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MY M OT H E R WA S E L E V E N M O N T H S P R E G NA N T w i th me when decided she’d had

enough. “I’m going to cut this belly open myself if I have to ,” she th re a tened my

fa th e r. “Do someth i n g ! ”

My fa ther didn’t know what it was that he could do. In fact, he couldn’t help

but feel sheepish that it was what he had done in the fi rst place that had put my

m other in this pre d i c a m e n t .

“The doctor promised any day now, Caro l ,” he said, trying to squeeze bet we e n

her belly and the sofa as she warmed her back at the fi re. 

“He said any day now two entire months ago.” My mother would have cri e d ,

but she’d tried crying in her ninth month and it hadn’t helped a lick. “Garry, I am

n ot going to carry this baby for one more damn day. ” My mother was never a

woman to swe a r.

T h e re wa s n’t a hospital on the island. Down at the qu a rry th e re was a morg u e

and a graveya rd, and a docto r. He could help a man who’d lost an arm under a

slip of stone but had no advice for a woman eleven months pregnant. The docto r

my mother had seen two months ago was on the mainland, and although th e

b a rge that carried fo l ks to and from the island was a modern imp rovement, it

was a less-th a n - reliable form of tra n s p o rtation. In a good chop, the barge couldn’t

d o c k, and fo l ks just fl o a ted out on the wa ter until the waves wo re out. In a wind,

the barge was easily blown off course, and the trip could ta ke hours. People trav-

elled more on some days than oth e rs, and when the barge was full, fo l ks had to

sit on the dock and wait, sometimes all day, to get across. 

So my fa th e r, standing at the bot tom of the dri veway on Gra n i te Ridge Ro a d ,

k n ew going to the mainland was not an option. He knew going to the qu a rry

wo u l d n’t help much eith e r. So he did what many men would do in a similar 

situation . . . he went to the bar.

* * *

TH E R E W E R E O N LY FO U R P LAC E S TO WO R K on Smoke c re st: you could cut gra n i te at th e

qu a rry; you could opera te the barge that took cars to the mainland; you could log

in the camps up the bluff; or you could fish. All of these operations we re ow n e d

by old man Bri d gewo rks, a st ro n gly built man who’d come from Scotland in his

yo u th, hadn’t died on the ra i l road and had ended up on an island rich with fi s h ,
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lumber and stone. The Indian re s e rvation was up the road that connected th e

p a rt of the island with the qu a rry and the barge to the part of the island with th e

t rees and the fish. Bri d gewo rks didn’t like Indians. He wo u l d n’t let them wo rk fo r

him. He also wo u l d n’t let them in his sto res or bars. Some nights at the pub yo u

could hear him complaining that the beach in front of the residential school wa s

the only good place for a deep-sea port, and that the blasted government had

g i ven it away. 

Outside the Welcome Inn sat Clarence Dick. He was an Indian, but he wa s

handy with his tools and helpful with his advice and was accepted in town, but

n ot with Bri d gewo rks, and Bri d gewo rks owned the bar.

“ H ow ’s Carol?” Clarence asked as my fa ther stepped out of his ’59 pickup tru c k. 

“I don’t think she’ll ever speak to me aga i n .”

C l a rence nodded. “Don’t get many eleve n - m o n th pregnancies ’round here, eh.

S u re you didn’t miscount?”

“I’m sure Carol knows how to count,” my fa ther said.

“So how ’s about a beer?” Clarence aske d .

My fa ther shook his head. 

“So how ’s about you go in and get some beers, and then you come out and

you dri ve me up to the re s e rve .”

“You know I can’t do that, Clare n c e ,” my fa ther said. He liked his job at th e

qu a rry. 

“See, here’s the th i n g ,” Clarence went on, ignoring him. “You go in and get

some beers, then we pick up Carol and we ta ke her up to the re s e rve .” 

“W hy would we do th a t ? ”

“Well, if the bumps in the road don’t shake that kid out, maybe Auntie Mona

can help.”

My fa ther had never considered Auntie Mona. He went into the bar and

bought two cases.

