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My mother died on the same day as Marilyn Monroe, August 4th 1962, and just like the movie star her body would not be discovered until the following day. There was no mistaking Mom’s presence when she was alive. True to form, her death was not without drama. It would force my father to return to our family. Even though for the entire eleven years of my life he had come home every night to our two-storey wartime house in South Vancouver, a large part of him was not really there. I was used to his absence; I was not used to hers.


Over time I would come to believe it was that very absence that woke me so abruptly, in the dark hours that morning. More likely it was simply a gust of wind rattling my bedroom window, or the rain pounding against the glass. I can’t be certain. I only know that when my eyes snapped open I felt compelled to leave my bed and creep out into the narrow hallway between the two bedrooms. I stood in the shadows at the top of the stairs, my heart racing, listening to the silence of the house before I started down, pausing at the turn to listen once more.


Downstairs, I made my way to the open door at the end of the hall and peered into my parents’ bedroom. The familiar fragrance of my mother’s Evening in Paris perfume filled my nostrils as I scanned the room, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. My breath caught at the image of a figure in the corner. But it was only a dress hanging on the closet door. The room, like the rumpled bed, was empty.


I stepped over the clothes strewn on the floor and ran my hand down the soft material of Mom’s dress. Even without her in it that Kelly green dress looked like her. It was her favourite, the one she called her knock-’em-dead, Sunday-go-to-meeting outfit, and the only one she kept on a padded hanger.


The day the Eaton’s truck delivered it she had called me into her room the moment she’d slipped it on. Leaning into the mirror, she applied lipstick and dabbed powder across the small bump on her nose, then tilted her head and studied the effect. Satisfied, she pushed aside the books, discarded nylons and half-full ashtrays on the dressing-table and stepped back to pose before the mirror. ‘What do you think, Ethie?’


I thought she was perfect no matter what she wore. But something about that dress made her hazel green eyes even brighter, her thick auburn curls shinier, and the smattering of freckles, which the powder could not erase, seem even more exotic. ‘You look beautiful,’ I told her, ‘just like a movie star.’


Her reflection smiled back at me. She leaned down and pulled me into her arms, enfolding me in perfume, new green dress and all. ‘Oh, Ethie,’ she sighed, ‘it’s so nice to be called beautiful. Especially by my favourite girl.’ She released me and whirled around to look at the back of the dress, which clung to her rounded bottom.


Even then I think I knew the purchase of that dress was punishment for some transgression of my father’s. Whenever she was angry with him, Mom’s solution was to flip through the catalogue and order something they couldn’t afford. Dad looked after the finances in our house. Everything we needed, including the weekly groceries, was charged and he paid the bills at the end of each month. Before she went to work, the only money my mother had control of was the monthly family-allowance cheque, ten dollars for each of her children. Somehow Dad believed that thirty dollars should cover anything extra.


‘It is a special dress, isn’t it?’ Mom asked, her expression saying she was pleased with it. I grinned and nodded, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t expecting an answer. ‘It’s a classic,’ she said, then knelt and hugged me again. ‘And I’ll keep it nice,’ she promised, ‘so you can have it when you grow up.’ Every time she put the dress on I imagined myself wearing it one day. But, as things turned out, I never would.


I caught a movement in the shadows and spun around. But all I saw was the tangled red curls and startled face of an eleven-year-old girl wearing an undershirt and panties staring back from the mirror. With blood pounding in my ears I turned away and tiptoed out of the room. I checked the living room and the bathroom at the other end of the hallway. Both empty. Then I turned towards the kitchen and I saw him – my father sitting alone in the dark staring out of the kitchen window. I stood frozen in the entryway. Somehow I knew this was not the time to do my little dance of distraction that I often used to entice him back from wherever he disappeared to when he went into one of his trances. I shrank back into the shadows and watched the ember glow of his cigarette move slowly from the saucer on the table up to his lips.


A flash of headlights splashed across the window, lighting up his silhouette. Without moving his eyes from the street, he took the cigarette stub from his mouth and crushed it into the overflowing saucer. I ducked back down the hall and into the living room, where I pressed against the wall by the front windows and pulled back a corner of the sheer curtains.


Outside, a black and white car pulled up to the kerb. The wipers stopped. Light-filled droplets covered the windshield, obscuring the shadow of the occupants. At the same moment the car doors opened, the bedroom curtains in the house across the street parted, then were yanked shut, leaving a small gap.


Mrs Manson. The neighbourhood watchdog, Mom called her – when she wasn’t calling her a busybody. And, like me, what she was busy doing right then was spying from her peephole while two policemen climbed out of the car in front of our house.


My father’s chair scraped away from the kitchen table. I rushed out of the living room and fled back up the stairs. Breathless, I sat down on the step above the turn and leaned forward to listen.


The knock at our front door that would change our lives forever was gentle.


‘Howard Coulter?’ The voice saying my father’s name after the door creaked open sounded so young. Younger even than Frankie’s – my oldest brother who was twenty. Like the knock, the voice sounded too gentle, too kind, to belong to a policeman.


There was no response from my father. After a moment of silence an older, deeper voice asked, ‘May we come in, Mr Coulter?’


