
CHAPTER ONE 

A January morning. Terrible cold, terrible hunger. The constants. At the back of those 

constants, another. Her. Sarah. Far away, eight hundred miles to the south. I opened my eyes 

and there, across the cabin, her husband, Edward, wrapping rags of blanket around his legs, 

tying them on with twine from our old parcels. Edward, who had hardly been home a month 

before planning to leave again. Pulling the capote down over himself, picking up the .303. 

Outside the north wind roared on. At the door he stopped, his hand on the wooden latch, and 

looked back, his eyes going around the walls, over the table with its mass of sorted bones, on 

to Harry in his bunk, his face to the wall. He came to me and saw me awake.  

‘I’m going out,’ he said. Quietly, to not waken Harry I suppose. ‘You never know.’ 

His tongue moved across the cracked lips. ‘One can’t just stay here.’ I had nothing to say to 

him, and after a while he turned away again to the door and raised the latch. I waited to hear 

him say some last, ridiculous, thing. ‘Keep resting your foot,’ he said. Then, ‘It must be hell 

not to be able to get about.’ Everything was hell. Edward, this is a world of frozen hell. The 

wind snapped the door out of his hand, flung it against the wall, and snow roared in. 

Edward’s head swung back to Harry, as if to check he had not disturbed him. Then he went 

outside and got his weight to the door, and closed it behind him.  

An hour, two hours later, Harry turned his face from the wall. I was still awake, lying 

there, busy hating him. Hating Edward. Hating everything. Hating myself, for being a fool. I 

consumed hatred, as it consumed me. I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t see Harry. When I 

opened them again he was at the heap of bones on the table, moving, examining them. He 

held up some small bone, some pale stick from a fox or a hare or wolverine. He laid it down 

and his hands moved on with his sorting. There was no food there, sort them as he might. No 

food, Harry. I hadn’t eaten for four days, whatever he had found among the bones. Edward 

hadn’t eaten.  

I could hear the crackle of the stove but could feel no heat from it. I dozed on, then sat 

up, my throat raw. Harry was back in his bunk, eyes closed. The fire was out, but there was a 

tin can where snow had been melted, and it was still half full and just thinly iced over. I drank 

all of it.  

I should get more snow for the can. Get the fire going again. I should take the other 

rifle and limp on my bad foot outside and lie in the snow and hope some slow and foolish 

animal would pass in this flat and barren place. We were on a caribou trail. Harry had said so. 

I went back to the bunk and got under the red blankets. When I woke next Edward was 

coming in and calling to Harry that he had seen wolf tracks.  



‘If there’s wolf tracks there’s caribou,’ said Harry. ‘What did I tell you?’ He squatted 

on his bunk, his knife out, hacking at a bone, poking at the marrow in it and eating the tiny 

scrapings he found. Old entrails were on his blankets, dried blood down his coat. ‘What did I 

tell you? Wouldn’t you say so too, Jack? You’re an old hand in the North.’ He turned back to 

his cousin. ‘Didn’t I say, Edward? Before the end of the month? Where? How many? Going 

in what direction?’ 

‘Four, or maybe five,’ said Edward. ‘About five or six hundred yards upstream, and 

heading away.’ 

 ‘We’ll get the caribou.’ He licked the end of the knife blade. ‘And maybe wolf as 

well. You’d scare them off. Either of you. The old dog will get them.’ His gums were dark 

and sunken. He hadn’t worn his teeth since we had left Waterways. ‘Tomorrow. I’ll be gone 

by daylight.’ 

When I woke in mid-morning he was still there, mending a snowshoe. 

‘Harry can’t go out without being prepared,’ said Edward. He had seen me looking. 

An hour later Harry put a strip of boiled hide in his pocket and put on the snowshoes and took 

the rifle and went out. I took the crutch and hobbled along the trapline as far as I could go but 

there was nothing there. Harry came back after dark had fallen, and he had no news of either 

wolf or caribou. The next afternoon while Edward and I were cutting firewood we heard three 

shots. A half hour later Harry came stumbling towards us. He had been crossing the river ice 

when he had seen two caribou, killed one and wounded the other.  

We all left together, but I fell behind. I found them later upriver with the carcase 

partly stripped. I butchered with them, blood over our sleeves, splattered on our faces. It was 

a hard winter for these poor beasts too, and there wasn’t much meat. We wrapped up what we 

had cut, and Edward and I started to pack it back. Harry sat over the animal with the rifle. 