* * *

“I G U E S S I S H O U L D H AV E T H O U G H T of th a t,” my mother said, pulling a card i gan tight

a round her middle. “Well, hello, Clare n c e .” 

She slid into the truck beside him. The buttons on her swe a ter popped off .

C l a rence, with an open beer in one hand, picked up the buttons and put them in

his shirt pocket .

T h e re we re lots of bumps on the road up to the re s e rvation but th ey didn’t

s h a ke me loose. My moth e r, who almost never dra n k, helped Clarence th rough a
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number of bottles and had to squat behind the truck a dozen times on the dri ve .

Lu c k i ly, she’d stopped we a ring panties in the te n th month to make peeing easier.

It wa s n’t long befo re th ey could see the white church steeple and, behind it, two

grey totem poles. 

Auntie Mona lived in an old, cedar longhouse behind the church. She had

n ever married and never had children. She lived in a household of women, and

all of them we re called aunties. These aunties had lots of children, but only th e

g i rls we re allowed in the house.

My mother leaned aga i n st the ta i l ga te of the pickup and was surrounded by a

dozen aunties.

“This one holds on,” Auntie Mona said with a smile, rubbing her fat hands

a round my moth e r’s belly. My mother noticed that Mona had no te eth and th a t

one of her eyes was brown while the other was bright green. 

“ E l even month s ,” my mother said.

“ C o m e ,” said Auntie Mona.

My fa ther fo l l owed the women as th ey slowly led her into the longhouse, but

when he raised his fo ot to step th rough the circular doorway, Mona yelled fro m

w i thin, “No uncles!” My fa ther couldn’t see Mona or my mother and he wa n te d

to be re a s s u red that she would be okay. “No uncles!” Mona yelled again, and my

fa ther turned away qu i c k ly. He was slightly re l i eved to find out that men we re n’t

a l l owed in Mona’s house.

Ne i ther my mother nor my fa ther had been on band land until that day, and

my mother had certa i n ly never been in a longhouse. When her eyes adjusted to

the dim light, she saw fur-lined beds, woven floormats and a large, round fi re at

one end of the building. On the wall we re newspaper photos of the queen and

M a ri lyn Monroe, and my mother said th e re was a radio playing music. She wa s

guided to the circle of stones that formed the hearth, and the women at her

e l b ows lowe red her to the ground.  

Mona reached for a kettle on the fi re and poured my mother a cup of te a .

“This will sooth e ,” she said.

My mother ta sted alcohol and mint and a slight smell of roses, the tea wa s h-

ing th rough her, she said, the way wa ter qu i ets flame. Mona rubbed her hands

over my moth e r’s fo rehead and sang to her belly as she drank the tea. 

The aunties cooked a meal, wo rking around Mona and my moth e r. A small

table was placed at my moth e r’s side, and dishes we re laid out.  Mona coaxe d

my mother th rough eve ry bite. 

“ Nettles give energ y,” she said.
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So my mother chewed soggy, salty, green net t l e s .

“ Ro ots for the blood,” Mona whispered, and my mother bit into chalky cubes.

T h e re we re cattails, rosehips, a st ra n ge, must y- ta sting salad, white fish and

d ried deer meat. My moth e r’s belly had been full befo re she sta rted eating, but

she ta sted a little of eve ry thing. She was surp rised to find that she didn’t become

sick like she did when she cooked food for herself at home.

Finishing her second cup of tea, my mother noticed how much of a fuss th ey

we re making. All the women we re solemn, silently padding over the woven mats,

c a rrying dishes and bowls back and fo rth. The house was full of girls who we re

ex t ra o rd i n a ri ly well behaved. They sat with their backs to the longhouse walls and

did not speak. 

“Will I have any trouble?” my mother aske d .

“ No more than usual,” Mona said.

* * *

IT D I D N’T TA K E M Y FAT H E R A N D CLA R E NC E long to drink the few beers th ey had left. 

“Well, ’suppose we could go back to town and get some more, eh?” Clare n c e

a s ked, chucking an empty bot t l e .

