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	I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately,

	to front only the essential facts of life,

	and see if I could not learn what it had to teach,

	and not,

	when I came to die,

	discover that I had not lived.

	 

	—Henry David Thoreau

	 


 

	 

	Back to the Land

	 

	PHIL WESTON’S HAIR crackled with electricity as he drove north. Out the window, a dry wind parched the last dregs of snow from the fields. Trees shivered against the sky. It was 1975, but glancing at himself in the rear view mirror, Phil saw a pioneer, bearded and hardy, racing to take possession of two hundred acres of overgrown farmland in the backwoods of Third County.

	Marina rode shotgun beside him. A full-breasted, curving, comfortable presence, his Marina Swift. Up north, Phil intended to explore Marina the way he would explore the land, with calloused hands and dirt-rimmed nails, driving himself until he ached and stretched and sloughed off skin. He would uncover a new earthiness in himself, a grunting physical being. Marina’s ambitions were gentler. Growth, she said. Abundance.

	Phil swung the car onto the concession road, a ruckus of gravel under the wheels. Each jerk and rattle was a question. How to be a good person? To live a good life. How?

	As the road curved west, he turned down the drive, and soon afterwards pulled up at the dilapidated farmhouse. An ancient red pick-up was parked nearby. The troika had arrived before them.

	“So,” Phil said, leaping out of the van.

	“We’ll be fine,” Marina told him, although she didn’t sound convinced.

	A voice carolled, “There you are!”

	They turned to find Starr and the others heading toward the creek. The members of the troika were up to their waists in last year’s dried weeds, Starr as blonde as the weed and gangly, freckled, taller than both Noah and the beautiful dark-haired Raven.

	“We’ll be right back,” Noah called, heading toward the scrub.

	Phil raised an eyebrow at Marina. “Already?”

	Raven had moved in with Starr and Noah the previous fall, three or four years after the other two had become a couple. Phil had no idea how Noah proposed to satisfy both women and was trying not to make it his business. Opening the back of the van, he grabbed his tent, a stained veteran of a dozen muddy rock festivals, and tossed it out. Marina jumped to catch it, her auburn hair shaking loose from its knot and falling strand by strand around her lovely face. Cradling the tent, she raised her chin in Noah’s direction.

	“Wearing himself out,” she said.

	But the troika only stopped beside a jumble of old logs they’d found when first inspecting the farm last fall, spindly pines cut down years before. They’d laughed when Noah had proposed building tepees. But back in the city, Starr had found a plan in one of her old anthropology textbooks and they’d decided to erect a pair. The troika would get the big one, and there would be a smaller one for Bernie and Gus, who didn’t seem to have arrived yet. Phil insisted on living under canvas, saying his fantasy was warmer, more Bedouin. He saw it as Marina’s influence: his one-woman harem. She exuded a downy dampness these days. Luxurious. Provoking. In heat.

	Their plan was to camp out while repairing the farmhouse, which had been unoccupied for many years. It was a rambling, much-added-to structure that had started out as a pioneer’s homestead, the central log cabin more than a century old, a huge iron stove at its heart. Hunters squatting there had kept the place more or less habitable, but the last farmer to work their land had lived up the road. His land and theirs had formerly been one big spread, but it had been subdivided into a pair of two-hundred acre parcels. The farmer’s house had burned down years before, leaving a gaping foundation filled with brambles. Phil didn’t know what had become of the farmer. The rest of the land was for sale.

	They had bought their spread in February. Cash; from each according to his abilities. Afterward they’d held regular meetings, deciding to fix up the outbuildings the first year, too, and plant a kitchen garden. They would live off their savings while pulling the land back into production. Bring in chickens, ducks, a herd of goats that Marina would tend. If Gus had her way, a cow. Slowly they would start harvesting eggs, milk, wool. They’d set up a dairy, churning butter and cheese. Bring back the apple orchard, and if Bernie wasn't mistaken, that was wild rice growing down in the swamp. Ultimately, they would live off the land while working at their carpentry and crafts all winter, Phil using his journalistic skills to keep a record, maybe write a book. All of them would manufacture items that that would allow them to reach out to the local community and through it, the broader world. The seven of them would live out their lives here. Live good lives. They were exemplars, Phil believed.

	“Isn't it a beautiful day?” Marina asked. “Auspicious. I'm sure there's no real problem with Gussie and Bern.”

	“Hope not,” Phil said. “Bernie’s the only one who can add.”

	When Marina looked worried, Phil gave her a smile. 

	“They're probably pulled off by the side of the road somewhere, discussing the theory of surplus production.”

	Marina laughed.

	“Can goat shit, for instance, be defined as a surplus? Or is fertilizer intrinsic to our needs?”

	In the distance, the troika came back uphill carrying the long, lopped trunk of a pine. Noah sang at the head of the procession, a merry man, the lightest soul among them. Raven wasn’t carrying much of the weight, but the others weren’t complaining.

	“Raven is sweet, isn’t she?” Marina asked. “I wish I had a mouth like that. And her eyes.”

	“I know a couple of people drowning in them.”

	“Not three?”

	Smiling, Phil shook his head. There was something vacant about Raven. People called her silence compelling, but he’d never found she had much to say.

	“Just as well,” Marina said. “Because otherwise I’d cut it off.”

