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Historical Note

This novel is a work of fiction built to raise awareness of the many Indigenous Nations of Turtle Island—often spoken of colloquially as the “500 Nations.” That phrase is a shorthand, not an exact count. Across what are now called Canada and the United States there are hundreds of distinct, sovereign Nations/Tribes/Bands and communities, each with their own languages, lands, governance, laws, and living ceremonial practices. The number is larger than 500 and changes over time as Nations assert, affirm, and revitalize identities in their own terms.

The story you’ve read keeps faith with a simple posture: listen first, be specific, don’t collapse differences. While the book moves through British Columbia and toward Thunder Bay, it does not claim to represent every Nation or every teaching. Instead, it follows museum and fieldwork ethics—sharing only public accounts, by permission where noted, and leaving private stories in the houses and communities they belong to.

About Thunderbird. Teachings about beings associated with storm, thunder, and sky are present in many places and differ by Nation. In keeping with that truth, the book resists creating a single, pan-Indigenous “myth.” It centers weather, place, and work—bench, map, tools—so readers can feel the variety of traditions rather than a single, simplified symbol.

On names and terms. “Turtle Island” is used by many as a name for this continent; the book also uses Nation-specific place names where possible. “Indigenous,” “First Nations,” “Tribal Nations,” “Inuit,” “Métis,” “Anishinaabe,” and other names each carry specific meanings; whenever you seek to learn more, start with the Nation’s own website, cultural center, or publications, and follow their guidance on what is public.

Cultural care. No ceremonial knowledge, restricted songs, or clan-specific designs are reproduced here. Visual elements in the cover and text are original, abstract, and non-appropriative, created to avoid copying Nation-specific crest art or protected formline structures. Where language or captions needed correction (for example, changing mess to harm), the book models welcoming corrections as part of the work.

An invitation. This novel is not a destination; it is a door. If it did its job, it nudged you toward Nation-led sources, local museums and cultural centers, and community scholars. Please support them directly, learn locally, and remember that good research on Turtle Island begins with a question and continues with consent.
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Leah Tyler (Nisg̱a’a/Tsimshian) — researcher-curator; home base near Gitlaxt’aamiks (Nisg̱a’a).

Noah Morgan (Heiltsuk) — cedar canoe builder; Bella Bella.

Talia Rivers (Nuu-chah-nulth, Tla-o-qui-aht) — community coordinator; Tofino.

Grandmother Nora (Gitxsan) — elder/knowledge-keeper; Gitanmaax / Hazelton.

Micah Thomas (Anishinaabe, Fort William First Nation) — guide & weather diarist; Animikii-wajiw / Thunder Bay.

Dr. Lina Cho (settler Korean Canadian) — museum partner; works on Musqueam/Squamish/Tsleil-Waututh lands (Vancouver).

Kai (Secwépemc) — youth language worker; Interior/Plateau scenes.
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NOTE NAMES TO BE ACCURATE to location and native American reservations where used for names . Researched Canadian government  census for naming . Note this book is Fictional, people and places have been researched for the purpose of bring awareness to others about the different 500 nations of turtle iland . With todays technology we can research things at a much faster rate , with this in mind please do your own research thank you . Before you spill the tea about this book for factual reasons and awareness . Respect your local Reservations .
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Cedar Rain

––––––––

[image: ]


THE FERRY SLID THROUGH a slate channel toward Burrard Inlet, the deck washed in that bright gray light you only get when a storm is coming and the water is holding its breath. Leah stood at the rail with her notebook zipped in her jacket pocket, the pages already softened by damp air. A gull rode the crosswind beside her and peered as if it recognized the indecision in her stance.

The announcement voice named the terminals and the tide, and Leah listened past it to the water’s constant conversation with the hull. She was coming home to work that wasn’t exactly hers—to stories carried by people older than cedar ribs, to winds that could turn a roof into a drum. Her job, she told herself, was to carry chairs, label cords, get permissions, and listen. The rest would show itself or stay where it belonged.

Clouds gathered over the North Shore mountains and stacked themselves into dark anvils. Low thunder moved through the sound, not loud yet, just a long-bellied murmur. On the far shore the city was a subtle geometry—glass and concrete softened by mist. She thought the names quietly so she wouldn’t forget her footing: Musqueam, Squamish, Tsleil-Waututh. Unceded lands. Waters that remember.