Suddenly a hand gripped my shoulder. I turned with a jolt to find Kipper leaning over me, his slack mouth opening to form a word. I lifted my finger to my lips. He smiled back at me, mimicking my shushing gesture. I patted the step beside me and he slumped down. Even though he was three years older, my brother, heavy and pear-shaped, was shorter than I. He reached up and put his stubby arm around my shoulders, not understanding this game but thrilled to be a part of the conspiracy. We must have looked a strange pair, sitting there in the morning shadows, me in my underwear, twisting a long corkscrew curl of hair, and my grinning fourteen-year-old brother wearing blue teddy-bear pyjamas and a brown pork-pie hat.


That narrow-brimmed felt hat was like a part of Kipper. The only time it was not on his head was when he slept. It hung on his bedpost every night, ready to be donned the moment he woke. He had inherited it from Dad – a birthday gift from Mom – years ago. Dad had never worn it. Kipper was never without it.


Down in the foyer the too-young voice repeated my father’s name, and I felt a pang of fear at the sympathetic tone. Leaning forward, I strained to peer around the corner. Another hand gripped my shoulder and Frankie, shirtless and barefoot, pushed his way between Kipper and me. His sandy-blond hair, usually combed back in a perfect ducktail, stuck straight out from the sides of his head like wings. I could smell the Brylcreem left over from his date the night before. Without stopping he said, ‘Go back to bed,’ and rushed down the stairs, zipping up his blue jeans.


Kipper rose and turned to go up to his room, always ready to obey Frankie without question. I usually did too. But not this time. I stood up and followed him. Downstairs my father – looking shrunken and small in the shadows of the unlit entry – stood motionless, his hand frozen on the knob of the open door. In the half-light beyond him, the rain poured down on the two police officers on the front porch.
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I knew he was different. By the time I was six years old I knew my father was not like other fathers. Other fathers didn’t sit and stare at the wall a few inches above the top of their television set. They didn’t disappear regularly into a silent world, or get lost on long treks through the Vancouver rain. Sometimes my father would be gone for hours, whole days even, on those journeys from which he would return watery-eyed and drenched to the skin, but somehow lighter in spirit as if his black mood had been cleansed, like the city’s air. I knew other fathers played catch with their sons. I watched with envy when they swung their daughters up on to their shoulders to piggyback them around their yards. I knew they could see their children. I wasn’t always sure my father could.


The year I started school Mom allowed me to run to the top of Barclay Street when it was time for him to return home from work at the sawmill. Every evening I waited in anticipation while my handsome father, with sawdust scattered through his thinning brown hair, climbed off the bus. And every evening I saw that split second of confusion in his pale blue eyes when he saw me standing there. It would fade just as quickly when he said, ‘Why, hello, Ethie.’ He would place his hard-hat on my head and hand me his humpback lunch pail, which reeked of metal and sardine sandwiches. I would walk home swinging it in one hand, while clinging to his with the other, pretending he was happy to see me.


I understood early the cause of my father’s detachment from the world. Or, at least, I thought I did.


‘The war.’ It hung in the air of our home like a phantom. It lurked behind my father’s vacant eyes, and at the bottom of the whiskey bottles above the fridge. Sometimes it cried out from his nightmares at dead of night, waking the household with its thrashing insistence. Mom kept a broom beside their bed for those episodes. Once, not long after he had returned from the war, she made the mistake of reaching for him as he struggled against the horrors that haunted him in his sleep. A flailing arm had caught her squarely between the eyes, breaking her nose, and my father’s heart, she said. So, for the last seventeen years whenever he started fighting his nightmares beside her, she had jumped out of bed to grab the broom and poke him with the handle. Only when she was certain he was fully awake would she climb back into bed. I would lie upstairs in my room listening to her crooning to him in her off-key voice until I fell back to sleep. The following day my father’s eyes would be empty, drained, waiting for the next rainfall to revitalize them.


‘It’s the war,’ Mom confided, in hushed conversations to visitors, in an effort to explain his sudden withdrawals. I heard both her and Frankie use those words in reference to my father’s absences so many times when I was very young that I believed ‘Thewar’ was a person. But I soon learned it was nothing more than memories. Memories that my father shared with no one.


Even though our home in Fraserview, like all of the look-alike veterans’ homes in that South Vancouver neighbourhood, was commonly referred to as a ‘wartime house’, the war was seldom mentioned there. Never when my father was at home. It lay in wait, a dark spectre, in the corners of our lives, ready to emerge without warning and grasp my father in its silent grip, until only his long walks through a weeping city could send it away. By the time I entered primary school, I found myself praying for rain whenever I noticed the light fading from my father’s blue eyes.


It was never long before my prayers were answered.


‘No one would complain about the weather in Vancouver if they’d ever lived in Tahsis,’ my mother often said. ‘It was like living in a car wash.’


Before I was born, after my father returned from the war, our family had lived on the north-west coast of Vancouver Island. Mom said she suspected Dad had searched for a job in the location with the highest rainfall, and Tahsis was it. I’d seen pictures and heard Mom’s stories of the remote logging town, but I found it hard to imagine living in a place where the only way in or out was by boat or seaplane.