	Phil tackled her, bringing Marina down laughing. Above them, the maples were still bare of leaves as they wrestled, but budding, reddish in the new spring light, the tamaracks looking dark against them. Birds were silhouettes. Raucous starlings mewled like cats. As they set up their campsite, the sky turned milky-blue, a mother-of-pearl colour that slowly darkened as the day ebbed, and Phil stared up at stars he'd never seen before. They looked like a spill of seeds on deep black earth, smudged by the rising smoke of their fire. His arm was around Marina as they huddled near the heat. Bernie and Gus were still unaccounted for, and Phil was afraid they’d changed their minds, screeched a U-turn and bolted back to the city.

	“Either that or they had an accident,” Noah said.

	Phil’s heart thumped in his chest. He had never thought of that.

	“I’m sure they’re fine,” Marina said. “But can we do it with five?”

	No one had an answer, and they all stared at the fire.

	 

	HALF AN HOUR later, a car turned into the lane. Lights bounced down the ruts, and as they drew near, Phil closed his eyes in relief. Not friends sent to inform them, not the Mounties. Bernie and Gus in their Volkswagen Beetle.

	“Sorry,” Gus called, trotting toward the fire. “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

	“Little late setting out,” Bernie said, glancing at Gus. “Then I guess I was the one to suggest we drive around the county. It gets rocky down on the fourth concession, and we blew a tire. Problems ensued.”

	Bernie played with his granddaddy beard. He was their brilliant one, the draft dodger, an American who had lost his exemption when he’d dropped out of university. Bernie’s strained smile reminded Phil of a confidence: the panic attacks. Gussie had probably changed the tire as he’d paced the roadside panting.

	“Well, here, man,” Noah said, offering Bernie a joint. They would plant weed too, just enough for domestic consumption. The ideal was simplicity. Doing what they had to do with holy concentration, like Thoreau at Walden Pond.

	Thoreau and the Transcendentalists were Phil’s contribution to the project, and he planned to emulate Thoreau’s life at Walden. Not in monkishness, of course. When building his cabin and farming his beans, did Thoreau ever occupy his body? Did he ever really use it? While Phil felt himself to be a wolfish sack of appetite. He would farm during the summer and write about it all winter, never static, always progressing. As he accepted the joint, Phil seemed to hear his life’s great purpose spoken in his ear.

	“Transcend,” he said, “the Transcendentalists.”

	Bernie nodded rapidly as Marina pulled Gussie into a hug. The two women clung to each other, looking frightened. Terrified by what they were doing. Running a farm was the hardest thing in the world. They had always been successful as students, as people, and didn’t want to fail. Didn’t know how to fail.

	Marina and Gus started turning circles by the fire, loosening their arms, whirling like children. Dropping hands, they called in Starr and Raven. Four women twirling now, their dresses in flight. Noah reached for his mandolin, picking out a bluegrass melody and falling into song. Phil hopped inside the women’s circle, flapping his arms and raising his knees as Bernie clapped a rhythm. This was it, they were here, they were really doing it now: best friends smoking the night away under a fertile sky.

	 

	May

	 

	PHIL JAMMED HIS foot down hard, slicing the shovel into the clay subsoil. The day before, Marina had seen a rabbit near the outhouse. Now Phil was building a rabbit-proof fence around their vegetable garden, or the site of their vegetable garden, where the women had turned the soil so they could plant as soon as the new moon waxed. A light rain fell on his hat and shoulders as he dug his eighth post hole. Throwing the heavy dirt aside made his back muscles strain like cables. Phil had spent the past couple of weeks repairing the farmhouse and re-weaving the old split-rail fences, his main job being carpentry.

	He was happier than he’d ever been, learning the reward of labour, of hunger cleansed by a thick slice of bread. Stepping outside with each new sunrise, mastering the day’s roster of chores: it was like discovering a continent every morning. And then there were the nights, when he and Marina fell into their tent, the pungent tamarack needles beneath its floor hushing as they shifted. Both were sore and wanted massaging. When reliable old Joe raised his head they were off, cantering towards ecstasy.

	After Phil had graduated from university, he’d found a job on a big-time newspaper, doing a few good stories amid the usual newbie routine of picking up pictures of kids killed in accidents, covering municipal all-candidates meetings, doing streeters during the garbage strike. He’d expected to stay in journalism, glad of each chance they gave him. Then his grandfather had died. The funeral was in the home-town church behind a stand of yellowing maples. There was the religious dust-to-dust service, and hands gripping Phil’s biceps afterwards.

	“There wasn’t much left for him here.”

	“He’s happier where he’s gone.”

	Phil had nodded solemnly, but when by chance he’d looked down into the watery, empty eyes of his grandmother, he’d known that he was an unbeliever. Phil had been close to his Grand, a bookish old man who’d liked a drink, the founder of an auction house now run by Phil’s father. But his Grand was gone now. Null and void. For weeks afterward, Phil had fought depression, staring into the depths. If all you had was your time on earth, what did you do with it? What ought you to do? What was to be done?

	Then Starr had suggested a commune.

	Phil dug out the last load of clay and leaned on his shovel, shrugging his shoulders and enjoying the strain across his back, the gift of his body. He was also listening for a truck. The truck was today’s news, and Phil took pleasure in knowing that everyone was listening together. Bernie and Gus were listening as they packed insulation into the attic, Raven as she cleaned up after them, Noah as he pruned the orchard, Marina as she baked and cooked, Starr as she boiled laundry. Boiled and boiled. They hadn’t anticipated this much laundry, this much sweat and mud.

	They hadn’t expected their well to run dry, either. The truck they were listening for belonged to Martin Oake, the water witcher.

	Phil could almost hear Bob snort. Bob and Adele Trevor were the other couple who had originally signed onto the commune, then bailed at the last minute, fleeing back to law school.