Her phone buzzed with a message from Lina: Museum board meets Friday. They want the exhibit to cohere. Their word, not mine. Call when you land?

Leah smiled without humor. Cohere. She pictured an overconfident hand trying to tie a storm into a bow and pin it to a wall. She texted back: Listening week, not drafting week. I’ll call tonight.

The ferry horn sounded. All at once the smell of cedar lifted from some invisible corner of the deck—someone’s tool box, a deckhand’s jacket, or her own memory ambushing her with its clean, resinous warmth. She saw her grandfather’s hands, the way he’d held a measuring tape against a board without seeing the river behind it. He’d loved trees the way a carpenter loves them: by turning them into things that hold other things up. He’d worked the big years, the ones people in her family called the harvest and other families called something else. Both were true, and none of it would be solved by a tidy label under museum glass.

Spray feathered over the bow. The first drops came, thin as needles, pricking her cheeks. She closed her eyes and let the wind decide how to arrange her hair. Under the rain’s fine tapping she could hear a second rhythm, a kind of tremble in the air just beyond sound—the suggestion, no more than that, of a pressure change that passed over her like the shadow of a wing. She didn’t write it down. Not yet.

They docked. Buses sighed. Suitcases clattered. Leah stepped off into the complex weather of a city that lives on a narrow ledge between mountain and sea. She shouldered her bag and walked the seawall toward a coffee shop where she and Lina had promised to meet before the week grew teeth.

Inside, she warmed her hands on a cup and watched the inlet. The rain thickened and then grew finer again, like attention moving in and out of focus. An older man in a fleece jacket sat by the window, eyes on the water, not reading the paper he’d unfolded. Somewhere behind Leah, a couple argued in whispers about whether to drive or wait out the traffic. Small weather around people, big weather beyond.

Lina arrived in a swish of umbrella and apologies. “Board is excited,” she said, and her face showed the strain that comes with the word. “They love your title—Many Skies—they just want to make sure visitors ‘leave with one big story.’ Their phrase.”

Leah tilted her head. “Visitors can leave with something sturdy without it being a single thing,” she said. “Chairs, not a throne.”

“I’ll quote you,” Lina said, then softened. “You okay?”

“Storm’s doing the thinking for me,” Leah said. “I’ll start on the water, end on the water, and let the land in between tell me how to change my mind.”

They set a plan that was less schedule than posture. Leah would go north after tomorrow’s visit to an urban cultural center that housed a public teaching longhouse and community offices. The week after that she’d cross to the Island to meet Talia near Tofino if the weather allowed, then farther up the coast to Bella Bella when Noah had time between boatshop days. Later—months from now—east to Thunder Bay to meet Micah on his own ground. It would take as long as it took, and the exhibit would grow the way a canoe grows: one cedar plank at a time, each fitted to the next by listening more than measuring.

The rain sheeted down and then eased, as if the inlet were breathing in sets. When they stood to leave, Leah paused at the door and looked out into the silver. “You ever hear it?” she asked. “Right before a storm? The air sounds different.”

“I hear my inbox,” Lina said, and then, regret in her smile, “Teach me to hear better.”

Out in the open the smell of wet earth rose from planters, and the seawall shone as if varnished. Leah walked toward the river, toward the mouth where fresh water meets salt in a conversation old enough to have languages inside it. She took out her notebook and wrote a single line, not an answer, more like a truce: I will write the weather and the work. The rest will either invite me or not.

That night in her borrowed room, the roof drum-talked. Leah lay awake and counted between lightning and thunder like a child told to make friends with fear. Five miles. Three. Then a low, rolling tremor that wasn’t lightning at all but the kind of belly-sound that moves through water and rib. In the brief, white negatives of the flashes she could see the cedar outside the window flexing, each bough drawing a curve in the wind. She didn’t name anything. She slept at last to the hush that comes when rain has said what it needed to say.