I once heard Aunt Mildred, Mom’s sister, suggest that the emergency flight from Tahsis to Victoria during a thunder storm on the day my brother was born was the reason for Kipper ‘being the way he is’. I remember being startled by her words. I glanced up from the living-room couch. Beside me Kipper sat listening to me read from the book on my lap, while he fidgeted with the brim of his hat. When I stopped he tugged it down over his eyes and sighed heavily.


In the kitchen, Aunt Mildred sat at the table, her back to me, still wearing her raincoat. She must have found our house too cold, or was afraid of getting cat or dog hair on her expensive clothes. At any rate she always left her coat on, as if she was going to leave at any moment, whenever she visited, which was mostly when Dad was at work.


Across the table Mom raised her eyebrows. She stared at her sister over the rim of her teacup. ‘I’ve told you before, Down’s syndrome is not an accident of birth,’ she said, with a sigh. She put her cup down and propped her elbows on the table before she went on. ‘Kipper’s destiny was decided the moment he was conceived. Heaven did not have a last-minute change of heart.’


‘Unfortunately,’ my aunt muttered.


‘Mildred!’ My mother’s voice hardened with warning.


My aunt was silent for a moment. But she couldn’t resist getting in another word. She never could. She clicked her cup noisily into her saucer, sniffed and said, ‘All I’m saying, Lucy, is that that boy belongs in an institution. The longer you leave it, the harder it will be. It would be better for everyone. Besides, he would be happier with his own kind.’


‘We are his kind,’ Mom said tightly. Then she glanced past my aunt and caught my eye. She smiled. ‘And he’s happy with us, thank you very much.’


That was true. Most of the time.


Kipper’s real name was Christopher Adam. ‘After St Christopher,’ Mom said. Although she wasn’t Catholic, she thought it appropriate to name her son after the patron saint of travel, ‘given someone was watching over me on that stormy trip into Victoria Harbour’.


She told me I was responsible for his nickname. ‘As soon as you could walk you used to toddle behind him everywhere calling his name. “Kipper” was how it came out.’ The name stuck. Except for Aunt Mildred, everyone called him that.


In return he had given me my nickname. Unable to wrap his tongue around the l in Ethel, I became Ethie. A fair exchange, and a favour for which I will be eternally grateful.


Who but Lucy Coulter would name a baby girl Ethel? When I was old enough to complain about it she explained that she had wanted to call me Lily, but Dad would not allow it. ‘It was the only time I can remember your father digging in his heels over anything.’


Just before I was born Aunt Mildred gave our family her old black-and-white television set. It was Mom’s first TV. The first show she watched on it also happened to be the first episode of I Love Lucy. No one but my mother would take all those firsts as a sign that, if she had a girl – and she couldn’t name her Lily – she would name her after Lucy Riccardo’s sidekick, Ethel. Every time the television show came on Mom would chirp, ‘Here we are, Lucy and Ethel,’ as if I needed to be reminded where my name had come from. And every time I would bury my face in one of the sofa cushions and moan. If Kipper was there, he would pull his hat over his eyes and moan with me.


My brother took on the emotions of those he loved. Especially mine. When I laughed, he laughed, loud, barking imitations of joy. If I cried, he would howl too, with gulping sobs and red-splotched eyes that leaked huge tears of grief. His mirroring of my emotions was so immediate, and so grand in scale, I often only realized how I was feeling after I’d seen him react. In time I learned to curb my outbursts, knowing they could trigger one of Kipper’s asthma attacks.


With Dad he was completely different. He was quiet and at peace around him, regardless of Dad’s state of mind. Mom believed that of us all Kipper had the deepest understanding of our father. Often, when he sank into one of his about-to-disappear moods, my brother would squeeze his short wide body next to Dad’s thin frame in the overstuffed chair in the living room. With his arm around Dad, Kipper would rhythmically pat his bony shoulder while they sat in silence in front of the television set as if they were one person.


Last week the rains had come hard. During the first days of August Mom clipped out articles from the Daily Province reporting the record number of automobile accidents to match the record rainfall. All along our street, children’s faces moped behind rain-streaked windows while gutters filled and storm sewers ran over. Confined to play inside, they felt cheated out of their dwindling summer holidays. Their mothers felt the same. They sat in our kitchen drinking coffee and swapping stories about how their husbands always sensed the change of weather before it arrived. They felt it in the throbbing pain around metal lodged deep in muscles. They felt it in ragged and uneven war wounds long healed over. And they felt it in bones aching with memories of the windswept beachheads and frozen battlefields of Europe. Mom added nothing to the conversations. Unlike many of the fathers on our street, Dad had returned from the Second World War visibly unscathed. No wounded-in-action medals were stored with a mothballed uniform in our basement. No embedded German shrapnel foretold the coming weather. Unlike his neighbours, he welcomed the rain.