	“We’re not scared of work,” Bob had said. “It’s more the boredom.”

	Seeing Phil’s incomprehension, he’d added, “Do you like yourself when you’re bored?”

	“But everything’s going to be different.”

	“Until it isn’t,” Bob said.

	A squeaking suspension complained its way down the lane. The sound of a vehicle pulling up. Phil thrust his shovel into the ground and headed uphill to see Martin Oake slam the door of his pick-up. Oake was a farmer from the next concession over, gaunt and gnarled. They had been talking about Oake ever since Phil had driven into town to call him on the pay phone. To Phil, he was a distraction, a happy diversion. To the others, a model. The old man combined a life on the land with an acceptance of the world’s ultimate unknowability. As Phil walked up, Noah was telling Oake that they thought of him as a teacher, and hoped to learn from his wisdom.

	Oake considered this for a moment. “Come here to do a job,” he said. “Cash on the barrelhead.”

	Phil stepped into the momentary silence, thinking of his Grand. “We got no problem with that, sir.”

	Oake grunted and reached back through the open window of his truck. “All righty then.”

	Phil expected the old man’s divining rod to be a Y-shaped piece of wood polished over years. Instead he pulled out a bent wire coat hanger, its body compressed into handles, the neck stretched out like a dead chicken’s. Said he knew where the old well was; he’d probably found it. Now he’d find them another one. Oake stumped away, his arms out held straight out, one leg of the coat hanger in each hand, its chicken neck pointing forward.

	The seven of them followed as Oake did a counter-clockwise circle of the farmyard, using the house as a pivot. He stopped when he reached the south side, where the land sloped steeply toward the vegetable garden. There, either Oake or his coat hanger sensed something and the old man turned. The metal led him straight to the middle of the unplanted garden, where it shuddered like a landslide and pointed directly at the ground.

	“Tell Art Bannerman to dig down here sixteen foot,” Oake said. “Give and take.”

	“But that’s our vegetable garden,” Starr said. “Isn’t there anywhere else?”

	“Cost ya,” Oake said, making Bernie jitter nervously. Bernie did the books, having studied economics at Harvard.

	“We need to plant any day,” Starr said. “Or am I wrong? Can we get a back hoe in here beforehand?”

	“There’s an argument in favour of having the well in the middle of the garden,” Phil said, eying his post holes.

	“That would be pretty,” Raven said. “A well in the middle of the garden.”

	Starr conceded the point, and Marina nodded her agreement. Seeing a consensus, Noah asked Oake, “Maybe you could get Art over here soon. Then we’ll be happy campers.”

	“Heard you was living in wigwams,” Oake said, glancing at the tepees as he headed back to his truck. The footprints he left in the tilled soil quickly filled with water. After Bernie paid him, Oake got into his pick-up and rolled down the window, one elbow sticking out.

	“Take Art a week and more to get here,” he said, and nodded at Noah. “That’s Mr. Bannerman to you, young fella, and it’s your job to call him. I ain’t yer servant.”

	“What about planting, sir?” Phil asked, making Oake pause.

	“Damp down there’ll rot yer vegetables,” he said.

	 

	June

	 

	ONCE THE CHICKENS began laying, they could have eggs for breakfast as well as oatmeal. They ate at first light, then Phil and Starr and Bernie got to work repairing the buildings while Noah continued tending the orchard. That left Marina with Gussie and Raven to do daily jobs, cooking and cleaning and laundry. They fed the chickens and weeded the vegetable garden, which had been repositioned. They scavenged for food—mushrooms, ramps, cress—and fed the skinny feral barn cats, which kept down mice but were so famished they hunted spiders and moths.

	On sunny days, Marina brought lunch outside, sandwiches made with the day’s new bread, sprouts she grew on the windowsill and cheese she would rather not buy. She wanted the barn ready for her goats, and through her eyes Phil saw that it never quite got finished. Shingles kept blowing off the roof, the loft fell down, and after they replaced it, the crushed stalls had to be repaired.

	Everything took longer and cost more than they had forecast. The work was harder than any they had ever done. In the late afternoon, Marina brought them bread and honey and jars of strong black coffee. It was enough to keep them going until dinner, which after some debate, now included meat bought in town. Lashings of slow-cooked chicken livers. Meatloaf crumbly with bulgur wheat and parsley. Phil was haunted by thoughts of food lately as he had once been haunted by sex. They made love in the early morning now. Nights were for sleep.

	Phil remained very happy. The chores never ended, but he had expected that. He’d signed on for process, for continuing revolution. Yet he was increasingly conscious that the pace was unsustainable. Their expenses were unsustainable, more dollars spent with each blow of the hammer. Phil often caught himself thinking, If only we can make it through the summer. We just have to make it through the fall, get through the winter, put in our first year. Things will get easier once we know what we’re doing.

	Hammering away, Phil came to understand that without anyone noticing, Bob Trevor had steered their planning meetings all winter, making sure they itemized and costed out every task involved in starting up a farm. The rest of them had paddled obediently through the minutiae, but Bob and Adele were taking a look at the overall picture, and what they saw had made them cut and run.

	You were wrong about one thing, Phil told Bob, crouching on the roof of the barn. I’m never bored. I love it here.

	Phil rose to his feet, raising his arms. “Standing on the top of the world!”

	He was suddenly aware of the women below. Marina stood paralyzed, terrified he’d fall.

	Slowly, slowly, Phil lifted one leg behind him as he balanced on the other, arms out in front, the lifted leg rising slowly until he held it straight out. He was Mercury in flight, a ship’s prow, a weathervane.