Morning found the city rinsed and reflective. Leah took the bus east to a low building that held, behind its glass doors, offices where grants were written and phones answered and, down a wide hallway, the long body of a teaching space made from wood and patience. The staff had invited her to sit in on a public workshop about protocol and sharing—what the coordinator called “good boundary talk.”

A handful of students, a grandmother with a knitting bag, two construction workers between shifts, and Leah sat on benches that creaked politely when anyone shifted. A facilitator with a voice like cedar smoke welcomed them. “Some things are for books,” she said. “Some things are for rooms. You can tell which is which if you’re listening with more than ears.”

Leah wrote that down. She asked nothing about what she wasn’t offered. When the session ended, the facilitator squeezed her shoulder in the easy, familial way that happens when a stranger has behaved as if she might be a neighbor. “Come back when you’ve got questions you can ask in here,” she said, touching the bench, the walls, the unspoken circle of the room.

Leah stepped outside into air that smelled washed and new, and into sunlight sharp as a promise she had made herself: no theft, no forcing, no composite story that stepped on the careful distinctions people kept alive. The inlet glittered. Far to the north, the mountains held a scrap of cloud as if the storm had left a note pinned to their lapel.

That afternoon she bought a ticket to the Island. The coastline would redraw itself around her body again, and she would listen for what the wood says when a boat is almost a boat.
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House Etiquette

––––––––
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THE BOAT ACROSS THE strait was smaller, the ride rougher, the water a darker, denser blue. Leah kept low and watched the wake braid and unbraid behind them. Talia had texted: Weather’s being itself. If the road washes out you can shelter with us. No heroics, okay? Leah had promised.

They met in Tofino at a café where every surface had learned to put up with raincoats. Talia’s hair was tied back, the practical way of a person who often needed two hands for whatever the day asked. “We’ll go as far as you’re invited,” she said after they hugged. “Some of that will be the shoreline. Some will be a kitchen table. That’s enough.”

They drove out to a point where the ocean met rock and made a sound that had no word except ocean. Talia parked the truck and they walked a path lined with salal and wind-sheared spruce. The sky was the color of oyster shell. Offshore, a line of cloud had the dark underside that means business, but for now the surface was just message, not arrival.

“What do you want to know?” Talia asked.

Leah took time with the answer so it wouldn’t fall into any of the traps she knew lay around people like her. “What you want visitors to understand when they come here with a weather app and a brochure,” she said. “What would make them better neighbors to the water and to you, even if they only live here for a week.”

Talia considered. “That storms are not here for their pictures,” she said. “That whales are not here for their breath to be counted by strangers. That driftwood is not ‘free lumber,’ the way some people think, but the remains of a long conversation between a tree and a river and a sea. Also”—she allowed herself a brief smile—“that the best thing a person can do in a storm is make soup and check on someone else.”

They stood a long time and learned the shoreline with their feet: where a log had polished a hollow in a rock, where a tide line of eelgrass marked last night’s reach, where a raven had left a neat, white scrawl on a cedar bough. A pair of surfers came down the path, suits half-zipped, boards under their arms, the marks of salt and wax as particular as fingerprints. Everyone kept politely to their weathers.

Back in town, Talia took Leah to a community office where the afternoon’s agenda was written on a whiteboard: Youth film night planning; nets; language app; rides. Leah sat at the edge of the room and offered what she could: a spare camera battery, a list of grant deadlines, a promise to bring back a small recorder the museum wasn’t using. She said nothing about storms. The older woman leading the meeting gave her a look that said good and kept them moving.

Later, in the blue hour that makes everything the same temperature of quiet, Talia pointed the truck north. “You wanted to see a shop,” she said. “Noah’s finishing something.”

The road curled and uncurled. Rain whispered against the windshield, then stopped as if the sky had turned a page. The shop announced itself by smell before shape—the warm, clean scent of cedar, shavings and sap, a breath that belongs to the inside of a tree. They found Noah planing a plank, each pass of the blade a music of restraint. The canoe he was building sat on its blocks like a long-held note.

“Visitor,” he said, nodding at Leah. “You’re here to watch wood learn its mind.”

“If I’m invited,” Leah said.

“You’re invited to the part where wood becomes boat,” Noah said. “The part where people ask it to carry them—you won’t see that here. That part belongs to the people who will trust it.”