“We can’t go any w h e re ,” my fa ther said.

“It’ll be a while.” Clarence jumped off the ta i l ga te and kicked at a st ray dog

that ran up to him. Wi th wide st rides he wa l ked to the entrance of Mona’s long-

house, but stopped at the door and made no atte mpt to ente r. Instead, he picke d

up a handful of pebbles and th rew them, one at a time, at the rough cedar

p l a n ks. 

An auntie came to the door. “Shoo,” she said, waving her hands. “It’s bad

l u c k.”

“ H ow long?” Clarence asked, pointing to my fa th e r.

“A fter midnight, we hope,” the auntie replied. 

C l a rence wa l ked back to the tru c k. “Got time for a ru n .”

“I’m not leaving Caro l .”

“ No point in staying. She’s in th e re and the baby ’s in her and neither will leave

Auntie Mona’s house for a day or two at least .”

“She wo u l d n’t want to be out here alone,” my fa ther said.

“ S h e’s not alone, Garry, she’s far from th a t .”

L e aving the re s e rvation, my fa ther and Clarence drove past a group of six men

on the road. They we re dressed in worn jack shirts and jeans, and th ey all had full

p ota to sacks th rown over their shoulders .
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“ Stop!” said Clarence. He got out of the truck and spoke to the group. There

we re nods and smiles. He came back to the truck and climbed into the cab.

Behind him fo l l owed the oldest man in the group, who also climbed into the cab,

while the other fi ve fl a n ked the sides of the pickup and jumped in the back.

“W h a t ’s going on?” my fa ther aske d .

“ G a rry, this is Joe Dick,” Clarence said. Joe Dick offe red my fa ther his hand. 

“In the back th e re ,” said Clarence, “th a t ’s John Dick, Cecil Dick, Andy Dick, Daniel

D i c k, and Larry Dick. They need a ri d e .” 

This particular group of Dicks was carrying bags of fur pelts to ta ke over to th e

mainland. They continued the fa m i ly trade, selling marten for jackets the way

their elders had sold beaver for top hats. The walk down-island to the barge

would ta ke all night.

My fa ther hoped it would be dark when th ey drove into tow n .

* * *

“WH AT T H E H E L L A R E YO U U P to, MacDonald?” asked Swa n ey the barte n d e r. 

My fa ther had just ord e red a couple more cases of beer. “Here you got a baby 

coming and yo u’re driving around town with a truck full of injuns?” 

S wa n ey was a comp a ny man. If you drowned yo u rself at the Welcome Inn and

m aybe mentioned things you shouldn’t, Swa n ey would tell Bri d gewo rks, that wa s

a fact. But th e re was no need for my fa ther to wo rry about it because Bri d gewo rks

was already th e re, sitting with his elbows on the gra n i te bar.

“MacDonald, get over here ,” the old man ord e re d .

My fa ther left his cases on the bar and took a stool beside Bri d gewo rks .

“ H ow ’s Carol?” 

“ B i g ger than your Rolls, sir,” my fa ther said. 

The old man chuckled. “Saw you giving those Dicks a ri d e .”

“Yes sir, th ey ’re taking pelts over to the mainland. It’s a long walk down fro m

the re s e rva t i o n .”

B ri d gewo rks waved Swa n ey ove r. “A beer for Garry,” he ord e re d .

My fa ther could see his truck out the window, and in it Clarence Dick,

m o u thing wo rds to a song on the radio, slapping his hands aga i n st the dash to

keep time with the music.

“ L o o ks like th ey fo rg ot one,” the old man said.

“ No sir, th a t ’s Clare n c e .”

S wa n ey put a glass down in front of my fa th e r.

“And no baby yet?” Bri d gewo rks aske d .

“ Not yet, sir.” 
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“Well, I’m taking the car into the city to m o rrow. I’ll pick her up and ta ke her 

to the hospital. I know a good docto r.” 