	“Don’t distract him,” Marina said, in the bell-like air.

	“Men.” Starr’s voice.

	Raven giggled, burbled with it, and for some reason, that was enough. Phil lowered his leg and got back to work.

	“Showboating,” Noah said that night. He had a withered post-polio leg, a limp that got worse when he got tired, and he shot Phil a look of surprising bitterness. “We need every pair of hands we’ve got. Can we talk about not doing any more stupid shit?”

	“Nothing happened,” Marina said firmly, taking Phil’s hand, and the subject was dropped.

	Yet it had happened. Something happened every day. By this time, they could sleep in the house. They wouldn’t patch and paint the interior walls until late fall, but the roof no longer leaked and the vermin had been encouraged to move outdoors. They could eat where they cooked in the old log cabin at the centre of the ramble, and it smelled of yeast from the sourdough riser, or roasted potatoes, or herbs or fresh-boiled laundry. Phil had banged together a trestle table from lumber in the barn, and they sprawled around it after dinner for their daily meeting, where they could always cheer themselves with progress reports. One night, when they seemed to be wrapping up early, Phil thought he might even be able to make love to Marina before they fell asleep. Now there was news. Phil had no idea how Noah was able to satisfy two women at once.

	Maybe he didn’t. Starr looked a little morose, leaning on her elbow. When Starr and Noah had been a regular couple, she had been the notable one in their relationship. Starr and Noah, people always said. She wasn’t merely taller than Noah, she was more fierce, focused, a great freckled blond Viking. Raven’s arrival last fall seemed to have skewed things. Now Noah was more confident, while Starr sometimes drooped and occasionally sounded strident, talking too much about her disappointment with the Women’s Studies program at the university, which she had helped found, and which she had quit when compromisers took over.

	“The thing about triangles,” Starr had said one time. “They rest on a stable base.”

	Maybe not so stable lately. Balancing on the beautiful Raven instead.

	“I’m afraid there’s one more item for discussion,” Noah said, just as Phil stood up. “Something Phil needs to tell us. Something you’d think he’d have mentioned.”

	Phil was surprised to hear a deeper timbre to Noah’s voice, a tone of greater authority.

	“I was waiting for the first cheque,” Phil said.

	Bernie perked up.

	“I’m driving into town to get Mason jars,” Noah said. “Turn on the radio, and who do I hear?”

	“I told everyone I was going to write about this,” Phil said. “Like Thoreau.”

	“Henry David Thoreau goes on the radio.”

	“He probably would have.”

	“Henry David Thoreau goes on the CBC making fun of his fellow Transcendentalists.”

	“I wasn’t making fun of anybody,” Phil said. “Except myself.”

	 

	THE VISIT FROM Martin Oake had got Phil writing. He hadn’t been planning to start until the winter, but the old farmer hadn’t been gone an hour when Phil started composing a piece in his head. He went back over Oake and the bent wire coat hanger and what had happened afterwards, how Noah had produced a Y-shaped branch and shook off the drizzling rain. Noah wanted to play, to get everyone dowsing. “We can’t work all the time,” he had said. Phil was conscious when planning his story that the second bout of dowsing would give it a pleasing sense of repetition, a major chord followed by a minor.

	Bernie had refused to try it. Martin Oake’s visit had turned him against dowsing. The old man had located a well site where you would expect to find it: a topographical low point in loamy soil, into which rain would flow and sink into underground catchments.

	“Luckily for my world view,” Bernie had said. “I was afraid I’d have to give in to the woo-woo.”

	“We shouldn’t pre-judge,” Gussie had told him, reaching for the wand. She had stopped wearing contact lenses and gone back to her over-sized black-rimmed glasses, which drew attention to her huge grey eyes and made her mouth and nose look as small as a child’s. Gussie was the most theoretical among them, and she looked clumsy as she took the rod. Bernie folded his arms. Once he had made up his mind, Bernie was a rock, a mountain. 

	Holding the rod straight out, Gussie had walked back and forth, stumbling a little when she closed her eyes to concentrate. But she said she didn’t feel anything, and surrendered the stick to Raven, who didn’t feel anything either.

	“Maybe it’s a bum stick.”

	Raven had a tendency to blame tools for her half-hearted housework and disappear into the fields, picking wildflowers. She was three or four years younger than the rest of them, not a political type but a one-time drama student, waifish and undisciplined.

	“It might be the stick,” Marina agreed gently. But the wand quivered in Marina’s hands, and Starr felt something too, then Noah. They all ended up in the vegetable garden, where the wand kept nose-diving to earth.

	“Suggestible,” Bernie told Gussie. She nodded, and crossed her arms exactly like him.

	“But what about if I get it up?” Phil asked. “Being more suggestive than suggestible.”

	As he took the stick, the warm rain fell harder, flattening his hair and coursing down his arms. Phil remembered playing in the rain as a child, that whiff of danger and naughtiness. He was having fun, but at the same time, he agreed with Bernie. He didn’t really want this to work. Materialism coming under threat.

	Trolling through the damp grass, Phil held the wand out stiffly. Subtly at first, a faint tingling started in his fingers and the wand began to quiver. Electricity jingled up his arms and jolted his elbows, making the wand shake. Phil was confused. He wasn’t controlling this. The wand was jolting erratically up and down, up and down. Then it subsided and he stood in the rain, feeling nothing more.