Wolves would have it if he didn’t, he said, and would have it anyway in the night. I was the 

one who could hardly walk, but I said nothing. We returned and packed the rest back to the 

cabin. The wind had risen even more, and snow was falling heavily.  

I would wear all the clothes I had, cover myself in anything I could find, my empty 

stomach aching, my cut foot too frozen to mend, and I would think of far-away Footner. Of 

the warmth of its endless sun, of the dusty brightness of its long days, of its free, un-hungry 

English residents, wanting nothing more than to grow a few apples and hunt coyotes and 

pretend they were foxes, and play cricket and idle and make-believe they were still in 

England. What was so wrong with that? Those innocent people. I would think of my beautiful 

Sarah. Always Sarah.  



How will I describe her, let you see her, in this flicker film of memory? I could say 

straight-backed, slim, serious looking, then breaking… waving brown… not photographing 

as well as she looked in… What would be the point? She was Sarah. I’ll tell you about the 

first time I saw her.  

 

The morning of Wednesday, 24
th

 April 1918. I kept a little journal then, almost truthful, my 

sins there only those of omission. I opened my eyes, the sky full of stars, and a hum of 

something coming from across the river. Then after a moment the sound of what had been 

there all night: the click and clack of rail wagons, the scream and screech of metal on metal, 

the long slow dong dong dong of a train bell. I pulled the blanket up around me and moved 

about on the hard earth and before I had finished moving I was asleep again. I opened my 

eyes a moment later and the sky was blue with cream and gold and grey-blue clouds and 

birds passing. There was a warmth in it, even if the warmth was not yet down along the river 

or in my bones. It was that cold that made me sit up and face the day.  

There was a spider with long legs and a match head body stalking across my hand, 

and an itchiness around me that made me think I was crawling with ants. I stood up stiff and 

weary among the sharp wiry bushes and brushed what I could of spiders and crawling things 

and grit off me. I put my hand to the side of my head, on the tender skin around the cut. I 

pulled up my shirt. The big purple patch was darker than yesterday. It would mend. I tucked 

the shirt in again. 

As well as the trains now there was a banging and buzzing from somewhere behind 

me. The lumber mill at work. I could feel the breeze, and with the light and the cool air and 

the noises I guessed it was about six or six thirty.  

To one side a red bridge crossed the river. Just beyond that another river flowed down 

from the north into this one. It was a pretty enough place and would be hot later, but those 

high bare brown hills across the water would have had snow on them not long ago. Snow 

could lie there all year round for all I cared, for I wouldn’t be here. I would be in the west, 

where fruit grew easily and crops were tall and milk cows fed on long thick grass. I would 

make some patch of that mine, while it was still there to be got, and never be in want or take 

orders from another man again.  

There was a clang clang away on my right. A rail man in dark blue work clothes was 

walking the line, striking the rails with a long handled hammer and bending to the sound, 

coming towards me. I rolled up my blanket and put it in my suitcase on top of my shirt and 

toilet things. I went down to the river and squatted in the bushes. I splashed water on my face 



and hands, over the bruises and cuts, rubbed water into my stubble and wished I could shave 

to look respectable. I had another brush at my clothes and put on my hat and walked out of 

the bushes onto the path.  

I stopped. Far off to the east, coming along the path between river and rail lines, was a 

woman. I watched her, straight and slim, walking slowly, steadily, the sun behind her lighting 

up her pale dress, fluttering through, glowing around her head. She was young and she would 

be good-looking. A good-looking woman walking slowly along washed in the bright and 

warming early light.  

I watched her look towards me as she came on, then away to the far banks and the 

scrubby dry hillsides and not glance in my direction again. As she came closer I saw she wore 

a broad-collared cream dress that stopped above the ankles, and a cream toque with a spray of 

feathers. Expensive, luminous, clothes. The daughter of a businessman or doctor or lawyer. 

The wife of such. A woman who went short of nothing. And she was what I had known she 

would be. She was lovely. She was hoping I wouldn’t speak to her, I guessed, down here by 

the river in the early morning, alone. 

And what was she doing here, by the river, so early, and alone?  

There was a long slow train beginning to pass her, one of those interminable trains 

that had been coming through all night, lumber from the coast, reefer cars of beef from the 

ranch lands in the north, heading for Ontario and Europe and the War, food and supplies for 

soldiers and the men who sent them there. Suddenly I was embarrassed at her approaching, 

her looking like that and I in my stubble and slept-in clothes and bloodied head, watching her. 

I pushed my way through the bushes, crossed the line just ahead of the slow train, and walked 

over waste land and more tracks and up the slope and into the town. I didn’t look back.  

