
with his niece. I wondered how many times he’d actually
seen her since then.

‘Let’s go to my room,’ Eva said.

While most of Lamar’s cabin was full of dead animals, Eva’s
room was full of dead places. Its walls were plastered with
hundreds of Polaroid pictures, each one a study in
abandonment and dereliction. There were decaying
fisherman’s shacks from the Maritimes and half a wall of old
barns from the south of the province and the prairies, their
boards as weathered and grey as elephant skin. There was an
outdoor ice rink with poplar saplings growing out of its
centre, and a rusty gas pump on the side of a road whose
crumbling tarmac was tufted with grass. In one corner I
glimpsed the wannigans, in another the mine site at Crooked
River. Eva was a collector of ruins.

She was also a collector of other things. Through the half
open doors of a dresser I could see a line of white, Styrofoam
heads, each one topped with a different wig. I recognised the
blonde ponytail from the school bus and the curly brown one
from Wannigan Bay and the straight black one from when I’d
first seen her. There appeared to be others too but the doors
weren’t open wide enough for me to make them out. To begin
with I was surprised but, of course, how else had her hair
always been changing. And besides, once I’d had a second to
think about it, it didn’t seem such a bad or strange thing at
all: to be able to change a part of yourself and have a place
where you could keep all the different versions. Wasn’t that
just metamorphosis?

At first I thought it wise to keep my mouth shut. I didn’t
mention the dresser and tried my best not to look too
obviously at the walls. Eva had rolled her map out on the
floor and was marking circles on it with a red felt-tip pen. She
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pressed so hard in one spot the tip went through the paper.
The outline of the old railway bridge in town edged its way
into the corner of my eye. A rickety fire tower seemed to fall
right into my line of sight. It was hard not to look. It was hard
not to ask. I picked the easier question:

‘Why do you take pictures of stuff like this?’
‘Because I like to,’ Eva replied testily. ‘Why do you trap

leeches?’
I could see a pile of mouldering logs beside a creek. Some

ancient looking stumps. A few pieces of rusty wire leaning
twisted around the remains of a plank.

‘Holy crap,’ I exclaimed, as if I was her.
She glanced up from her map.
‘Where’d you take that?’ I asked, pointing to the photo.
‘Just outside of town. Why? What’s so special about it?’
‘It’s the farm.’
‘What farm? It didn’t look like a farm to me.’

I doubt it would have looked like a farm to anyone. I doubt it
had ever once looked like even a possible farm to anyone;
except, briefly and long ago, my great-grandfather – when he
paid a token price for its hundred acres and dragged his
young wife and son up north to join him on it. It’s a difficult
task examining and accessing the decisions of your ancestors
– after all, the sum total and result of those decisions is you –
but the fact is my own had something of a knack for making
poor ones.

So while all the other new arrivals in Crooked River had
tried to find gold or iron or jobs with the railroad and logging
crews, my grandfather’s family had tried to start a farm. I
can’t imagine what they were thinking. There was a good
reason those other settlers had pinned their brightest hopes
on what lay under the earth rather than on what they could
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raise out of it. There was no earth, not to speak of. The glaciers,
like a bad tempered army in retreat, had scoured the most of
it away. It wasn’t farming country. This was Abel’s land. And
if you’d listened carefully it was the blood from Cain’s
scraped and weary knuckles you’d most likely have heard
crying from the ground.

How they must have come to curse it, that one hundred
acres. They held on there for almost exactly one calendar year.
My grandfather, if he spoke of it at all, described it month by
month, as if reciting some drear and doleful almanac.

They arrived in May, with the ice just off the lakes and piles
of snow still sitting in the shady places. They waited for it to
melt and the land to dry. June came and almost went. And
still they waited. And still it didn’t dry. My great-grandfather
came into the tent one day with a handful of bulrushes and
tears in his eyes. Half the land was a swamp. The black flies,
who knew better, arrived there to breed. My grandfather said
their faces swelled up so big and red and round it was as if
children had drawn them with crayons.

The other half of the land was granite and spruce and sand
and moss. The whiskey jacks got fat on the grass seed that
wouldn’t grow. The slugs ate the green beans. At night they
could hear musk rats slipping into the creek.

In July an eagle took the first of the chickens. Not knowing
what might thrive best in this place they’d hedged their bets
and brought a few of everything. There were two milking
cows, three goats and four pigs. There were sixteen chickens
and half a dozen geese. There was a black and white collie
and a ginger tomcat.

In August a fox took the rest of the chickens. The tomcat
got into a fight with a lynx and lost. In the small patch of land
my great-grandfather had cleared and burned over, the grass
lost the swiftest of battles to the mullein and thistles and



fireweed. The cows lowed disconsolately in their makeshift
canvas barn. Their milk had stopped. In desperation they’d
started munching on Labrador Tea. The mosquitoes wreaked
a quiet and itchy havoc on their udders.

September saw two of the pigs light out for the territories.
They may or may not have been the smart ones. The other two
contracted strange fevers from rooting through the swamp. The
log cabin they were trying to build kept slanting alarmingly to
the left and there were so many gaps in the walls it didn’t need
windows. One of the goats got crushed by a falling tree.

On the tenth day of October a wolf ate the collie. And then,
seeing as there wasn’t anything left to watch and herd them,
the rest of the goats.

In November the geese decided to join their wild brethren
and flew south. Nobody had got around to clipping their
wings. They were definitely the smart ones. It started
snowing the day after Halloween that year.

Three days before Christmas one of the cows froze to death.
He never even mentioned January and February and

March. They were like those suspicious blanks and elisions
in my father’s explorers’ accounts: empty spaces haunted by
unspeakable things.

On the fourth day of April the second cow slipped through
a thin shelf of remnant ice at the edge of the creek and
drowned. The creek was only four feet deep, but the poor
creature was so thin and starved it seemed to just lie down.
She’d given up, my grandfather told me. She’d had enough.
And a month later the rest of them had too.

Before leaving my great-grandfather pulled all the nails out
of his ramshackle cabin and useless fences and sold them. For
the first time in a year he actually made some money. It was
better than farming. Around here anything was better than
farming. The dry goods store opened within the year.
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