He showed her the plank’s grain—the rise and fall that tells you which way it wants to bend when the steam comes. He spoke of taking cedar in ways that don’t kill the standing ones: planks lifted from living trees with care and returned with care; bark taken from a narrow strip so the tree closes the wound; the difference between taking and stealing written in the years of a tree’s body. He talked about halibut hooks in the same tone, as if everything were a question of choosing enough instead of too much: angles calculated to avoid the biggest fish, not because the big one is a prize but because a population is not a trophy you hang on a wall.

Leah took no pictures. She wrote only what had been spoken as if to a room of neighbors. She had filled three pages before she noticed that the light in the shop had changed. It had gone that color it gets a breath before the sky lowers.

“Time,” Noah said. They stepped outside and the air felt charged, hairs lifting on Leah’s arms though the wind had not risen. The trees on the ridge held still the way you hold still when you hear someone at the door. Far off, a roll of thunder crossed water and land, slow and even, like something moving enormous shoulders under a cloak.

Talia’s eyes went to the cloud line, then to Leah. “We’ll make it to town if we go now.”

They made it as far as the first bend before the rain arrived in full sentences. They waited it out under the awning of an abandoned fruit stand, the three of them pressed into the thin dry strip while the rest of the world learned to be water again. Leah listened. The downpour had its main voice—the hard applause on asphalt—but under it there were other textures: the soft drumming of drops on needle and leaf, the hiss of runoff finding the ditch, the hollow, woody knock of something small in the truck bed. And once—it could have been anything—it could have been nothing—she heard a pressure change move down the road above the sound of rain, as if a very large bird had flown close without touching air at all.

Noah looked at her, as if the thought had crossed his mind too. He raised an eyebrow that meant not ours to say. Talia nodded in the same language.

By the time they reached the café again, the power had flickered once and steadied. Someone had lined up battery lanterns in the window the way you line up jars when you’re canning peaches. People came in wet and left warm and carried news like bread. Leah took off her soaked jacket and wrung the cuffs over the mat. She bought soup for a pair of teenagers who had waited out the worst of it under a bus shelter and now needed salt and heat. They ate at the next table and tried not to be grateful in public, so she looked away, and that was its own thanks.

When the night had settled into its softer rain and the lanterns gave everything a campsite glow, Talia said, “Tomorrow you can help the youth film night if the power stays. After that—roads willing—you can get as far as the ferry north. There’s a boat that goes up the inside.”

“Bella Bella,” Leah said, thinking of the shop and the plank learning its curve, thinking of the way Noah had called transformation by its right name: invited, never forced.

“Bella Bella,” Talia agreed. “Tell the water I said hello.”

They said their goodnights under the awning. Leah walked to her room along a street that smelled of salt and kelp and hot oil and wet wool, and she felt for the first time that the book would be something like a canoe itself—no single piece big enough to cross water, but each plank fitted to its neighbor until the boat was less a thing than a relation among parts. A slow build. A patience. A promise to carry, and to be careful about where you land.

In the dark she listened to the rain teach the roof a rhythm. Between two phrases of weather she thought she heard it again—a wash of pressure, not sound—that ran the length of the block and then was gone. She did not track it with her pen. She let it pass like a guest who chooses not to knock.
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Canoe Lines

––––––––
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THE FERRY NORTH THREADED the islands like a patient stitch, pulling gray water into gray water until the straits looked mended. Leah sat on the outside bench with her hood up, counting the ways the coastline repeated itself without repeating at all—tidelines feathered with eelgrass, cedar crowns leaning toward the wind as if listening, small coves that felt privately owned by the weather.

Bella Bella waited where the land gathered itself into harbors and inlets, where buildings kept their backs to the forest the way you do when you trust where you’ve come from. Noah’s message had been brief: Shop’s open. Bring your ears. Don’t bring a script.

The boatshop found her by scent before she saw the doorway. Cedar carries in the air like a story that doesn’t need a narrator. Inside, the light fell from high windows onto curls of shavings that lay around the work like a field of pale fish. The canoe rested on its blocks—a single cedar log hollowed and smoothed, lines so clean they felt inevitable. Leah felt the old city muscles in her shoulders let go a degree. The canoe had the quiet of a word someone has pronounced correctly.