“T h a t ’s ve ry kind of you. You see, sir, I don’t know for sure if she’ll need a doc-

tor to m o rrow, ge n e rous as your offer is.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, sir, th e re’s some women looking after her right now, and I have a fe e l-

ing, based on what th ey ’ve told me, that th e re will be a baby by morning, th o u g h

I’ll be sure to tell Carol how kind yo u’ve been.” 

B ri d gewo rks looked left and right. When he seemed confident no one else

could hear him, he spoke .

“Auntie Mona, eh?”

My fa ther nodded. 

“ D o n’t tell anyone, but I know of her. She sent some teas down to Eden when

she was having St. John.” St. John was the yo u n ge st and th i rte e n th child in th e

B ri d gewo rks brood. “Those Indians have their own ways of doing th i n g s ,”

B ri d gewo rks continued. “Mighty handy with things like these, difficult births and

s u c h .”

My fa ther looked out the window and sipped his dri n k. “Clarence Dick, sir, 

out in my tru c k, he’s mighty handy with things. Can fell a tree and knows where

to fish. Wo rd has it he knows the way a cleave will crack and where to find wa te r

in a dry fi e l d .”

“Handy things to know,” said Bri d gewo rks. “Handy things to know.”

* * *

BACK AT T H E R E S E RVAT I O N, M Y M OT H E R had just come from another squat behind th e

bushes and the aunties we re lowe ring her back down onto the gro u n d .

“ Finish th i s ,” Mona said, giving her another cup of tea. 

My mother didn’t want to drink any more tea. She didn’t want to eat any more

food. She didn’t want to be sitting on the floor of a longhouse, and she didn’t

want to be pre g n a n t .

When the teacup was empt y, Mona took it. My mother jumped when Mona

k n o c ked the cup aga i n st the saucer, shaking the tea leaves loose from the side of

the cup. All the aunties came and stood around them, and the girls we re wide

eyed and holding their bre a th .

“See that?” Mona asked, waving a wrinkled fi n ger at the leaves on the plate .

“A pitcher means good health. Happiness sta rts with a pitcher.”

The surrounding aunties nodded. A dog barked outside.
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“T h a t ’s an arrow,” Mona continued. “And th a t ’s two upside-down heart s .”

Mona th rew the loose tea into the fi re. “This child has her own mind. She will be

good for the island.”

“She?” my mother asked. “It’s a girl ? ”

The aunties laughed. “Of course it’s a girl .”

* * *

MY FAT H E R K N E W CLA R E NC E WA S WA I T I NG for him, and beyond him, Carol was wa i t i n g

too. But Bri d gewo rks ke pt buying dri n ks and telling him things he didn’t want to

k n ow. He heard about how Mrs. Bri d gewo rks, Eden, had ta ken an apartment in

the city after St. John was born and how she hadn’t spent a night on the island

since. He heard about how the Bri d gewo rks’ sons fought over the old man’s will

as if he we re n’t still alive and kicking. He heard about how Harri et, the house-

ke e p e r, made the best damn porri d ge .

“ D o n’t those Indians have diseases?” the old man asked abru pt ly.

My fa ther glanced qu i c k ly out the window to see Clarence napping, his head

a ga i n st the passenge r-side door. “No more that the re st of us,” he answe re d .

“Well, th ey ’d scalp you soon as look at you, isn’t that so?”

“ O n ly certain tribes, sir, and that was back a while ago, when th e re was wa r,

and only in the Sta te s .” 

“Well, th ey ’re good for nothing, re a l ly. Look at ’em. Eve ry last one of them sit-

ting around on this island like God didn’t give them two hands but for scra t c h i n g

their own ars e s .”

My fa ther had been drinking for hours now. “Wi th all due respect, sir,” he said,

“I’m sure th ey ’re only idle because th e re’s no wo rk for th e m .”

“Well, what do you mean? There’s always wo rk. The oceans are n’t empt y. The

fo re sts are still dark with trees. Do you think I got to where I am to d ay by dri n k i n g

beer all week? No. I dug out gra n i te. I inve sted in boats. I bought logging ri g h t s

and set up camps. God doesn’t give you any thing but the opport u n i t y.”