At the height of the summer storm, on Thursday afternoon, Dad had taken his leather bomber jacket from the hall closet. It was at least two sizes too large for him, the faded brown leather cracked and brittle from years of rain. Still, the ancient flight jacket was the one our father always wore on his walkabouts. He had pulled it over his shoulders, lifted the sheepskin collar, and slipped out of the front door. While the rest of us breathed an inner sigh of relief, Kipper had grabbed his yellow rain-slicker and followed him. Frankie jumped up to stop him, but Mom waved him back. When the rain let up later that day Dad and Kipper returned, cold and wet, but both declaring their hunger.


As they sat down at the dinner table Kipper removed his soggy hat. Tufts of fine hair, more orange than red, stuck up every which way on the top of his head. My father smiled wistfully at him and called him ‘my people-sorter’.


‘Yeah, people-sorter,’ Kipper parroted.


I think we all stared at Dad with the same questioning look.


‘People-sorter?’ Mom prompted.


‘Yes,’ Dad replied, in his slow, quiet voice. ‘He sorts people into two groups. Those who are comfortable with him and those who aren’t.’ His shoulders lifted ever so slightly. ‘I figure that tells you pretty much all you need to know about a person.’


I glanced at Kipper. An errant pea fell from his spoon and joined the droplets of stew on the table around his plate. Unconcerned, he shoved the overloaded spoon into his mouth. With a dribble of gravy hanging from his thick bottom lip, he chewed open-mouthed, then swallowed and grinned at my father.


Frankie glanced down at his wristwatch, wiped his mouth and jumped up. ‘Gotta go,’ he said, ruffing up Kipper’s damp hair. ‘Maybe I could get you to sort out my girlfriends,’ he teased, then rushed out to yet another date.


‘Okay, Frankie,’ Kipper called after him, while Mom rolled her eyes.


As the rest of us finished eating, I thought about my father’s words. There was no denying that people reacted to Kipper when they first met him. I had seen it at one time or another with the kids in our neighbourhood. There were those, my friends, who accepted him, and those who didn’t, who either teased or ignored him. One way or another there was always a reaction. What startled me was that my father was aware enough to notice it.
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Years later, when Frankie and I spoke for the first time about that August night in 1962, we found we had different memories. He didn’t remember Kipper and me on the staircase or ordering us back to bed. He only remembered arriving in the living room to find our father at the open front door, the rain blowing into the hall. He had switched on the light. ‘Dad?’


Dad turned slowly and blinked as if he was just waking.


‘What’s going on?’ Frankie asked, ushering the two policemen inside and closing the door.


‘It’s your mother.’ Dad’s voice was low, oddly flat. ‘There’s been an accident.’


‘Is she okay?’ Frankie demanded, his question directed not at our father but at the two officers.


The shorter one, whose smooth-skinned face matched his too-young voice, glanced at his partner, who nodded, encouraging him to continue. ‘No,’ he said quietly. He removed his dripping hat, looked down at it, then back up. ‘I’m sorry, your mother—’


‘She’s gone, Frankie,’ Dad whispered.


‘Gone?’


Kipper, who had followed me downstairs, grabbed my hand. A tiny whistle rose from his throat as he sucked air into his asthmatic lungs. Dad’s eyes flickered to where we stood behind Frankie, but registered no awareness of our presence. He ran his hand through his uncombed hair and said the unbelievable: ‘Your mother’s dead.’


There was a ringing silence while the blunt words sank in. Then the screaming started. A chorus of howling, animal pain relayed between Kipper’s open mouth and mine. I could see Kipper gasping for air with each echoing cry, his eyes, wide with horror, searching mine, and his fists pounding against his hat in an attempt to mimic my hysteria. But I couldn’t stop.


It was Frankie, not my father, who came over and knelt down to put his hands on my shoulders. ‘Ethie, stop,’ he said, quiet but firm. ‘This isn’t going to help anything.’


I tried hard to gulp back my tears while he held my shaking body. Struggling to swallow my sobs I lifted my undershirt and wiped my face.


Frankie turned to Kipper. He reached up and pulled his hands away from his head and placed them by his sides. ‘Look at me,’ he said, holding Kipper’s face between his hands. ‘It’s time to be a big boy now.’


His chest heaving, Kipper nodded and squeezed his hands over his mouth, the tears and mucus running down between his fingers.


‘Deep breaths.’ Frankie inhaled, long and slow, and waited until Kipper did the same.


Then he stood up and, with an arm around our shoulders, pulled us against him and faced the police officers. ‘What happened?’ he asked.


That’s where Frankie’s and my memories diverge completely. I remember nothing of the explanation he swears they offered while Dad stood there looking dazed. Perhaps I was in shock too, lost in my mind’s vision of my mother’s green Hudson crumpled up on some rain-slicked street, or perhaps because the explanation made no sense. I only remember Frankie’s next words reaching me as if they were coming from a hollow tunnel. ‘No, wait,’ he said. ‘That can’t be right. There must be a mistake.’ I came awake to the hope in his voice.


The older police officer looked down at something in his gloved hand. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He turned the card around and held it up.


Frankie’s shoulders slumped a second before I, too, recognized our mother’s name leaping out from the driver’s licence.
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Sitting in the back of the patrol car Howard tried to concentrate while the baby-faced officer in the front passenger seat spoke. Around midnight, he explained, the owner of a houseboat in Coal Harbour had noticed lights in a sailboat moored nearby. He’d called the marina to report what he believed was a break-in.


