







Praise for Donna Milner

‘Donna Milner has an alert ear for dialogue and a gift for suspense: the combination makes After River electrically charged’

The Times

‘Another excellent read that is hard to put down … The Promise of Rain is a triumph … an uplifting account and an intriguing story that will touch your heart’

Williams Lake Tribune, Canada

‘Lyrical, playful, profound and entirely engaging … a gorgeous novel, well paced and by turns touching, poignant and sad, with enough emotional punch to floor a heavyweight’

Independent Weekly, Australia

‘Milner never over-dramatizes. And while she provides a full picture of the cruelty human beings can inflict on one another, she does so with a powerful restraint … The combination of compassion and suspense makes this novel impossible to put down’

Globe and Mail, Canada

‘This is an engrossing novel of family life in a remote community, the catastrophic effect of one incomer’s influence and the small-town bigotry stirred up by uninformed gossip. I loved this book and can only wonder why it has taken 20 years to reach its audience – perhaps for political reasons no one had the courage to publish it before. This is a story of epic proportions’

New Books Magazine

‘Milner’s writing sucks you into the story … Milner tells the story in so much detail that every action and every emotion feels so real and you can understand each one of them’

The Bookbag


Donna Milner lives in British Columbia with her husband. Her first novel was the acclaimed After River, which was sold all over the world. The Promise of Rain is her second novel.
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My mother died on the same day as Marilyn Monroe, August 4th 1962, and just like the movie star her body would not be discovered until the following day. There was no mistaking Mom’s presence when she was alive. True to form, her death was not without drama. It would force my father to return to our family. Even though for the entire eleven years of my life he had come home every night to our two-storey wartime house in South Vancouver, a large part of him was not really there. I was used to his absence; I was not used to hers.

Over time I would come to believe it was that very absence that woke me so abruptly, in the dark hours that morning. More likely it was simply a gust of wind rattling my bedroom window, or the rain pounding against the glass. I can’t be certain. I only know that when my eyes snapped open I felt compelled to leave my bed and creep out into the narrow hallway between the two bedrooms. I stood in the shadows at the top of the stairs, my heart racing, listening to the silence of the house before I started down, pausing at the turn to listen once more.

Downstairs, I made my way to the open door at the end of the hall and peered into my parents’ bedroom. The familiar fragrance of my mother’s Evening in Paris perfume filled my nostrils as I scanned the room, my eyes adjusting to the dim light. My breath caught at the image of a figure in the corner. But it was only a dress hanging on the closet door. The room, like the rumpled bed, was empty.

I stepped over the clothes strewn on the floor and ran my hand down the soft material of Mom’s dress. Even without her in it that Kelly green dress looked like her. It was her favourite, the one she called her knock-’em-dead, Sunday-go-to-meeting outfit, and the only one she kept on a padded hanger.

The day the Eaton’s truck delivered it she had called me into her room the moment she’d slipped it on. Leaning into the mirror, she applied lipstick and dabbed powder across the small bump on her nose, then tilted her head and studied the effect. Satisfied, she pushed aside the books, discarded nylons and half-full ashtrays on the dressing-table and stepped back to pose before the mirror. ‘What do you think, Ethie?’

I thought she was perfect no matter what she wore. But something about that dress made her hazel green eyes even brighter, her thick auburn curls shinier, and the smattering of freckles, which the powder could not erase, seem even more exotic. ‘You look beautiful,’ I told her, ‘just like a movie star.’

Her reflection smiled back at me. She leaned down and pulled me into her arms, enfolding me in perfume, new green dress and all. ‘Oh, Ethie,’ she sighed, ‘it’s so nice to be called beautiful. Especially by my favourite girl.’ She released me and whirled around to look at the back of the dress, which clung to her rounded bottom.

Even then I think I knew the purchase of that dress was punishment for some transgression of my father’s. Whenever she was angry with him, Mom’s solution was to flip through the catalogue and order something they couldn’t afford. Dad looked after the finances in our house. Everything we needed, including the weekly groceries, was charged and he paid the bills at the end of each month. Before she went to work, the only money my mother had control of was the monthly family-allowance cheque, ten dollars for each of her children. Somehow Dad believed that thirty dollars should cover anything extra.

‘It is a special dress, isn’t it?’ Mom asked, her expression saying she was pleased with it. I grinned and nodded, but I was pretty sure she wasn’t expecting an answer. ‘It’s a classic,’ she said, then knelt and hugged me again. ‘And I’ll keep it nice,’ she promised, ‘so you can have it when you grow up.’ Every time she put the dress on I imagined myself wearing it one day. But, as things turned out, I never would.