“But, sir, well, ta ke Clarence Dick out th e re, sleeping in my tru c k. He builds th e

b e st well on the island and he can always find wa te r. He can fell a dead tree so it

wo n’t land on your barn or your house. But he can’t wo rk here on Smoke c re st ,

s i r, and Smoke c re st is all he knows .”

“T h ey used to carry diseases,” the old man said.

“ O n ly diseases that the set t l e rs gave th e m .”

“T h ey ’ve got those spooky gri n s .”

“I’m sure th ey only want to help when th ey can. And the grins, well, sir, yo u
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h ave to admire a people who can smile when th ey ’ve lost eve ry thing th ey had.”

“ I t ’s that damn gove r n m e n t ,” Bri d gewo rks said. 

H o u rs late r, my fa ther stumbled out of the bar with a case of beer clinking

under one arm. Old man Bri d gewo rks carried the other case, and alth o u g h

Dennis, his dri ve r, was waiting at the side of the Rolls with the door open,

B ri d gewo rks wa l ked to the pickup and put the beer in the back.

“ B et ter let Dick dri ve, Garry,” Bri d gewo rks said, rapping his knuckles aga i n st

the window to wa ke Clarence up. 

“Good evening, sir,” Clarence said, suddenly sitting up st raight. 

“ D i c k, you dri ve this man to. . .” Bri d gewo rks stumbled . . . “You ta ke this man

back to his wife .”

“Yes, sir,” Clarence said. My fa ther was sure that if Clarence had been we a ri n g

a hat he would have tipped it. 

“And you dri ve safe. This man has a baby coming.”

C l a rence had never dri ven a vehicle befo re. My fa ther tried to explain the intri-

cacies of ge a rs h i fts, but it was late, and he’d been drinking. Fi n a l ly th ey wo rke d

out the comp romise. My fa ther would wo rk the ge a rs and pedals, and Clare n c e

would hold the wheel and keep the truck on the road. 

T h ey lurched fo rwa rd and stalled in the parking lot entrance. 

B ri d gewo rks’s Rolls hadn’t moved. Dennis got out, wa l ked over and tapped on

the truck window. My fa ther dropped the clutch, and the truck shuddered aga i n .

He and Clarence split their sides laughing.

“We’ll give you a ri d e ,” Dennis said. 

C l a rence and my fa ther each grabbed a case of beer from the back of th e

t ru c k. Dennis held the door open, and my fa ther climbed inside the Rolls and

plopped himself down beside the old man. Clarence stuck his head in the door,

but Dennis touched his elbow.

“ B e st you sit up front with me, Clare n c e ,” he said. 

“Oh ye a h ,” Clarence said. “I was just getting a peek at the back.”

“Ta ke us to Carol, Dennis,” the old man ord e red. Dennis sta rted the car and

d rove around the stalled truck in the middle of the parking lot. They drove up

school hill to the inte rsection. “W h e re’s Carol?” Dennis whispered to Clare n c e .

“The re s e rva t i o n ,” he answe re d .

“What the hell is she doing up th e re?” Dennis asked. 

“ For God’s sake, Dennis, get a move on,” Bri d gewo rks yelled from the back seat.

* * *
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My moth e r’s wa ter had bro ken and the contractions had sta rted, but Mona

wa n ted me to be born after midnight. “Wait a little longe r,” she urged. “A new

d ay is bet te r.” 

The aunties sang, and some of the girls asleep aga i n st the walls opened th e i r

eyes and watched from their beds.

“I’m not waiting. I can’t wa i t ,” my mother fi n a l ly said. She was coated with

s weat and she could bare ly speak. Mona poured wa ter down my moth e r’s th ro a t

and gave her a bit of rope, made out of twisted bark, to hold bet ween her te eth .

Ac c o rding to Mona, I was born at two minutes after twe lve. 

“ S h e’s so beautiful,” my mother said, holding me for the fi rst time. ”I’ll name

her Cat.” 