Howard still couldn’t make sense of it. What did a sailboat have to do with Lucy? He had never been on one in his life and was certain she had not either. While the uncomfortable officer related how the police had boarded the vessel and discovered the bodies, Howard allowed himself to believe that it was all a huge mistake. But the moment he spotted the green Hudson in the marina parking lot he felt the sour bile of false hope rise in his throat.


Focusing on putting one foot in front of the other, he followed the officers down the ramp and through the maze of floating walkways. The rain had let up. Overhead, seagulls dipped on the wind, begging insistently for alms. The morning seemed too bright, the light too harsh as the rising sun shone through the breaking clouds. The first rays bounced off the water and reflected from the polished wood of a boat moored at the end of the dock. A small crowd of people milled about in front of its hull. Hushed conversations ceased as Howard and the officers approached.


A man in a business suit – looking out of place among the casually dressed bystanders – strode back and forth in front of a uniformed officer who was jotting down notes. ‘Bloody hell! Bloody hell!’ the man muttered as he paced. Then his eyes connected with Howard’s and he stopped short. ‘What-the-Christ – more damn people to come and gawk?’ he barked.


The officer glanced up from his notebook. ‘The husband of the other victim,’ he explained.


‘Bloody hell,’ the man repeated, subdued now.


The young officer with Howard leaned closer. ‘That’s Jeremy Telford,’ he whispered. ‘He owns the boat.’


The name was vaguely familiar.


Ahead the older officer stopped. He turned to Howard. ‘Are you ready?’ he asked.


Howard nodded. Following his lead he reached up, grabbed a stanchion and pulled himself onto the deck. Two more policemen flanked either side of the open hatchway in the cockpit. They avoided Howard’s eyes as he climbed down the wooden ship’s ladder to the cabin.


Below, except for the sound of the waves lapping on the hull, and the boat creaking against the dock, it was eerily silent. The vents and portholes were cranked open. Too late. Howard was suddenly dizzy, not from the motion of the boat, or from the perceived trace of gas in the stale sea air, but at the sight of two empty wineglasses on the galley table. And the navy blue jacket tossed in the corner of the booth. Lucy’s raincoat.


Outside, the boat owner’s voice cried in anguish, ‘God, we were getting ready to host a major art show next week. We were going to celebrate tonight.’


Up on deck one of the officers muttered under his breath, ‘Looks like she had a different idea of celebration.’


The officer with Howard frowned, then gently urged him forward. ‘In there,’ he said.


The door to the front berth was open. A shaft of light from the overhead hatch illuminated the white sheet draped across the cabin bed. Howard had thought he was ready but as the edge of the sheet was lifted nothing had prepared him for the slamming blow that hit him squarely in the chest at the sight of Lucy’s body. Or for the way she lay curled up next to her friend, Marlene Telford. Now he realized why the name of the distraught businessman out on the dock was familiar. He had never met him, but the man must be Marlene’s husband.


He shook his head, his numb mind straining to make sense of it. At his feet another empty wine bottle rolled on the cabin floor. The red stain on the teakwood testified to its spilled contents. The world was askew. Lucy here? Drinking? Lucy didn’t drink. Even what she was wearing made no sense, the old pants and baggy shirt she usually wore to clean the house. What could have caused her to go anywhere dressed like that? Lucy would never be caught in public without changing and putting on her makeup.


Still, even without it, even in death, she was beautiful. Her auburn curls lay spread out on the pillow beside the wild frizz of Marlene’s grey-streaked mane. The freckles on Lucy’s milk-white skin took on a pink tone against the black linen of her friend’s blouse.


He reached over to brush her cheek and noticed the damp hankie balled up in the centre of her relaxed palm. Struggling to stop his knees buckling, he nodded and turned away while the officer pulled the sheet back over her face.


He placed the package on the car seat. This was what it came to, his wife’s possessions in a brown-paper sack. He unfolded the top of the bag. The sweet musk of Lucy’s scent wafted into the interior of the car. He closed his eyes and inhaled. Saliva trickled into the back of his throat. He needed a drink. He had been fighting it ever since he’d woken in the early hours of the morning to find himself alone in their bed.


His chest tightened at the image of Lucy lying curled in the foetal position on the boat, her friend’s arm around her, as if comforting her. He opened his eyes and tried to recall how she had looked the last time he saw her. Yesterday morning. Had she been upset about something? He vaguely remembered her cooking breakfast in her housecoat while she teased him and Frankie that they could buy her something nice with all the extra money from their overtime shifts. Had that been yesterday or another morning?


Lucy had once accused him of never looking back when he left. ‘It makes me feel like you forget me the moment you walk away,’ she said. ‘There’s no worry that you’ll ever turn into a pillar of salt,’ she added wryly.


If only he had looked back yesterday morning.