I hadn’t eaten since the middle of the day before, and I had to get something. I went 

into the first of the little streets of the town. I looked over the fences into back yards, and up 

at windows. Back from the railway lines the houses were bigger and more prosperous, and of 

brick instead of wood. Ahead I could see the signs of banks and shops. There was the brass 

name plate of a dentist’s surgery on one fine building, and a woman coming out of the 

doorway to the side. She was well-dressed, with a fur stole, gloves and with a short veil on 

her hat. The dentist’s wife. There was a chance here. She was about to pull the door closed. 

‘Excuse me, ma’am. Would you be having a coin or two to help a man out? I need 

something to buy food.’ She stiffened, the hand on the door knob froze. ‘I’m on my way to 

the coast to enlist.’ That was the thing to say to such women. She turned towards me.  

‘My own son enlisted here in Kamloops. That was in the first months of the War.’ 



Behind the veil her eyes moved away from me and stayed away. ‘Over three years ago, and 

neither I nor his father have set eyes on him since.’ 

‘My brother in Vernon enlisted right away too, and I came over from Ireland to keep 

the farm going. But sure the country needs me more.’  

The well-dressed woman turned back and closed the door, and shook the handle, and 

came down the three steps to the street and without looking at me said, ‘How smooth you 

are.’ She walked away towards the banks and shops. I stood looking after her, then moved 

towards the wooden shacks and rougher housing. Beyond one garden fence I found a woman, 

in her forties maybe, pegging out clothes on the line.  

‘Excuse me, ma’am.’ I made the Irish accent deeper. ‘Would you be having a little bit 

of bread maybe, or a cup of tea, for a man down on his luck.’ She didn’t turn nor look at me 

but kept on lifting clothes from the basket and holding them to the line and putting in pegs. 

‘Excuse me, ma’am. Would you be having some food?’ 

The woman turned. I could see her looking at the cut on my head.  

‘There’s plenty of jobs at the sawmill if you’re hungry. There’s many a rancher 

around here would give his arm for a fit man to help on the land.’ She shook her head and 

turned back to the clothes line. 

‘Thank you anyway, ma’am. I just need to get my strength up a bit before I apply for 

jobs, for I haven’t been well.’ I shivered a bit. ‘As you can see. But thank you anyway.’ I 

walked away slowly. Then I heard her call. 

‘Wait there. I’ll see what I can do.’ She left the basket and went towards the back 

door of the house. ‘And stay there. Don’t be coming in. Keep away from the basket.’ 

She was gone for what seemed a long time, and then she came back. She carried 

something wrapped in a piece of newspaper. I reached over the fence and took it. It felt like a 

fat sandwich. 

‘Thank you ma’am. This will see me right. Then I can get down to that sawmill.’ 

She said nothing and there were no smiles from her, and once the sandwich was in my 

hand she turned away. ‘Thank you again ma’am.’ I squeezed the sandwich into my jacket 

pocket and went on. At a grocery store on a corner of Sixth I bought a loaf from the 

Mediterranean-looking man behind the counter. As I left another customer came in and called 

‘Panos’ to him, so I took two apples from the barrel at the door. 

I walked on up and out towards the road to the west, and sat where I could look down 

over the town and the sawmill and the junction of the rivers. I tore off some of the bread and 

ate it with bites of apple. I took out the sandwich. You could be dead anytime. No point in 



saving. I unwrapped the newspaper and in it was two slices of thick bread and plenty of 

bacon, one of the good sandwiches.  

As I sat here with my half loaf and my apple and my cut head, eating the good bacon 

sandwich, the noise of the town, the mill noises, and the hoots and rumbles and clangs of the 

trains shuttling in the yard below all seemed far away. The rivers looked so slowly moving 

from here, glassy and clear. The long shadows on the high brown hills opposite were growing 

shorter, and the sun had a lot of heat in it. There was a long day ahead, full of unknown 

things. I felt good.  

Something throbbing rapidly had stopped on the road behind me. I twisted round and 

there was a yellow-spoked wooden carriage wheel, behind that a black-bodied open motor 

car, and behind that, a woman driver. She had a broad dark hat held on with a silk scarf tied 

under her chin, a heavy Harris tweed coat and long leather gloves too big for her. She sat 

looking at me. 

‘Good morning.’ I nodded. I almost said ‘Ma’am.’  

The engine throbbed and rumbled on and I sat there, half twisted around, looking at 

her. A young woman, with money. A businessman or doctor or lawyer’s wife or daughter. 

The woman of the riverside? 

