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For Gramzy, who is, thankfully, nothing like Gran
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Prologue

The Way Things Were Back Then

Ruth, 1958–63

I can’t stop remembering the way things were back then. 
How my father hunted for our food. How he’d hang 
the deer in the garage to cure and how the deer’s legs 
would splay out when its belly was sliced open, its hooves 
pointy like a ballerina’s toes. I watched him dozens of 
times as he cut the meat off the animal’s backside. I can 
still hear how the knife sounded when metal scraped 
bone. Backstrap was the best cut, my favourite, and 
Daddy sliced it off the deer’s spine as beautifully as 
Mama curled ribbons on presents. He carried the fresh 
meat to the house in his bare hands, blood dripping 
all the way from the garage and across Mama’s shiny 
linoleum to the kitchen sink.

Sometimes Daddy would bring me a still-warm deer 
heart in a bowl and let me touch it with my fingers.  
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I would put my lips to it and kiss its smooth, pink flesh, 
hoping to feel it beating, but it was all beat out. Mama 
would call him Daniel Boone as she laughed into his 
bare neck and he twirled his bloody fingers through 
her hair and they danced around the kitchen. Mama 
was the kind of person who put wildflowers in whisky 
bottles. Lupine and foxglove in the kitchen, lilacs in  
the bathroom. She smelled like marshy muskeg after 
a hard rain, and even with blood in her hair, she was 
beautiful.

My easel was set up on the counter, so I could watch 
Mama cook the meat while I painted in the tutu Daddy 
had brought me from one of his many trips Outside. It 
had matching pink ballet slippers that I wore constantly, 
even to bed. Mama buttoned one of Daddy’s big flannel 
shirts over me so I wouldn’t ruin my special tutu. It 
hung all the way down to my toes; the long sleeves were 
rolled up so many times, it was like having big, bulging 
cinnamon rolls for arms. I tried to make red that was 
the same colour as the red in Mama’s hair, but mostly I 
mixed everything together and got brown.

Daddy often said things I didn’t understand, like 
if statehood passed we would probably lose all of our 
hunting rights and the Feds would run everything into 
the ground. My five-year-old brain thought statehood 
was a new car, one with a really big front end. I didn’t 
know who the Feds were, but Daddy seemed to think 
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they were going to tell people how much venison and 
salmon they would be allowed to eat. Mama’s belly had 
grown big and round, which even I knew meant another 
mouth to feed. Daddy would pull up her shirt and kiss 
her ballooned stomach the same way I had kissed the 
deer heart.

‘Is it all beat out?’ I asked him. Her belly was as white 
as the underside of a doe.

‘This one’s definitely still beating,’ he said. ‘No 
worries there.’

Statehood turned out to be not a new car but 
something much, much bigger, and Daddy had to fly to 
Washington, DC, to try and stop it – a place where he 
had to show his passport just to get off the plane, and 
nobody hunted or fished, and he had to buy new shoes 
to go to a meeting to talk about why Alaskans didn’t 
want statehood. Except for the ones who did, and they 
were not my daddy’s friends.

He told me that most people didn’t pay that much 
attention to stuff that happened in Washington, DC, 
but Alaskans would be sorry when Outside people 
started making decisions for us. I didn’t know who these 
Outside people were, but I hoped I would never, ever 
meet them.

When the letter arrived  – an envelope with a flag 
I had never seen before  – Mama read it with shaking 
hands. I watched her lips moving without any sound, 
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but I knew whatever it said was bad because she fell over 
clutching her belly, making sounds that I’d only heard 
from wild animals, deep in the woods.

Lily was born the day after the letter arrived, and 
I don’t think Mama ever really saw her at all, because 
when I looked at Mama’s eyes after the birth, they were 
blank. The nurse asked what the baby’s name would be, 
and when Mama said ‘Lily’ I thought she was staring at 
the flowers next to her bed, not the pink lump wrapped 
in a hospital blanket, screaming as if she didn’t want to 
be here, either. Gran had come to the hospital for the 
birth, but afterwards Mama stayed behind while Lily 
and I were put in a mouldy brown car with cigarette 
burns on the seats. I didn’t think a brand-new baby 
should breathe in all the smells in that car, but Lily just 
lay there like the lump she was, and I held my scarf over 
my nose all the way to Gran’s house in Birch Park.