	Phil had gone back to repairing fences, leaving his post holes to fill with water until they decided where to plant the new garden. He spent the afternoon mentally writing, and lit a candle in their bedroom that night so he could type out the story on his old Underwood. Then stopped, staring at the paper. This was what it led to, an anti-climax. He felt nothing more.

	“For your Thoreau book?” Marina asked. She was lying on their bed, a mattress on the floor, too tactful to speak until he had finished typing.

	“It’s not worth keeping you awake for,” he said, and blew out the candle.

	Phil had intended to start a book and instead he’d written a newspaper story. Not a feature either, but a news story written in the hoary old inverted pyramid style: the important stuff in a lede followed by events of dwindling importance that the copy desk could cut from the bottom for space. Martin Oake finding a well site. Phil not finding one. He had meant to do better here, to up his game. Another thing he’d longed to explore at the commune was his literary talent. But his prose was flat, too.

	Even when the backhoe hit water a week later, Phil failed to write anything compelling. Not that night, not the next. Typing away on his old Underwood, he felt increasingly second rate. How absurd to believe he could be anything approaching Thoreau; to believe he could make a name for himself as a social critic. As it turned out, he had precisely enough critical ability to recognize that he was a second-rate writer. If he’d stayed in the city, he would have risen a little further at the newspaper, but not far.

	Phil repaired fences and hammered more shingles. Told himself to give up hope of literary fame. Yet the dowsing story worried at him like static. One day, when he drove into town, he stepped into a phone booth and made a collect call to a friend at the CBC.

	“So how’s life at the granola factory?” Will asked.

	Phil discovered that he’d been missing the cynicism of journalists. It was an unfortunate fact that his friends on the commune were a trifle earnest. Not Bernie. He and Bernie could share a joke. Phil could even break him up sometimes, elicit a rumble from deep within his lumberjack shirts. But Bernie wasn’t talkative, and they couldn’t work riffs off each other the way Phil could with his friends at the Globe, the Star, the CBC. Soon he was bullshitting Will as if they were drinking at the Wheat Sheaf Tavern. Martin Oake, the coat hanger, Noah and the Y-shaped wand, the electricity Phil had felt in his arms.

	“Damn thing’s jiggling around. I’ve got no control of this. I’m wondering, what the hell? Then the stick points straight up at the sky. The clouds open and it pours.”

	An hour later, Phil was recording a folksy monologue that Will had already christened “A Letter from Aquarius County.” It would play within a week on national radio, the morning show, its audience approaching a million.

	Phil had felt breathless as he did the recording. He was on a joy ride. He was screeching over back country roads in a stolen car on the blackest of nights. Telling a bullshit story to the public as if it were true. Hating himself, hot with pride, cold with embarrassment. He hadn’t called Will just to say hello. Prayed that no one he knew would listen to his letter, and that everyone would. He was on the radio. ‘Did you hear the news?’

	 

	“THEY WANT ONE a week,” Phil told the meeting. “At fifty bucks a pop.”

	His friends considered both the money and the glory. It would pay for their weekly shopping trips to town: hamburger, chicken livers, beef hearts, cheese. Meanwhile, their communal life would find a national audience. They had always talked as if it would, saying they’d provide an example of the good life without knowing how. Phil wondered if this slow bubble of uncertainty was how it felt to get something you wanted, and if he ever had before.

	Gussie was the only one to be unimpressed by Phil’s five minutes of fame, her tiny hands clasped on the table like a nun’s. Gussie didn’t care what anyone thought. She just wanted to do the right thing, and she wasn’t convinced this meant going on the radio. Phil realized that he’d unconsciously dismissed Gussie as apologetic, even meek. Now, as he watched her think things through, he pictured Gus in the Weather Underground, pale and determined behind her sawed-off shotgun.

	“One overriding fact,” Bernie said. “We need some form of income.”

	“People always need back-up,” agreed Raven.

	Starr nodded. Marina. Finally Gussie. The consensus fell in favour of the letters.

	“You’ve got to let us read them first,” Noah said.

	“So we believe in censorship?” Phil asked.

	“Fuck!” Noah slapped the table. “You got me coming and going!”

	They were not angry people. Some of their friends in the city had tempers. Bob Trevor was often loud and sarcastic at public meetings, although Phil suspected that this could be a tactic. The communards didn’t have tactics. They were gentle and easy-going, and Phil thought the pique about his letters would blow over in minutes. Afterward, he could do whatever he wanted.

	Yet Noah’s anger hung in the air as he helped Starr clear the dishes. Usually Noah sang while he did his chores. He never complained about his withered leg, or used it as an excuse, working tremendously hard: pruning the orchard, spraying the leaves with organic soap, even picking off insects individually. Noah had recently brought in a beehive, and he tended the bees with good-humoured fascination, chuckling even when he was stung.

	After a long, uneasy silence, Marina put a hand on Phil’s arm. “Philip, what did you say on the radio that upset Noah?”

	Phil was afraid that Noah would reveal his lie about the rain. There wouldn’t be any more letters if he did. Phil had to be able to jazz up his stories and the others had to ignore it.

	“This is Canada,” he said. “The CBC. It was self-deprecation.”

	After another moment’s silence, Noah said, “He called me a gnome.”

	They hooted with laughter. Even Noah had to chuckle. He’d agreed to chuckle. Noah had made his protest and now he would let it go.

	“I’m sure he didn’t mean it in that way,” Marina said. “I’m sure he’s going to respect people’s feelings. Aren’t you, Philip?”

	“I’m going to try to do a good job,” he said easily. The others accepted this, but Marina gave him a sideways glance, seeing straight through him.