“Back,” Noah said, setting down an adze with a curved blade that shone like an argument already settled. “We’ve been warming the shop for her. Wood listens better when it’s not cold.”

Leah ran her eyes along the sheer line from bow to stern. The hull was still thick along the bottom, but the sides had thinned and smoothed, no chatter marks left. “You’ll flare it today?” she asked.

“If the wood agrees,” Noah said. “We’ll see her mind when the heat and water meet. Come.”

He showed her the tools as if introducing family—adzes for heavy cuts, a long-handled gouge, crooked knives with their familiar, intimate grip, a burnish stone rubbed smooth by generations of hands. Along one wall, a steam box rested on trestles, not for this canoe but for other work—a bentwood box in progress, a rim that needed persuading. “What you saw last time,” Noah said, catching her glance. “The plank learning its curve—that was for a box. Canoe is different. A log learns to be a bowl, and then we invite the bowl to be a boat.”

Leah smiled at the correction and wrote it down, the way you write down the name of a person you’d mispronounced the first time and want to honor the second.

They moved as a small team—Noah; an older man who came in with a thermos and a nod; and Leah, who kept her hands to the work she was given, fetching, holding, not deciding. The men heated river stones in a barrel stove until each one glowed with its own invisible sun. Noah lined the hollow with wet cloth, then rested the stones there, pouring ladles of water over them. Steam rose with a clean breath, the warm cedar scent blooming so rich that Leah looked around for a remembered kitchen that wasn’t there. The hull seemed to sigh. They lashed spreader sticks—yew, their ends padded—against the gunwales, tightening each a turn at a time the way you encourage a reluctant hinge to trust its swing.

“Every boat remembers the tree it was,” the older man said. His voice traveled the length of the shop like something finding a path. “We don’t erase that. We just ask if it can carry something new.”

“Like a person,” Leah said before she could stop herself.

“Like a person,” he agreed, with the kind of smile that doesn’t make more of a sentence than it needs.

They worked in a concentration that included silence, not the heavy kind but the sort that lets wood decide. The hull widened by degrees, its shoulders discovering their reach. Noah ran his palm along the inside, listening with his skin; then he set the spreaders another notch. Leah watched the cross-grain for stress, the way Noah had shown her, the faint whitening that means slow down. When a hairline threatened, Noah backed off and smoothed it with heat and wet cloth and patience until the wood forgot it had almost given up.

Outside, rain wrote its uncomplicated letter to the roof. Inside, time kept the shop’s pace. When they paused, Noah lifted a halibut hook from a peg on the wall—a small, perfect X of wood and bone bound with cordage.

“This,” he said, “is the other kind of line.” He turned it in his hands so the curve and angles explained themselves. “See how it asks for a certain size fish and not the biggest one? People think engineering belongs to metal. Cedar and bone have been thinking like this for a long time. It’s not a trick; it’s a promise. Take what lets the rest keep living.”

Leah held the hook. It fit her palm like a word she knew but had never said aloud. “You ever fish with it?”

“When the season and the permit and the tide agree,” Noah said. “Sometimes the answer is no. That’s still an answer you listen to.”

They ate soup standing up, leaning against the tool wall, steam from the bowls fogging the edges of their work glasses. Conversation drifted the way steam does—where a log had come from (stormfall up a river mouth, salvaged and blessed for this), which young ones were learning to sharpen safely, whether the weather would let a shipment of resin arrive before the weekend. It was all shop talk, and Leah loved it for that—song without a chorus, work without a camera.

In the late afternoon, when the cedar had taken its new shape and the spreaders could rest, a different weather found the shop. The pressure dropped; the door latched rattled once as if someone tested it from outside. Leah looked up. The older man cocked his head, the way a hunter listens to a forest he knows well. Then he nodded to no one and to everyone. “Time to tie down what can run,” he said. “And go home.”

The storm came with respectable manners. It announced itself, arrived, did what it came for. Leah walked under the eaves to the bunkhouse and lay on a narrow bed that smelled of laundry soap and the kind of clean that comes from opening windows. She read her notes. A log learns to be a bowl. Invite the bowl to be a boat. The sentence looked like it could hold more than cedar. She slept to the soft clatter of rain on a metal stair, knowing the canoe was changing its mind in the night without her help.