‘Your mama needs more time,’ Gran said, and 
she told me what was in the letter. My father’s plane 
had crashed in the Canadian Arctic, right next door 
to Alaska. Gran said the men were on their way 
home from the meeting when the plane went down. 
Something about the way Gran talked told me she 
did not think Daddy was ‘a brave man, with big ideas 
for Alaska’, which was what the letter had said. When 
Gran read it, she snorted, then wiped her nose with  
a tissue.
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Afterwards she said, ‘You can cry if you want, but it 
won’t bring him back.’

Birch Park smelled like an old person’s house, something 
I’d never noticed when we only visited, which hadn’t 
been very often. There were no flowers in whisky 
bottles, no fresh deer carcasses curing from the rafters. 
The only meat in the refrigerator was pale and pink, 
sitting limp on a foam tray and wrapped in plastic. The 
blood was completely drained out of it, which made me 
homesick and suspicious.

The very next day there was a headline on the front 
page of the newspaper in thick, four-inch letters that 
said ‘We’re In’ and Alaska became the forty-ninth state 
in the United States. Gran clipped it out and told me I 
should save it forever so I would always remember this 
day, as if she didn’t understand that this was a bad thing. 
I didn’t want to remember anything except the way it 
used to be, before all this statehood nonsense.

When Mama did not show up that day, or the one after 
that, or the one after that, I figured statehood must have 
done something to her, too. Maybe she didn’t have the 
right passport or she had the wrong shoes? Or maybe she 
had gone to Canada, where she would be swallowed up 
in the same vast emptiness that had swallowed up Daddy.

I waited and waited for Mama, worried that Lily 
would never know how the world was really supposed 
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to be. But the years ticked by until just before my tenth 
birthday, when the water started to rise and I knew this 
must be it – the river was fighting back. It flooded its 
banks and rose higher and higher, grabbing everything 
in sight with its big, wet tongue. Daddy had been right 
when he’d said the rivers could never be tamed.

Rusty metal oil drums, blue plastic coolers, and 
whole cans of peaches and fruit cocktail from people’s 
pantries bobbed down Second Avenue. Someone’s red 
frilly slip got hung up in Mr Peterson’s climbing peas 
and made Lily laugh out loud until Gran shushed her. 
Gran’s face was as red as an overripe raspberry. Even in  
a flood, underwear was no joking matter.

Lily was now five and out of her mind with 
excitement about riding in the skiff that snatched us off 
the doorstep as the water kept rising. I just prayed that it 
would never stop, that the river would somehow take us 
back to our old life.

But the skiffs dropped us off at the high school just a 
mile beyond our doorstep, where the ground was higher 
and still dry. Lily acted like we were on a whirlwind 
vacation, laughing and playing with her friend Bunny.

A girl named Selma held my hand when we had to get 
shots, and I acted like I was only clutching her hand to 
make her feel better, but really I’m terrified of needles. 
She was my age, but so much braver than me. Selma was 
the only good thing to come out of the flood.
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After a few days we went home to the wet, mouldy 
house in Birch Park. There was no furniture, just 
donated goods that had been trucked up from 
Anchorage. Under our used trainers the carpet 
squelched and burped muddy water for weeks. Gran 
worked as a volunteer to get the new state government to 
replace what everyone had lost in the flood. Some of the 
neighbours reported a lot of missing items. Dora Peters’s 
mom said she’d lost a washer and dryer, a kitchen 
table, and some fancy bedside lamps. Gran’s lips were 
pursed, but she wrote it all down anyway in a big black 
book with ‘Property of the United States Government’ 
printed on the front.

‘Nobody in Birch Park had a washer or dryer,’ I said 
to Gran that night at dinner.

Gran said nothing.
‘Can we get a washer and dryer?’ asked Lily.
‘Don’t be silly,’ Gran snapped.
‘But they lied,’ I said. ‘Nobody had all that nice stuff.’
‘It’s not our job to make people accountable.’
‘But you’re volunteering for the government. It is 

your job.’
Gran’s eyes narrowed.
‘You do not tell me what is and isn’t my job, young 

lady.’
I looked down at the paper plate in my lap. The 

canned beets had bled into the Spam, which wasn’t even 
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real meat. I wanted a dripping piece of fresh backstrap or 
nothing. I folded my plate in two, smashing all the food 
together. No one said a word as I crossed the room, even 
as a trail of bloody beet juice spilled from the corner of 
the plate, down my leg and on to the floor. I pushed the 
whole thing deep into the garbage can, as if it were my 
own heart, all beat out.
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