He refolded the paper bag, then gripped the steering-wheel and stared out over Burrard Inlet. The irony struck him like a blow. His mind whirled with memories of the first time he had laid eyes on these waters, the limited glimpse through the mist before he had shipped out to an unexpected war. He had looked back at her then. Always had, until his return to the same pier four years later, an old man of twenty-four, weighed down with a burden of guilt too heavy to share. Not even with Lucy. Some day, he had promised himself over and over, some day he would tell her, confess everything. But in seventeen years he had never found the courage.


He slumped over the steering-wheel, burying his face in his arms. Moments later someone knocked on the window. Howard lifted his head to meet the concerned eyes of the young police officer. He gathered himself together, wiped his face with his sleeve and wound down the window.


‘Are you all right, sir?’ the officer asked.


Howard swallowed. ‘Yeah,’ he managed.


But he wasn’t all right. He hadn’t been all right for a long, long time.
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27 October 1941: Canadian Pacific Trainyards, Burrard Inlet


The screech of steel on steel jarred Howard awake. Rubbing the back of his neck, he leaned over to peer out of the window. A heavy grey mist obscured his first view of Vancouver as the train rumbled to a jerking stop. Around him, soldiers in various stages of sleep stirred.


‘We’re here, men,’ Brigadier Lawson called from the back of the car. The officer, a veteran of the Great War, stepped over the outstretched legs and sleeping bodies curled up in the aisle. Every inch the career soldier, from his perfectly groomed moustache to his spit-polished boots, he made his way through the compartment acknowledging his men before he moved on to the next car.


The word on the train was that the troop commander was less than happy about this posting. Before he was promoted to brigadier, Lawson had been assigned the task of assessing all Canadian units for ‘combat readiness’. Apparently he had rated both the Royal Rifles and the Winnipeg Grenadiers, the battalions who now filled the troop cars, as class C: not ready for combat. If the rumours were true, Howard wondered what their commander would make of the four hundred or so reinforcements – of which Howard was one – recently added to bolster the two battalions. Many had never fired a gun.


He nudged his seatmate, who woke with a start and jumped up all in one motion. ‘Destiny awaits, my friend,’ Howard said, grabbing his kitbag and helmet and joining him in the aisle. He wouldn’t be sorry to leave the stale smoke-filled air of the crowded car. As he followed Private Gordy Veronick, Howard smiled: even pushing through the jostling bodies his childhood pal managed to swagger. Lucy had once described him as ‘all muscle and panache’, an affectionate label, which Howard thought was particularly apt. A good four inches shorter than himself but built like a bulldog, dark-haired and olive-complexioned, Gordy was his best friend, had been since they were six years old.


Growing up with three older brothers, the youngest of whom was four years older than he was, Howard had sometimes felt like an only child, with five parents instead of two. So when his mother told him that a six-year-old boy who had lost his parents in the flu epidemic was moving in with his grandmother on the farm next to theirs, he was excited about the prospect of having someone his age to play with. The first time the boy showed up in their yard Howard had tried to make friends with him.


The moment his mother and Gordy’s grandmother disappeared into the farmhouse Gordy’s eyes hardened. ‘Howie? That’s a sissy name,’ he scoffed, and strutted away.


Howard had kept his distance for the rest of the summer. But in the one-room schoolhouse he was unable to ignore him. At the end of the first day Gordy sought him out in the school-yard. Perhaps he picked on him because Howard was the tallest in the class, perhaps because he was their neighbour, or because he had three older brothers and Gordy had no one. Whatever the reason, he circled Howard like a bantam rooster, then stopped and held up his fists. ‘On your mister,’ he ordered.


‘On your mister?’ Howard repeated.


‘Come on, chicken, put up your dukes.’ Planting his feet wide apart, Gordy shadow-punched the air. His boxer’s stance looked so comical to Howard that he burst out laughing. Before he knew it he was on the ground, a whirlwind of arms and legs on top of him trying to pin him down.


As he and Gordy wrestled in the dust a crowd gathered around, egging them on. Just when Howard gained the top position, someone yelled, ‘Hey, Howie’s clobbering the orphan.’ The chant spread through the onlookers. Orphan. Orphan.


Gordy stiffened, then squeezed his eyes shut. But not before Howard saw them fill with tears. He let go and rolled off him. ‘He’s got dirt in his eyes,’ he announced, getting up. ‘He can’t fight.’


He leaned, down, grabbed Gordy’s hand and pulled him to his feet. As he led him away, he said, ‘Wanna come to Miller’s pond with me and catch pollywogs?’


Gordy swiped at his eyes with his shirtsleeve. ‘Yeah,’ he said. A few steps later, he added, ‘I coulda cleaned your clock, you know.’


‘Yeah, I know.’


Ever since, Gordy had been Howard’s closest friend. They did everything together, which included enlisting with the Winnipeg Grenadiers.


Now, climbing down from the train, Gordy halted abruptly on the bottom step. ‘Aah, just smell that salt water, fellas,’ he called.


It was Howard’s first scent of the ocean. He wasn’t sure if he loved or hated it, but there was no denying the thick odour.


‘Smells like sex,’ someone said, echoing his thought.


‘Yeah, like a woman ready for loving,’ another answered.


‘Or just fresh from it,’ Gordy retorted, and laughter rippled through the disembarking troops.