I caught a movement in the shadows and spun around. But all I saw was the tangled red curls and startled face of an eleven-year-old girl wearing an undershirt and panties staring back from the mirror. With blood pounding in my ears I turned away and tiptoed out of the room. I checked the living room and the bathroom at the other end of the hallway. Both empty. Then I turned towards the kitchen and I saw him – my father sitting alone in the dark staring out of the kitchen window. I stood frozen in the entryway. Somehow I knew this was not the time to do my little dance of distraction that I often used to entice him back from wherever he disappeared to when he went into one of his trances. I shrank back into the shadows and watched the ember glow of his cigarette move slowly from the saucer on the table up to his lips.

A flash of headlights splashed across the window, lighting up his silhouette. Without moving his eyes from the street, he took the cigarette stub from his mouth and crushed it into the overflowing saucer. I ducked back down the hall and into the living room, where I pressed against the wall by the front windows and pulled back a corner of the sheer curtains.

Outside, a black and white car pulled up to the kerb. The wipers stopped. Light-filled droplets covered the windshield, obscuring the shadow of the occupants. At the same moment the car doors opened, the bedroom curtains in the house across the street parted, then were yanked shut, leaving a small gap.

Mrs Manson. The neighbourhood watchdog, Mom called her – when she wasn’t calling her a busybody. And, like me, what she was busy doing right then was spying from her peephole while two policemen climbed out of the car in front of our house.

My father’s chair scraped away from the kitchen table. I rushed out of the living room and fled back up the stairs. Breathless, I sat down on the step above the turn and leaned forward to listen.

The knock at our front door that would change our lives forever was gentle.

‘Howard Coulter?’ The voice saying my father’s name after the door creaked open sounded so young. Younger even than Frankie’s – my oldest brother who was twenty. Like the knock, the voice sounded too gentle, too kind, to belong to a policeman.

There was no response from my father. After a moment of silence an older, deeper voice asked, ‘May we come in, Mr Coulter?’

Suddenly a hand gripped my shoulder. I turned with a jolt to find Kipper leaning over me, his slack mouth opening to form a word. I lifted my finger to my lips. He smiled back at me, mimicking my shushing gesture. I patted the step beside me and he slumped down. Even though he was three years older, my brother, heavy and pear-shaped, was shorter than I. He reached up and put his stubby arm around my shoulders, not understanding this game but thrilled to be a part of the conspiracy. We must have looked a strange pair, sitting there in the morning shadows, me in my underwear, twisting a long corkscrew curl of hair, and my grinning fourteen-year-old brother wearing blue teddy-bear pyjamas and a brown pork-pie hat.

That narrow-brimmed felt hat was like a part of Kipper. The only time it was not on his head was when he slept. It hung on his bedpost every night, ready to be donned the moment he woke. He had inherited it from Dad – a birthday gift from Mom – years ago. Dad had never worn it. Kipper was never without it.

Down in the foyer the too-young voice repeated my father’s name, and I felt a pang of fear at the sympathetic tone. Leaning forward, I strained to peer around the corner. Another hand gripped my shoulder and Frankie, shirtless and barefoot, pushed his way between Kipper and me. His sandy-blond hair, usually combed back in a perfect ducktail, stuck straight out from the sides of his head like wings. I could smell the Brylcreem left over from his date the night before. Without stopping he said, ‘Go back to bed,’ and rushed down the stairs, zipping up his blue jeans.

Kipper rose and turned to go up to his room, always ready to obey Frankie without question. I usually did too. But not this time. I stood up and followed him. Downstairs my father – looking shrunken and small in the shadows of the unlit entry – stood motionless, his hand frozen on the knob of the open door. In the half-light beyond him, the rain poured down on the two police officers on the front porch.
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I knew he was different. By the time I was six years old I knew my father was not like other fathers. Other fathers didn’t sit and stare at the wall a few inches above the top of their television set. They didn’t disappear regularly into a silent world, or get lost on long treks through the Vancouver rain. Sometimes my father would be gone for hours, whole days even, on those journeys from which he would return watery-eyed and drenched to the skin, but somehow lighter in spirit as if his black mood had been cleansed, like the city’s air. I knew other fathers played catch with their sons. I watched with envy when they swung their daughters up on to their shoulders to piggyback them around their yards. I knew they could see their children. I wasn’t always sure my father could.

The year I started school Mom allowed me to run to the top of Barclay Street when it was time for him to return home from work at the sawmill. Every evening I waited in anticipation while my handsome father, with sawdust scattered through his thinning brown hair, climbed off the bus. And every evening I saw that split second of confusion in his pale blue eyes when he saw me standing there. It would fade just as quickly when he said, ‘Why, hello, Ethie.’ He would place his hard-hat on my head and hand me his humpback lunch pail, which reeked of metal and sardine sandwiches. I would walk home swinging it in one hand, while clinging to his with the other, pretending he was happy to see me.