‘May I take you further along your road?’ A precise English voice. I stuffed my half 

loaf into my case, and stood up and came towards the motor car. There was a bundle of 

newspapers, a parcel, a wooden crate, a small suitcase and four petrol cans in the back.  

‘Yes.’ I fiddled with the door handled, put my case on the floor and got in beside her. 

There was a clean citrus smell. ‘Thank you.’ I had never been in a motor car before. 

She put the engine in gear and took off the handbrake and drove away immediately. 

She said nothing more for a couple of hundred yards, until we drew up at a gasoline pump 

outside a general store at a junction on Columbia. ‘I’m glad you said yes.’ There was a quick 

smile. ‘Because you can help me fill these cans. And the one on the back. Where I am going 

there are not always supplies.’  

She stayed where she was and I carried the cans to the pump and a man in dungarees 

came out and filled the tank and the cans. I carried each can back and replaced it in the rear 

foot well, and strapped the last can on over the spare wheel. She reached down and paid the 

man from a small purse, and while he cranked the starting handle I climbed back in. She was 

brown-eyed, thick dark hair pinned up under that dark hat and, I guessed, almost my own 

height. I wanted to ask her if she had been walking at the riverside earlier, but then she might 

have her own reasons for not drawing attention to it, and I said something else.  



‘I’ve never seen a woman driving a motor car before.’ She nodded once. I’d get her to 

talk. ‘Where did you learn to drive?’  

There was no reply, then, ‘A long time ago and far far away.’  

‘I’m sorry.’ I suppose I smiled. 

‘No you’re not.’ She glanced up at the blue sky and the wisps of clouds, and down 

again. ‘Isn’t it lovely just now?’  

‘The best part of any day. Before things can go wrong.’ 

‘Has something gone wrong?’ she asked quickly. She would have seen the cut over 

my ear. This was my time to give her my hard-luck story and ask for money for a meal or a 

bed. But there was a sharpness in those brown eyes that made her more than pretty. Suddenly 

I didn’t want to tell any hard luck stories but I didn’t know what else to say either. I shook 

my head.  

‘No.’ She looked at me, looked away again. I was more sure than ever she was the 

woman at the riverside. I wanted to say something striking that she would remember me by, 

as I remembered her. Instead I felt stupid and ordinary, so much younger than her, more than 

the couple of years that were probably between us. ‘We’ll always get enough to do us.’ 

‘I can see you are an optimist.’ I watched the corners of her mouth and there was a 

smile there again. When she smiled a little dimple came to her cheek.  

‘You’re smiling because you think I am not sincere.’  

‘I’m smiling because I know you are.’ I liked that exactness in the way she spoke. Her 

head went back. ‘You’re Irish,’ she said. I watched her move a little, swaying in her seat. 

‘What are you doing so far from home?’ I watched that swaying and wondered what else she 

might be thinking.  

‘I’m working my way to the west. When I get there I’m going to enlist.’ 

She glanced over at me yet again. ‘All right.’ There was something more serious and 

heavy-lidded again about those eyes than I had first thought. ‘May I ask you where you have 

been working?’  

‘I was in the North, in Whitehorse, and around camps there. That’s hunting and 

mining country. I couldn’t stand the cold and I came south to the Okanagan last autumn.’  

‘What did you do in the Okanagan?’ 

‘What everybody does there. Fruit framing. I ran a team.’  

‘A manager?’ 

‘Yes, a manager.’ I was looking directly at her. I had managed a half dozen wives of 

itinerant labourers, boxing apples.  



‘So you have ordered men, then. Did you like fruit farming?’ 

‘I like working out of doors. Yes.’ 

‘You sound like a farmer. More farmer than soldier. Or trapper or miner. An 

orchardist, definitely.’ She glanced away to the side and across the river and up at the dry 

brown hills and the talus slopes, and I felt she sighed at that. I was looking at her small pale 

ear, under the hat, under the dark brown hair, the curve of it. I knew now why she had offered 

me the lift. I was able-bodied and out of work and there was a farm somewhere needing 

labour. 

‘And now you are moving on again.’ She seemed almost absent-minded.  

‘West,’ I said again.  

‘From one little place to another. Are jobs hard to get?’ 

‘Not hard.’ Here it was about to come. 

‘I live in a little place. There would be a job there.’ I said nothing. ‘There would be 

some management experience called for, so it would be better paid than most. You would 

save money before you enlist. Do you want to hear more?’  

I was being given a lift to a place where I didn’t want to go, being offered a job I 

didn’t want to take.  

‘Sure.’  

 