Howard chuckled. A light rain misted his face as he joined the men on the ground. He pulled down his wedge cap and watched officers down the length of the train impatiently waving off the remaining soldiers.


‘Step lively!’ The command was relayed down the line to the stream of uniformed men.


‘Fall in!’ The troops scrambled to obey.


‘Right turn! Forward! March!’


‘Well, there’s one thing we know how to do,’ Gordy muttered.


This time no one laughed.


Howard fell into step with the rows of men moving towards the pier. The crunch of thousands of boots on gravel carried across the rows of tracks in the stationyard.


Approaching the end of the train someone from the ranks ahead shouted, ‘Eyes right!’ and Howard turned his head with the rest of the troops.


She stood on the bottom step of the last car. The midnight blue cloth coat did not disguise her shapely figure. Shoulder-length hair – a mass of untamed curls – framed a freckled face. Even in the grey light Howard could see her green eyes scanning the troops as they filed by. Lucy! What in God’s name was she doing here? Shocked, he lost concentration and bumped into the Grenadier in front of him.


‘Easy, chum,’ the startled soldier muttered. ‘Ain’t you ever seen a lady before?’


Howard regained his step, his mind racing to make sense of his Lucy here in Vancouver. The last time he had seen her was at the embarkation point in Winnipeg two days ago with his three older brothers. Like every other soldier saying their goodbyes to family and loved ones in the crowded station, he had hung on to her until the last minute. With Gordy tugging him backwards towards the troop car, she had called after them, ‘Now, you two look after each other.’


‘Don’t you worry. I’ll take care of him, Luce,’ Gordy shouted, over his shoulder. ‘I’d rather face Hitler himself than have to answer to you if anything happened to our boy here.’


The moment Howard was on the train it had started to move. He pushed his way to a window but couldn’t find her face in the waving crowd. Now he wondered how she had boarded the train. And why. As his column marched past Lucy he caught her eye. She jumped down and, with two battered suitcases banging against her legs, ran to catch up to his group.


‘Jesus, Lucy. What’re you doing?’ he said, out of the side of his mouth, when she reached him. Ahead, soldiers rubbernecked to catch a glimpse of the beautiful girl trying to keep step with them.


‘Now, don’t be mad, Howie,’ she puffed. ‘I knew if I told you I was coming you’d try to stop me.’


‘How did—’ He turned his head and raised his eyebrows at the grinning face to his left.


Gordy shrugged. ‘Don’t look at me,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘Hello, Luce. Fancy seeing you here.’


‘Hi, Gordy,’ she said with a smile, then looked up at Howard. ‘No, I didn’t tell him. I knew he couldn’t keep a secret from you. Your brothers helped me. They boosted me onto the train.’


‘They were in on it? Didn’t anyone think to tell me?’


‘Would you have listened if I’d said I wanted to come?’


‘Hell, no!’ Howard glanced at her, then forced his eyes front. He struggled to control a grin at the determination on Lucy’s face while she marched along with her head held high and her chin out. He couldn’t help feeling a twinge of pride in her tenacity.


‘I don’t know where you’re heading off to, but I’m going to be as close to you as I can while I wait for you to come home. I’ll stay here in Vancouver with Mildred.’


‘Mildred!’


Lucy’s older sister had always treated her more like a daughter than a younger sister – a daughter whom she thought needed her constant supervision. She had never bothered to disguise her disapproval of Howard from the day she had met him.


‘It’ll be all right,’ Lucy said, her voice softening.


So Mildred knew as well. Everyone except Howard. Lucy must have acted fast. But, then, life was fast these days.


A few months ago Howard and Gordy had been delivering blocks of ice to the kitchens of Winnipeg housewives. Canada had been at war for almost two years. All around them young men – either through patriotic duty, or the promise of a steady pay cheque – were rushing to enlist. All three of his brothers were stationed at the Air Force Training Center, forty miles north of Winnipeg. As the youngest son he had been designated to stay at home with their widowed mother. Like his brothers, he had grown up knowing that both his parents had served in the Great War, she as an army nurse and he in the infantry. As the new war in Europe escalated, Howard had felt the pull to follow in his father’s footsteps. Recruitment posters taunted him from every store window. Yet, although his ailing mother had urged him to do so, he would not leave her. Then two months ago she had passed away. Three weeks after the funeral, when he had settled her affairs, a grieving Howard had enlisted. Unlike his brothers, he preferred to keep his feet on the ground. Like his father, he chose the army. Gordy signed up the same day.


While they were at the training centre in Portage La Prairie, a commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Sutcliffe, of the Winnipeg Grenadiers, had requested volunteers to reinforce the battalion. The tall, thin-faced officer, whose dark eyebrows matched his thick moustache, made his way down the rows of recruits, who, to a man, had stepped forward. His piercing eyes inspected each volunteer, the rejected falling back with disappointment etched on their faces. When he reached Howard, his bushy eyebrows arched as the staff sergeant, reading from a clipboard, informed him that Private Coulter had yet to complete basic training and had had no instruction in weapons.


‘Never fired a gun, soldier?’ Sutcliffe asked Howard.


‘No, sir … I mean, yes, sir. I’ve shot my share of prairie dogs on my family’s farm.’