The aunties titte red, and Mona smiled. “Cat’s a good name,” she said. 

* * *

TH E M E N WO K E U P TO T H E C L I N K I NG O F pebbles being th rown at the side of the car. 

All the bottles we re empty and litte red on the fl o o r. Dennis had parked the Ro l l s

on the St. Mary ’s Church lawn, just inside what used to be a white picket fe n c e .

My fa ther rubbed his eyes and sat up. Clarence opened the car door. 

“The baby came,” said one of the kids who’d been th rowing pebbles.

“ E ve ry thing alright?” Clarence asked. He got out and put his hands on the to p s

of two heads and leaned on them like th ey we re cru t c h e s .

“Auntie Mona’s been singing all morning.”

“Good, good. Well, who’s got coffee on?”

The children jumped up and down, each of them offe ring Clarence their 

m oth e r’s kitchen. 

“ Fo l l ow me,” Clarence said, sticking his head back in the car. “Coffe e’s on, and

we can get bre a k fa st .”

B ri d gewo rks got out slowly, and ke pt one hand on the cold roof as he sur-

veyed the situation. “Guess we’d bet ter fix that, Dennis,” he said, looking at th e

bits of bro ken fence under the car’s tire s .

My fa ther fo l l owed Clarence along the trail, past leaning houses and ru st i n g

vehicles. Dennis wa l ked behind my fa th e r, and behind Dennis came old man

B ri d gewo rks. Behind Bri d gewo rks was a line of children that went all the way

d own the re s e rvation. Some had stayed behind to witness Fa ther Cra n e’s re a c-

tion to the bro ken fence, but most of them wa l ked behind Bri d gewo rks, th e i r

b rown eyes wide, silent and smiling.

* * *
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“T h a t ’s a good bre a k fa st, ma’ a m ,” Bri d gewo rks said. He wiped his mouth with

his sleeve and dropped his fo rk to the table. It had been a long time since he’d

e a ten off a tin plate and a long time since he’d drunk all night and slept in his

c l othes. 

C l a rence had ta ken them back to his house where his wife, Hannah, had 

c o ffee waiting, eggs in the pan and warm bannock on the table. She chose not

to speak that morning, although my fa ther knew from past conve rsations with

C l a rence that Hannah could say lots when she wa n ted to .

“When can I see Carol and the baby?” my fa ther aske d .

C l a rence shru g ged. “T h e re’s no knowing. Mona will send them out when

th ey ’re re a d y.”

Dennis had never eaten a meal with Bri d gewo rks befo re, and while normally

he might have chatted wa r m ly with Clarence and my fa th e r, he didn’t want to

o ffend his boss. So he ke pt silent. 

Hannah cleared the table and the men went outside for a smoke. My fa th e r

d i d n’t smoke re g u l a rly, but he tried it then, sitting on the porch of Clare n c e’s

house, looking out at the wa ter and the shoulders of the island. 

“T h a t ’s a good beach you have th e re, Clare n c e ,” Bri d gewo rks said. 

“Yes, sir, we catch some big fish out th e re .” No one had both e red with “sirs” 

in the car.

“ I ’ve heard yo u’re real handy when it comes to we l l s ,” Bri d gewo rks said.

“ I ’ve dug a few around here .”

B ri d gewo rks belched. “I could use a man who’s handy.”

Dennis and my fa ther looked at each oth e r. 

“Can you handle horses?” Bri d gewo rks aske d .

“ I ’ve been around ’em,” Clarence answe red. 

“Well, then I guess you should come by the house to m o rrow. Come by and

see Dennis. We’ll put you on salary. “

Dennis nodded, and Clarence nodded, and my fa ther watched the sea.

“We should go have a talk with that pri e st, Dennis,” Bri d gewo rks said.

“Someone will have to pay for a new fe n c e .”

The four men wa l ked back to the car. This time it was surrounded not just by

c h i l d ren, but also by Mona and all my aunties. In the middle stood my moth e r,

w i th me in her arms, her card i gan tightly closed with new bone buttons. 