	That night, as they got ready for bed, Marina put the candle down on her table of family photographs. Marina was unhurried and deliberate; she always did things for a reason, and Phil knew to pay attention to the photographs. She had taken time to make frames by tying twigs together with coloured thread, even though the only furniture in the room was the table and their mattress on the floor. She came from such a big family that the table was crowded. Marina was the oldest Swift at twenty-four. The youngest was her brother Pete, who hadn’t yet started school.

	“Philip, I’d like it if you were more tender with Noah,” she said, undoing the hooks at the back of her dress. Phil watched her breasts jut forward as she arched her back like a bow. “We have to live together, and if you and Noah get into a wrestling match, it won’t be pleasant.”

	“He does look like a gnome,” Phil answered, before backtracking. “It just slipped out.”

	“I know,” Marina said. Her dress dropped to the floor and she stepped outside it, picking up the fabric with her toes and flipping it into her hand. “But I think we’re here for the long term. I think we need to negotiate our relationships carefully, and if you want to be the father figure around here, you’re going to have to think things through. You don’t want Noah taking over.”

	Marina could surprise Phil when she opened up. She was usually calm and gentle, but Marina could also be shrewd, even a little manipulative. Phil didn’t need to feel uniquely imperfect. Yet he didn’t like the suggestion of a power struggle, either. Phil had signed up for equality, for breaking new ground. Not for the same old chest-beating one-upmanship.

	Then he heard ‘father.’ Phil felt a moment’s panic as he counted on his mental fingers, relieved to realize that Marina couldn’t be pregnant. ‘Long term,’ he heard now, and glanced at the photograph of her sisters and brothers.

	Marina always woke him at dawn, stroking his morning erection, the rosy light that fell through the uncurtained windows turning her nipples even pinker and her pale skin into a scarf. He’d told himself she was in heat, but he’d never thought about children.

	“Especially when the community grows,” she went on, hanging her dress on a peg on the back of the door.

	“I get the point, Marina.”

	Her face shut like a book. Phil was conscious of the price he would pay to become the Thoreau of the airwaves, broadcasting his rather hopeful take on the news. After today, there would be a number of things he would no longer be able to talk about with Marina. The future, for one thing. Truth, perhaps.

	Phil couldn’t decide whether this bothered him or not.

	 

	July

	 

	SUMMER HEAT. THE humidity. Phil’s tee-shirt stuck to his back as he headed for the beaver swamp. Marina’s billie goat had kicked through the fence, making it Phil’s fault he was missing. At least it would be if he didn’t recapture the goat before the others learned it was gone. Rabbits had dug under the rabbit-proof fence and that was his fault, too. Noah had seen the damage and fixed it without speaking to Phil.

	Nor had they said anything about the floor-to-ceiling shelves he had built in the cellar. One bank of shelves was filled now with wild raspberry and blueberry jam. Others waited for canned produce from their garden, and for the baskets of apples and potatoes nestled in sawdust. But when they’d climbed down the ladder for a look, they’d only talked about the food. More important, they never mentioned his letters, even though Phil knew every one of them had slipped into town to hear one as it aired.

	He quickly reached a granite outcrop at the edge of their farm. It dropped into the swamp, which was Crown land. Phil brushed past goldenrod. Milkweed. Toad flax. Hitched up his shorts, his forearms ropy. They weren’t eating very well anymore, trying to live off the land and their barrels of bulk supplies, no more meat as they held onto their remaining savings and the CBC cheques for the winter. Marina was on the other side of the swamp picking the last of the blueberries. Phil pushed past a pin cherry tree he hadn’t noticed before, and decided to pick it later. He needed to find Marina’s goat before it found her.

	The goats had arrived at the end of June. Marina had chosen the La Mancha breed; they were said to be good milkers. The first time she’d milked the nannies, Phil brought a cup to the barn. He stood behind her and kneaded her shoulders as she filled his cup with a warm froth of cream.

	He spat it out. The milk was rancid. They guessed the goats had eaten noxious weeds, and Bernie’s research suggested burdock. The next day, they pulled all the burdock from the fields, saving the edible roots for themselves. It made no difference, the milk was still rancid. After Phil read a letter about their troubles on the CBC, a listener phoned the network and told them to separate the billie goat from the nannies.

	“Remind me why we’re supposed to trust some miscellaneous caller,” Noah had said.

	“I thought we wanted to reach out to the community,” Phil replied. The others avoided his eyes. “Don’t we?”

	It was even worse when the listener proved right. Their milk turned sweet, although the little billie grew sour. He had escaped once before, wandering into the swamp.

	This time, Phil heard an animal stirring at the base of the outcrop, and glimpsed a brown form on the other side of some pines. He dropped into a crouch and crept forward, back to playing a kid’s game of tag when the farm had stopped feeling like a game. Hiding behind a cedar, he spotted the goat standing in a cleft in the granite, where it cropped a sapling. Phil leapt out and got a hand on the goat, which stumbled in the cleft. He wrestled it over his shoulders.

	“Ha!” he said. “Gotcha, bugger.”

	Phil carried the billie back to a field where the fence was intact, putting it down by some burdock.

	“Eat that,” he said, and headed back to pick the cherries. There were pin cherries near his grandparents’ house and when he was a kid, he had eaten them to make his mouth pucker and his throat dry up. Pin cherries, choke cherries. His grandmother made them into jam, passing the pulp through a sieve to remove the seeds. He pictured Marina doing the same.