Dawn rinsed the shop with a faint yellow that paired nicely with cedar’s own gold. When Noah lifted the spreaders, the hull held its wideness like a memory that had decided to stay. Leah ran her fingers along the line again—not reverent, not casual; the way you touch the shoulder of a new friend when you’re both looking at the same horizon.

“You’re not going to carve a name into her,” she said, half a question.

“She’ll be named where she belongs,” Noah said gently, and the older man gave Leah a look that said good question, better answer. “Here we shape. Elsewhere, people will ask her to carry them. Some parts of work move rooms when the time is right.”

Leah nodded and put the pen down, as if to show she knew which words had earned their page and which needed to stand quietly in the grain.

By midmorning she’d helped sweep and stack and coil, the kind of tasks that make a shop look like itself when a stranger walks in. Noah poured coffee into a chipped mug and handed it to her with the same care he’d used on the cedar.

“You going back down-island?” he asked.

“South a little, then east later,” Leah said. “Talia’s got a youth film night. After that, I’ll keep to the inside passage until the maps tell me to turn.”

Noah nodded like a tide table—predictable without being rigid. “Tell her the canoe sends regards,” he said. “Tell the weather we’re listening.”

Leah stepped into daylight, into air that had learned a new clarity from the storm. The shop door closed with a sound like a well-fitted lid, and she felt how rare it is to leave a place knowing more and wanting less. She walked toward the harbor with the halibut hook’s angles still sitting in her palm’s memory and the canoe’s line drawn under her ribs like a quiet, steady underline.
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Where Whales Rise

––––––––
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THE COAST SOUTH AND west made a different grammar than the sheltered inlets—a syntax of open ocean and long, slow sentences of swell that don’t stop for your plans. Talia met Leah at a turnout where the road listened to a bay. Fog had bossed the morning into a soft anonymity; everything was shape and suggestion, no bright edges.

“Soup day,” Talia said, lifting a cooler from the truck bed as if that decided the weather and not the other way around. “And a thermos for you. We’ll walk to the point while it’s quiet.”

They followed a path that had learned to braid around puddles. Spruce leaned in from either side, branches sweeping low like someone’s long hair come loose. On the rocks, the kelp lay glossy and dignified, as if it had dressed for the occasion of being low tide. They kept to the firm places and didn’t hop on driftwood logs like tourists—wood remembers more than your balance.

“What would you put on a wall,” Leah asked, “if you had to talk about whales to people who want to point a phone at everything?”

“I’d put a picture of the water with nothing in it,” Talia said. “And I would write, Wait.” She smiled with one corner of her mouth. “Or I’d put a map with a history of where people listened. Whales and people share routes. So do storms.”

They stood on the point until their ears learned what the ocean sounds like when it’s breathing under fog. It came in long hushes that arrived where they stood, tugged a little at their ankles, and went out again carrying small stones as if they were stories they hadn’t finished telling. Twice they heard blows out in the white—a forceful exhale, then the absence that follows, like a door closing quietly after being opened for a breath. No one counted. Counting felt like something you did to money, not presence.

“People will ask you to make legends one thing,” Talia said after a while, the way you change topics without changing topics. “To clip out a passage and frame it and say this is the meaning. But storms don’t vote. Whales don’t form a committee to approve their portrayal. If you write it as a field—many voices moving in their own weather—you’ll be okay.”

Leah nodded. “I’m learning to leave space where I would have closed it up.”

“Leave space,” Talia said. “Also, make soup. People hear better when they’re warm.”

They walked back along the headland and stopped to watch small shore birds pin their lives against the wind, edging where rocks met sea with a precision that made both women smile. In the lot, a man with his dog looked at the sky and made a local face. “It’ll lift by noon,” he said to nobody, which is to say he said it to the day. The dog agreed.

At the community hall, youth were arranging chairs for film night and testing a projector that would insist on being difficult at the last minute. Leah carried cables and kept her mouth shut. A teenager with a meticulous braid labeled extension cords with painter’s tape and a black marker—STAGE LEFT, MIC TABLE, DON’T TOUCH. Another adjusted a tripod and rolled his wrist to say this won’t stay level unless we shim it. A girl in a yellow raincoat queened over a table of cookies with the authority of a professional caterer.

