’s spooning food on to plates as if it takes so much concentration. I guess other people’s kids can be vain if they want. Lily better watch out it doesn’t rub off on her.


‘Is there mayonnaise in this?’ Lily asks.


She is the pickiest eater on the planet.


‘Lily,’ Gran says in a voice that lets Lily know mayonnaise should be the least of her worries. ‘Say grace.’


‘Blessusolordandtheseourgiftswhichweareabo


uttoreceivefromthybountythroughchristourlordamenwhy-can’t-we-have-a-fish-camp?’ Lily asks, without taking a breath.


Selma looks at me and we roll our eyes. Lily spends her life griping that almost everyone else in Birch Park has a fish camp. But saying it in front of Bunny puts Gran on the spot. It also shows how clueless both Lily and Bunny are if they haven’t figured this one out yet. They’re both eleven, which is plenty old enough to know where the lines are drawn.


‘We don’t have a fish camp because we aren’t native,’ Gran says, to her plate.


‘I’m not native, I’m Athabascan,’ Bunny says.


Selma and I laugh.


‘What’s so funny? She is Athabascan,’ says Lily. ‘Natives are the people like Dora’s mom, the ones who hang out all day at the bar – they’re too drunk to even bother fishing.’


‘That’s enough,’ Gran says, slapping Lily so hard on the hand that her fork flies up and then falls with a clatter.


‘No more talking while we eat this meal that Father Mike has so generously provided for us.’


Lily pushes her peas around on her plate. Her cheeks are bright pink.


Fish camps are pretty much handed down from family to family, but maybe Gran shouldn’t have lumped all Alaska natives together. It didn’t seem to make Bunny very happy. Especially because Bunny and Dumpling actually have the nicest parents in Birch Park. Dora’s family never goes to fish camp. Lily knows better than to gossip about Dora at the table, though.


It’s not as if we all didn’t see what happened the night Dora came running out of her house wearing only a nightgown. Her father, Bumpo, was chasing after her, calling her a whore. I think he got the name Bumpo because he’s always drunk and bumping into things. Bunny’s dad, Mr Moses, was the only person brave enough to go outside and face him. Mr Moses had a big wool blanket and he scooped Dora up in it like she was just a sack of feathers; then he set her inside the door of his own house. No matter how much Bumpo yelled in his face or threatened him with a beer bottle, Mr Moses didn’t budge; he just stood there blocking the door that hid Dora.


It went on and on until Bumpo just sort of slumped over, all deflated. Bunny’s father led Bumpo back to his house. And the rest of us went back to pretending we didn’t see anything.


If you’re wondering why nobody called the cops, that would show how little you know about us. Whatever you happen to be – black, white, native or purple, it doesn’t matter – it’s a sin to snitch. It’s the one universal rule that being poor will buy you, for better or worse.




*





When Gran gets up from the table and is out of earshot, good old Selma leans in to Lily and says, ‘I thought the Lord provided the meal, not Father Mike.’ All she gets is a half-hearted smile from my sister, who is busy piling her peas on to Bunny’s plate now that Gran isn’t looking.


Bunny eats them all in one bite, because that’s what best friends do. Then they both hop up saying they’re going to Bunny’s for Eskimo ice cream and are out the door before Gran can argue.


Lily has Bunny and I have Selma. And that’s why we haven’t gone totally batshit crazy yet, living with Gran.




*





Selma is the complete opposite of me. She came into the world in the most unconventional way and must have decided before she was even three days old that she was going to fall in love with her life, no matter what. (It helps that she doesn’t live with someone who might chop off her hair.) Selma has these enormous brown eyes like a seal, and for whatever reason, she doesn’t feel bound by the same rules as the rest of us, which makes her a great friend. But she doesn’t live in Birch Park, and I’m reminded of that when I hear a timid knock at the door, so light that Gran doesn’t hear it in the kitchen.


Selma’s wide eyes are laughing around the edges as she mouths silently, ‘Alyce.’


Alyce will sometimes drop by and pick Selma up on her way home from ballet. They both live on the other side of the river, where the houses get nicer in a hurry and the rent is much higher.


Alyce is long and lean with high cheekbones. Her hair is pinned perfectly into a bun. She’s wearing leg warmers, too, which might be fine at ballet, but in Birch Park I’m sure anyone who sees her just thinks she cut the sleeves off her sweater and is wearing them on her legs. She always looks terrified when she comes to pick up Selma. I’m not sure what she thinks will happen to her here; all she’s doing is standing on our doorstep.


‘Ready to go?’ she says to Selma, barely acknowledging me.


The only reason she steps inside is because it’s thirty below on the porch.


‘Hi, Alyce,’ I say.


‘Hi,’ she mumbles, looking down at the puddles of melting snow from her boots. ‘Too bad you missed Lily,’ Selma says, as if Alyce cares. ‘She’d love to talk to you about fishing. Maybe you could convince your dad to take her on as a deckhand and you could get a summer off?’


‘Selma—’ Alyce looks embarrassed.