	Phil’s tee-shirt was nearly full of cherries when he heard something crashing through the swamp. He expected a white-tailed deer. Instead, Marina raced for the outcrop, holding her basket. She swerved when she saw him.

	“Bear,” she panted. “Bear cub.”

	“Where?” Phil asked, looking past her.

	“Behind,” she said, trying to tug him forward.

	Phil couldn’t see anything behind her. He shook his head.

	Marina looked back at the empty slope, the innocent swamp.

	“I saw it!” she said. “I was going over to a new blueberry patch, and I thought, Oh, there’s a dog in the bushes. A big black dog. I thought it was a Labrador. Then I saw it was a bear cub. The mother had to be nearby.”

	“She probably was,” Phil agreed. “But they’re gone now. The cub must have taken off in the other direction.”

	He squinted at the swamp. Not even a duck. “Look what I found,” he said, holding out his tee-shirt.

	“I really don’t care right now.”

	“It’s gone,” he soothed. “It’s all right. You’re all right.”

	“You’re not going to put this on the radio, Philip. Making me look stupid.”

	He took this in. “It’s not exactly stupid to run away from a bear.”

	“You’re probably supposed to do something else. Climb a tree. I don’t know. We never talked about bears.”

	Marina rarely cried, but her voice was pinched, and Phil put down the cherries to draw her into a hug. The letters were a very dark laugh, mostly at himself. Not exclusively, though. She was right.

	Marina drew away from him. “You’re going to do it anyway, aren’t you?”

	“There might be a bear this week,” Phil admitted. “But maybe I’m the one who saw it.”

	“As if you’re fooling anyone,” Marina said. “We can tell what you think about us from the way you write about yourself.”

	So it had become “we” and “us” against “you.” Phil resented having to say it: “That’s just wrong. When you’re doing something on air, you exaggerate for effect.”

	“So much for authenticity,” she said. “I thought we were going to be authentic. We said that right from the start.”

	Phil felt irritated, but Marina was right. The others had used the word all winter, even though he had never found anything particularly authentic about seven members of the urban middle class buying a rock farm in Third County. He’d always spoken about the exemplary life, even if no one else agreed, including Marina. They only made love once or twice a week now, although he was still enthralled by the play of light on her skin at dawn, a silky rose on fine days and something softer when it rained.

	“That struck a nerve,” she said.

	Phil picked up his tee-shirt. “We need the money.”

	“We’re living off the land.”

	“You might ask Bernie about that one.”

	Marina looked into her basket of tiny blueberries. They stood canted away from each other. The daylight seemed filmy. Phil knew it was a petty fight.

	“No bear on air,” he agreed, but Marina didn’t smile.

	 

	THEY GATHERED ON the porch that night. Noah picked at his mandolin as they treated themselves to some reading and the first dried buds of their weed. Augusta refused the joint and smoked her Gitanes. Her younger brother Nico had hitch-hiked out from Vancouver to join them for two or three weeks, a strapping blond blue-eyed kid, two more hands in the soil and one more mouth to feed. Gus didn’t want him smoking weed and she was setting an example.

	Bernie handed the joint to Nico. As he drew it in, Gussie stubbed her cigarette out angrily. Phil felt great clarity and distance as he watched her grind it in the ashtray. He realized how tired he was of the others being so meaningfully quiet. They were quiet with each other, careful to avoid confrontation. Especially quiet with him. He wanted them to refrain from mentioning his letters but they no longer spoke to him about much else. Phil found this outrageously unfair. They were doing what they wanted. Why couldn’t he?

	“You should hear this,” Marina said, angling her book toward the kerosene lantern. “When virgin prostitutes were popular in the last century, the women put sponges soaked in blood in their vaginas, or cut themselves with glass.”

	“Sacrificial virgins,” Phil said. Unwisely, he knew, but he could tell that Marina was heading towards something herbal. She was growing appreciative of what Bernie called the woo-woo, with Starr leading dinnertime discussions of Wicca.

	“’To contract the vaginal opening,’” Marina went on, “’they sometimes stitched girls up, or used an astringent tea made from boiling vinegar, myrrh water, and acorns or sloe.’”

	Turning a page. “Until the nineteenth century, doctors recommended menstrual cramps be treated by steaming the genitals with vapours from ‘sweet wine, fennel, rose oil, catnip, wormwood or hops.’”

	There it was. “In the eighteenth century,” Phil said, drawing on the joint. “A physician. Named Dr. Thomas Beddoes. Believed that people could be healed by the breath of a cow.”

	He held the smoke in his lungs. “He used to bring cows into the sickroom to breathe on his patients.” Phil exhaled. “Just because something is natural doesn’t mean that it works.”

	“Thank you, Philip,” Noah said, still picking at his mandolin.

	“’Thank you, Philip,’” he echoed. “I thought that was Marina’s line.”

	Phil expected Marina to walk across an invisible divide and rejoin him.

	“Thank you, Philip,” she said.

	Raven gave Phil a look of sympathy. She still didn’t speak much, and when she did, Raven talked in such a breathy little voice that Phil only heard what she said much later.

	“I love things that don’t last very long,” she had said that afternoon, looking at butterfly. “No wonder I came up here.”

	 

	PHIL WAS DEEPLY stoned by the time they went to bed. Acute but smudged, and on the sandy edge of panic. Marina lay far apart from him on their mattress, her curves looking like foothills.

	“Sweetie?” he said. “I don’t understand how we got here.”

	Marina didn’t answer.

	“One step after another,” he said, “and where the hell do we end up? We’ve got to stop doing this, all right?”

	Another silence. He heard a pad of bare feet down the hallway. A soft knock at the door.