‘You still live with your folks?’


‘No, sir, my parents lost the farm in the drought.’ Howard didn’t bother to mention that less than two years after they had lost the farm his father had suffered a heart-attack and died.


The officer narrowed his eyes. ‘How old are you, soldier?’


‘Twenty, sir.’


‘So the last time you fired a gun was when?’


‘Seven years ago, sir.’


‘When you were thirteen? At gophers?’ Sutcliffe shook his head. ‘Did you ever miss?’


‘Not without meaning to, sir.’


A hint of a grin lifted the officer’s moustache. He turned to the sergeant. ‘This soldier is accepted,’ he said, and moved on.


Two weeks later Howard and Gordy had boarded the train in Winnipeg with the rest of the Grenadiers, their final destination unknown.


Now as they neared the pier Howard sensed Lucy struggling beside him. Every muscle in his body twitched to reach out and help her. He forced himself to keep his eyes ahead.


The dark waters of Burrard Inlet came into view. An unexpected surge of apprehension rose in his chest. He had never been on a boat of any kind, much less a ship the size of the grey hulk looming over the dock. As the first soldiers filed up the gangways of S.S. Awatea, Howard’s company came to a halt in front of the warehouse sheds stretching along the wharf.


With a sigh of relief, Lucy set down her suitcases on the dock. ‘I’ll wait here until you sail,’ she said, rubbing her hands.


‘Lucy, listen to me,’ Howard said. ‘I want you to find a cab and go to your sister’s now. We don’t know when we’ll ship out.’


‘Private Coulter! Fall out!’


Howard stepped forward, causing Lucy to move aside. Behind her Brigadier Lawson, his swagger stick tucked under his arm, glared at Howard. ‘Is this your girl?’ he demanded.


‘Wife, sir.’


Lawson glanced from Howard to Lucy. An expression of sadness passed briefly over his face and was immediately replaced with a scowl. He leaned forward until he was inches from Howard’s face. ‘Soldier,’ he growled, ‘you have until the second to last man is on the ship’s gangplank to say a proper goodbye. And, by God, you’d better be the last man up that ramp.’


‘Yes, sir!’


The brigadier dismissed him, then strode away.


Howard reached out and Lucy flew into his embrace. She threw her arms around his neck and his lips met hers. While his troop mates hooted and cat-called from above, Lucy’s lips moved to Howard’s cheeks, to his eyelids, until they were both covering each other’s faces with hurried kisses. Finally, Howard buried his head in her hair. Even now he was overwhelmed at the scent, the feel, the essence of his wife. His wife of seven days.


He had known her all his life. Well, almost. They had met in grade school, after her father had bought Hamm’s drugstore in town. In the small two-room school it would have been impossible to miss any new student, but Lucy’s arrival caused a division in the fifth- and sixth-grade students. There were those who were intimidated by her easy confidence, flashing green eyes and wild red hair, and those attracted to it. Howard and Gordy were somewhere in the middle. For some reason she chose to attach herself to them. It wasn’t long before they had accepted her and for the next few years the twosome became a threesome. Then puberty hit. They all moved on to high school where other girls took notice of the boys. Like Gordy, who was beginning to strut around like the cock-of-the-walk, Howard found he didn’t much mind the attention, and found himself playing to it.


One day when they were both sixteen Lucy caught him sitting on another girl’s desk at lunchtime. On the way home from school that afternoon she accused him of letting her comparison of his watery blue eyes to those of the current heart-throb, Henry Fonda, go to his head. ‘You’ve turned into a swell-headed flirt,’ she pouted.


‘What?’ Howard teased. ‘Are you jealous?’


Lucy hugged her books to her chest and stuck out her chin. ‘And what if I am?’


Howard grinned. ‘Here,’ he said. ‘Let me take those.’ She passed them to him, and he carried them to her door, the universal sign that she was his girl.


Soon he noticed a change in Gordy. Ever since Howard’s family had left the farm and moved into town, Gordy had stayed with him on weekends and even on many school nights. But no longer. One Friday night Howard cornered him before he could get on the school bus. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked.


‘I’m busy.’


‘Yeah? Doing what?’


Gordy kicked at the ground.


‘Look,’ Howard said, ‘if this is about Lucy, nothing’s changed. We’re still—’


‘She’s your girl now. You don’t need me hanging around.’


Howard studied Gordy’s face. ‘Hey, look, no girl’s going to come between us.’


Gordy stared back, his eyes challenging. ‘Yeah?’


‘Yeah. Just say the word.’


‘Nah.’ Gordy grinned and punched his shoulder. ‘She chose. That just leaves all the other girls for me.’


Lucy’s family was not quite so quick to accept their changed relationship, in particular her sister, Mildred, whom Howard heard refer to him as that ‘ragamuffin’ boy after she had seen him kiss Lucy good night on their front porch.


Lucy’s indignant response carried out to him through the open window: ‘That ragamuffin boy helps support his family by delivering the Winnipeg Tribune every day before school and the Star Weekly on weekends.’


Walking away, Howard had found himself smiling when she added, ‘And some day I’m going to marry him.’
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