Talia moved among them without making a speech. “Watch your lens,” she said once. “Check your sound. Remember, if people are in your shot, you ask them first. If they say no, you thank them and you shoot the ocean, which never needs permission.”

Leah made a note of that sentence and felt it land in her. She thought of museum visitors who liked to read plaques like permission slips. She thought of herself, sometimes, before she had learned better.

By noon the fog lifted just enough to give edges to things. Talia drove them out to a pullout between town and the next dark headland and took out the thermos. They ate soup from cups and watched the horizon present itself in increments, as if the day were on a dimmer that someone thumbed slowly to the right.

“My grandmother used to say storms and whales talk,” Talia said after a while. “She meant that the kind of day it is tells you who to be on the water. Some days you’re a listener. Some days you can go out. Some days the ocean is someone else’s living room and you knock and find out whether they’re home.”

“What did she teach you to do when you think you see something you don’t have a right to talk about?” Leah asked, careful to keep the shape of the question general.

Talia took time answering in a way that made Leah grateful for the silence between question and word. “You let it pass over you,” she said. “You let it be a weather that doesn’t belong on your page. If it wants you, it will find you. If it belongs elsewhere, it won’t care that you saw it.”

A surge broke against an offshore rock and sent spray into a momentary crown. The light made everything briefly silver and then ordinary again. Leah sipped her soup and thought of the canoe widening itself in a warm shop miles to the north, and of a storm whose first whisper had sounded like wings.

In the later afternoon, their feet were cold and the thermos was almost empty. Talia led them to a small museum room with public photographs and maps, the kind that tell the story a community wants strangers to understand. There were house posts in old images, a line of canoes pulled up above a tide line, faces whose young versions looked like the older faces Leah had met this week. Talia stood with her hands in her pockets and let Leah look.

“People expect drums and masks when they hear ‘culture,’” Leah said quietly. “I expect extension cords and soup.”

“Both are true in their places,” Talia said. “One belongs on your page if the community says so. The other always belongs, because work is how we love each other.”

The projector behaved itself at film night only after it didn’t, which meant everyone understood the triumph when it did. Youth films put water on the wall two stories high—slick rocks and patient tide, the backs of hands tying knots, the brief, miraculous glow of a fish flashing near the surface and vanishing again without apology. Leah clapped until her palms felt stung and warm. The room smelled like wool and paper cups and the ozone of electronics that have just agreed to cooperate.

When the chairs were stacked and the cords wound and the last cookie was split down the middle for fairness, Leah stood in the doorway with Talia and watched fog return, generous now, less of a boss and more of a blanket. “I’ll head north in the morning,” Leah said. “Then later—Thunder Bay.”

“Micah will make you climb a hill,” Talia said, approving. “That mountain has a way of letting people know where they stand.”

Leah hesitated. “There’s a story I keep hearing without hearing,” she said. “I keep thinking it’s a wing over a roof. I keep not naming it.”

“Keep not naming it,” Talia said. “Let the novel hold rooms that don’t have plaques on them. People understand more when you don’t lock the door and call the space a single thing.”

They hugged in the doorway the way people do when they’ve worked together a little and might again. Leah walked back to her room through a light that had learned to be blue without being sad. She packed her bag like a person who intends to keep moving—careful coils of cable, two notebooks, a clean shirt folded around the recorder so it doesn’t rattle.

When she turned out the lamp, the night held its breath the way nights do near large water. Somewhere over the town, wind brushed a roofline in a single, long stroke. She went still and listened, made no mark in her notebook, and let it pass over, as if a guest had chosen not to knock, and that was also a form of welcome.
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Chapter 5
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Wingbeats in Fog

––––––––
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THE MORNING THE FOG came in low and even, Leah could feel it on her teeth. Not cold exactly—more like a cool hand laid across a fever. The bus left the coast road and shouldered into a lot near the small harbor that passed for a terminal. The Inside Passage ferry was due whenever it decided to appear out of the white.
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