	“It's Noah. I'm coming in, okay?”

	Noah opened the door. A match flared and he drew on a joint. The light under his moustache made him look like a satyr.

	“No,” Phil said. “Afraid it’s not.”

	“My friend, you’ve got problems. I thought I could help.”

	“Noah, for Christ’s sakes.”

	“I always wanted to be a musician. Then I realized you’ve got to step beyond categories defined by other people.” 

	Noah held out the joint. Phil didn’t move.

	“Your loss,” Noah said. He shut the door, and footsteps padded back down the hallway. Phil felt the bedcovers quiver. He had no idea what to expect from Marina.

	She giggled. 

	“You must be a bit tempted.”

	“Tempted?”

	“Another troika."

	“What?”

	“Want to try it?” 

	Such a quick reply. And the giggle. Phil found he couldn’t speak.

	“The healthful breath of the cow in the bedroom,” Marina said, kneading his thigh. “Here’s Nico getting his night with Starr and Raven. I mean, poor Noah’s got to do something.”

	“Nico?” Phil asked. “The kid?”

	“Don’t tell Gussie. She’d have a fit.”

	“Sweetie, do I even know you?”

	She giggled again. “We came up here to break new ground,” she said, stroking him. “I thought men dreamed about this.”

	“Sharing you? Christ. No way.”

	“Then I'm doubly flattered.” 

	Her girlish voice half sickened, half excited him. He felt his erection throb.

	“You wouldn't really?” he asked.

	“Would you?”

	Phil didn't answer. He hoped for the sake of his self-respect there would be no more footsteps down the hall, no further rap at the door.

	Soon enough there was.

	 

	August

	 

	IT WAS A killing hot day as Phil dogged his way towards the burnt-out farmhouse. Noah had heard the story in town: how the last farmer to live up the road had been killed when his house burned down. His wife set the fire and had been sent to an asylum. Phil had nothing else for this week’s letter and had decided to take a look. He also hoped to find something for Marina. She liked scavenged things. Old stirrups in the barn. Lumbering detritus from the forest. He badly needed to please her.

	Life had changed on the night of the troikas. Before then, Phil had felt that he was doing the right thing, and becoming the person he ought to be. Afterward, he realized there was something going on at the farm that had nothing to do with righteousness and everything to do with power. After months of silent sparring, leadership of the troika had passed entirely to Noah, leaving Starr looking cowed, almost abject. Phil often felt the same way. He had to go back to courting Marina two years after they’d started living together. Noah he ignored.

	When he made it past some bushes, Phil discovered the old house fallen into its foundation. Bricks and charred beams filled half of what had once been the cellar. He stood there stupidly at first, then turned toward the dilapidated shed behind him and lobbed a stone through its absent window. Above him, a sawfly buzzed from the wires. He found the place remote and meaningless.

	Something glinted in the foundation. Looking closer, Phil saw two glass-topped Mason jars lying intact in what had been the basement stairwell. Knowing that Marina would like them, he clambered down the fall of bricks, sliding a little, scraping his palms, and finally arriving in the old stairwell, where he took off his tee-shirt to make a sling that he could tie across his back, packing up the jars. Climbing back up, he stumbled on two old horse medicine bottles wedged in the rubble.

	Happier now, Phil circled the farmyard, reaching a shed untouched by fire and boarded up haphazardly. Tearing open the door, he sneezed and found a dirt floor, an old wood table and musty papers from an upturned trunk scattered everywhere. Kneeling, he found that most of the papers were religious society bulletins on a Tennessee letterhead. He also picked up a book about a missionary in Hankow, China. Inside it was a letter in a school teacher’s handwriting that he knew he shouldn’t read. Other peoples’ mail.

	‘The LORD is my shepherd and my husband YOU ARE NOT. Do not maketh me to lie down in fallow fields. Leadeth me NOW to STILL WATERS from whence cometh my HELP.’

	Phil pictured the farmer’s wife kneeling to set the fire. Pictured Marina kneeling in front of Noah, and the flames flared inside him. He couldn’t imagine how to put any of this on the radio, but Phil pocketed the letter and clodhopped back to the farm, the old bottles and the missionary's book rattling on his back, the overwrought message burning a cavern in his thigh.

	Phil found Starr canning tomatoes in the kitchen, stripped down to a flimsy blouse and panties. They clung to her in the steam, and she didn’t wear a bra. She was flaunting herself—not to him but to Raven. After the night of the troikas, Starr had brought up her sexuality for discussion at the evening meeting.

	“I’m not bi, okay? I’m lesbian. A dyke.”

	Her tone of desperation had made Bernie grin anxiously. Many things made Bernie grin anxiously lately. He groaned over the books, or left them lying open on the table, pacing in and out of the storerooms to make sure they weren’t about to starve.

	“Noah and I have something beyond all that, all right?” Starr had said. She’d glanced at Noah, who smiled benignly. “I’ll be staying with Noah and Raven, and that’s nobody’s business. But I won’t do Nico again, and Raven won’t do him, either. We work very hard, all right? And he kept us up half the night.”

	Raven pouted, while Nico blushed proudly.

	Augusta was completely thrown. “He did what?”

	Gussie looked around blankly before seeing the glint in Bernie’s eye.

	“But I’m responsible for him,” she said.

	Nico had just turned eighteen. When she calmed down, Gus drew enough discretionary cash to buy a bus ticket back to Vancouver and insisted on driving Nico straight to the station. She packed her brother in the Beetle like a Pekinese herding a buffalo.
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