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PROLOGUE
Summer i966

W A hawk drifts high above the shortgrass prairie, rust shoul-
der feathers lifting over currents of warm air. Below, a figure
walks along an overgrown cart track—bare feet, ragged denim
cutoffs, the glint of sunlight on a berry pail. The hawk whis-
tles, a thin and descending call.

The young girl squints into the sun to see if the hawk carries
prey, but the feathered legs are an empty dark V against the
white belly. Summer has painted the child’s face and stocky
limbs the colour of earth. The two long plaits down her back
shimmer with shades of ripened spear grass. Scent of earth and
dry weeds wafts into the air and grasshoppers click and leap
in flight from her footsteps. Like the rodents and long-legged
jack rabbits the hawk seeks, the girl blends with the prairie
upon which she walks. In the distance, a log cabin overhangs
a coulee where cottonwoods and willows sway. Saskatoon
bushes promise her purple-blue berries for evening pie.

“Mind for rattlers, Angela,” her mother had warned when
she handed the girl the berry pail. Her father had killed a
metre-long snake in the haymow Tuesday. She mourns for the
reptile and its smooth patterned skin. Like the hawk, she scans
the native grassland for movement, ears alert for the slightest
sound: an injured killdeer, an orphaned badger or swift fox,
a ground squirrel separated from its burrow. She recalls her
grandmother’s stories of great herds of bison and antelope. The
~ losses, the senseless slaughter. If she lived long ago, she would
have offered them sanctuary. No guns, no ploughs. Shortgrass
prairie and a young girl to keep them safe.

She descends into the coulee, to the shade of trees and
the moist air above moving water. A stream bubbles out of



the rocky ground at one end of the ravine and back down at
the other. She cools the leathery soles of her feet in the water
and searches for frogs, asleep in the muck and wet grass, then
settles to her task.

Ripe berries plunk onto the bottom of the galvanized pail,
then fall silently. Her hands and mouth grow purple with the
warm juice of the fruit. Her head fills again with dreams of
her grandparents’ old homestead just beyond the coulee: she
imagines herself a pioneer with a Red River cart, bumping
across the plain, cow tethered behind.

Bucket full, she retraces her steps down the trail, swinging
the pail three times in a circle skywards, astonished as always
that the berries don’t fall in blue rain around her head and
shoulders. As she turns for home, a cry stops her in her tracks.
She drops the bucket by a clump of sage and runs, ignoring
the prickles under her feet, to the cabin yard. A fox kit? A
puppy? Or a kitten wandered from a neighbour's tarm? The
crawl space under the cabin reveals rocks and a rusted hand
scythe, a wooden chair with no back, sunlit grasses waving at
her from the other side. The cry sounds again from behind the
broken chair and she wriggies toward it, oblivious to snakes
or the state of her clothes.

A coyote pup is curled in the dirt, head on the ground,
chest pumping with the speed of its breath. The whites
around 1ts pupils flare and 1ts pointed ears twitch, the velvet
of the left ear torn and bloody. Froth foams from the sharp
muzzle and a finger-wide gash rakes from neck to shoulder.
The smell of clotting blood fills the air. Hawk prey. There
might be broken bones.

She reaches her hand toward the pup, which rewards her
with a nip, then staggers to its feet and limps away from her
into the daylight. She scuttles backwards and when free of the
floor joists, races around the cabin to where the pup has fallen
onto his side. She kneels and settles her hand on his chest, the



heartbeat beneath her sun-browned fingers weedy and rapid.
Gathering the limp, matted body into her arms, she turns
up the bottom of her T-shirt into a sling and, resisting the
temptation to run, heads home. Only when she passes through
the gate to the farmyard and sees her brothers tinkering with
the engine of the tractor by the barn does she remember the

berries.



ONE
Egypt, Winter 1985

W Constance Ebenezer stood at the airport window and
watched the jetliners taking off and landing, astounded by
the ability of the great mechanical raptors to defy gravity and
logic. Outside, the German tarmac was as grey and dull as the
January sky, but fat wet snowflakes swirled down in spirals
and made the scene almost beautiful. The metal birds minded
her of the first time she'd ever seen a plane, a day more than
sixty years ago when she'd been young and naive and in love.
“Do you remember, Tommy?” she said. “The day you tried to
talk me into going up in the biplane?” It hadn't been winter,
but spring, and she would never forget the fire in his eyes as
they stood in a field of wheat a few miles north of Winnipeg,
the fresh green sprouts pushing up through the black soil, the
air so clear and hopeful, her hand in his. With his free hand
he had traced the path of the biplane across the sky with his
hnger—the awkward machine banking over the far end of
the field—and explained to her how 1t worked, how the air
flowed up and over the wings, causing lift and how the frail-
looking contraption could carry them to Lake Winnipeg in
half an hour—a trip normall}' taking the better part of a day
on rough gravel roads by car. “We'll be able to see the dunes
at Grand Beach and the marshes of Grassy Narrows, maybe
even the Icelandic village at Hecla,” he had told her, his voice
vibrating, so shrill she had wanted to put her hand on his face
and calm him. She had tried to imagine the view below, the
exhilaration, the wind on their faces, hair whipping out behind
them, but the thought of the dizzying height and the reckless
speed had only frightened her. She now regretted saying no.
He had gone anyway, donning the leather jac.kct and goggles


