‘There’s a recruiter coming from one of the top dance colleges this summer,’ Selma says to me, ‘but Alyce can’t get out of fishing with her dad, so she doesn’t get to audition.’


‘Selma,’ Alyce says, ‘your mom’s going to be worried. You know how she is; we should go.’


Selma is pulling on her snow trousers, completely unfazed and unaware that Alyce is so uncomfortable. I run my fingers through my hair and then stop when Alyce glances my way. She has tiny startled eyes like a baby bird, and when she looks at me I know exactly what she is thinking. Neither of us will ever forget Gran chopping off my hair.


Boo-hoo, no college scout for Alyce, I think as she looks quickly back down at the floor. At least Alyce has the decency to be embarrassed. But not Selma.


‘I don’t see why you don’t just ask your dad,’ she says, struggling into her parka. ‘Or get your mom to tell him. How hard can that be?’


Alyce’s bun is starting to come undone from its bobby pins, as if Selma’s talking about her is making it unravel bit by bit. I’m tempted to reach out and spin her like a top. Would she unspool all the way down to her bright pink leg warmers?


‘Her parents don’t really get along,’ Selma says, now rummaging through the milk crate where we keep hats and old woollen socks that we wear in layers on our hands. Cheaper than buying mittens.


‘Yours are on top,’ I tell her, pointing to the pair that Selma knitted herself, as if anyone could miss them. The thumbs are twice the size they should be and they are fluorescent orange.


As much as I like Selma, in certain situations she can be kind of oblivious. Suddenly I’m as anxious to get Alyce out of our doorway as Alyce is to leave.


‘Thanks for dinner,’ Selma yells at Gran as they open the door; Alyce practically leaps into the snowbank trying to get away. Even in a panicked rush, she is the most graceful person I’ve ever seen and I cannot picture her working on a stinky boat gutting fish, no matter how hard I try. Selma smiles and waves goodbye, then links her arm with Alyce’s and I watch their shadows bob away under the yellow street lights. How does Selma manage to break all the rules and still stay on everyone’s good side?




*





But maybe it’s my turn to break some rules, too, because don’t forget, I have a rich boyfriend who flicked me on the butt one day with his wet towel at swim practice and said, ‘Want to come to a party at my house after the meet?’


After I stayed over that first time, all I wanted was to stay over again. But Gran only lets us go to a friend’s house once a month. Until next month, I have to settle for calling Ray late at night, from the phone in the hallway.


The long red cord stretches into my room, where I put his shirt over my head and listen to his voice telling me about the northern lights outside his window, streaking across the sky and then bouncing off the frozen lake in big, fat, wavy swathes of green and red and yellow.


We talk about swim practice and I lick chlorine off my arm, pretending it’s his. He tells me where I should touch myself and promises all kinds of things for the next time I sleep over. I ask him why his family likes Richard Nixon so much and he says he doesn’t know, but that his dad sometimes calls him ‘Tricky Dicky’. He says he wants to come to Birch Park sometime, but I hope he’s just saying that to be nice. I would die if he saw where I live.


‘Your house smells so much better than mine,’ I tell him.


I’ve realised over time that houses with moms in them do tend to smell better. If I close my eyes, I can just barely remember my mother’s wildflowers in their whisky bottles. The very distant scent of my parents lingers in my brain, as they laugh and twirl around the kitchen. Deer blood on my father’s hands tinges all my memories of them – their skin, their hair, their clothes. The smell of too much love.


I don’t say any of this to Ray, who still has two parents and a house that smells like store-bought everything. I don’t want to scare him away.




*





Finally I get to stay over again, and this time Ray has a little foil packet the size of a tea bag that he says we should use, just to be safe. But every Catholic knows that’s the worst sin of all. After asking me about six times if I’m sure I don’t want to use it, he gives up and we get drunk on each other, practically drowning in a blur of skin and hair and tangled sheets. I don’t even think about how this part is probably a sin, too. Ray keeps calling me ‘beautiful’ over and over and over, until I even start believing him. It’s as if someone is seeing me for the first time in my life.


I fall asleep right there next to him, totally naked, and forget to go back to Anna’s room. Suddenly Mrs Stevens walks in with a pile of freshly folded shirts. It’s morning; the sun is streaming in through the big glass windows and I have never been more embarrassed.


‘Oh, sorry,’ she says when she sees us, ‘didn’t mean to barge in.’ As she backs out the door, her cloudy blue eyes look sad and weirdly guilty, as if she’s the one who’s been caught.


‘Oh my God. Isn’t she mad?’ I ask Ray, pulling the sheet over my head. If that had been Gran, they’d be ordering my coffin.


But Ray just laughs and tries to roll on top of me.


‘What can she say? It’s not like Anna isn’t here because my mom did the same thing back in high school. Why do you think she had to get married so young?’


He reaches out to touch my breast but I push his hand away, struggling to get back into my nightgown. I feel queasy and can’t stop seeing his mother’s blue, blue eyes, as if they are the sea and I have just swum way too far from shore.
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