I understood early the cause of my father’s detachment from the world. Or, at least, I thought I did.

‘The war.’ It hung in the air of our home like a phantom. It lurked behind my father’s vacant eyes, and at the bottom of the whiskey bottles above the fridge. Sometimes it cried out from his nightmares at dead of night, waking the household with its thrashing insistence. Mom kept a broom beside their bed for those episodes. Once, not long after he had returned from the war, she made the mistake of reaching for him as he struggled against the horrors that haunted him in his sleep. A flailing arm had caught her squarely between the eyes, breaking her nose, and my father’s heart, she said. So, for the last seventeen years whenever he started fighting his nightmares beside her, she had jumped out of bed to grab the broom and poke him with the handle. Only when she was certain he was fully awake would she climb back into bed. I would lie upstairs in my room listening to her crooning to him in her off-key voice until I fell back to sleep. The following day my father’s eyes would be empty, drained, waiting for the next rainfall to revitalize them.

‘It’s the war,’ Mom confided, in hushed conversations to visitors, in an effort to explain his sudden withdrawals. I heard both her and Frankie use those words in reference to my father’s absences so many times when I was very young that I believed ‘Thewar’ was a person. But I soon learned it was nothing more than memories. Memories that my father shared with no one.

Even though our home in Fraserview, like all of the look-alike veterans’ homes in that South Vancouver neighbourhood, was commonly referred to as a ‘wartime house’, the war was seldom mentioned there. Never when my father was at home. It lay in wait, a dark spectre, in the corners of our lives, ready to emerge without warning and grasp my father in its silent grip, until only his long walks through a weeping city could send it away. By the time I entered primary school, I found myself praying for rain whenever I noticed the light fading from my father’s blue eyes.

It was never long before my prayers were answered.

‘No one would complain about the weather in Vancouver if they’d ever lived in Tahsis,’ my mother often said. ‘It was like living in a car wash.’

Before I was born, after my father returned from the war, our family had lived on the north-west coast of Vancouver Island. Mom said she suspected Dad had searched for a job in the location with the highest rainfall, and Tahsis was it. I’d seen pictures and heard Mom’s stories of the remote logging town, but I found it hard to imagine living in a place where the only way in or out was by boat or seaplane.

I once heard Aunt Mildred, Mom’s sister, suggest that the emergency flight from Tahsis to Victoria during a thunder storm on the day my brother was born was the reason for Kipper ‘being the way he is’. I remember being startled by her words. I glanced up from the living-room couch. Beside me Kipper sat listening to me read from the book on my lap, while he fidgeted with the brim of his hat. When I stopped he tugged it down over his eyes and sighed heavily.

In the kitchen, Aunt Mildred sat at the table, her back to me, still wearing her raincoat. She must have found our house too cold, or was afraid of getting cat or dog hair on her expensive clothes. At any rate she always left her coat on, as if she was going to leave at any moment, whenever she visited, which was mostly when Dad was at work.

Across the table Mom raised her eyebrows. She stared at her sister over the rim of her teacup. ‘I’ve told you before, Down’s syndrome is not an accident of birth,’ she said, with a sigh. She put her cup down and propped her elbows on the table before she went on. ‘Kipper’s destiny was decided the moment he was conceived. Heaven did not have a last-minute change of heart.’

‘Unfortunately,’ my aunt muttered.

‘Mildred!’ My mother’s voice hardened with warning.

My aunt was silent for a moment. But she couldn’t resist getting in another word. She never could. She clicked her cup noisily into her saucer, sniffed and said, ‘All I’m saying, Lucy, is that that boy belongs in an institution. The longer you leave it, the harder it will be. It would be better for everyone. Besides, he would be happier with his own kind.’

‘We are his kind,’ Mom said tightly. Then she glanced past my aunt and caught my eye. She smiled. ‘And he’s happy with us, thank you very much.’

That was true. Most of the time.

Kipper’s real name was Christopher Adam. ‘After St Christopher,’ Mom said. Although she wasn’t Catholic, she thought it appropriate to name her son after the patron saint of travel, ‘given someone was watching over me on that stormy trip into Victoria Harbour’.

She told me I was responsible for his nickname. ‘As soon as you could walk you used to toddle behind him everywhere calling his name. “Kipper” was how it came out.’ The name stuck. Except for Aunt Mildred, everyone called him that.

In return he had given me my nickname. Unable to wrap his tongue around the l in Ethel, I became Ethie. A fair exchange, and a favour for which I will be eternally grateful.

Who but Lucy Coulter would name a baby girl Ethel? When I was old enough to complain about it she explained that she had wanted to call me Lily, but Dad would not allow it. ‘It was the only time I can remember your father digging in his heels over anything.’

Just before I was born Aunt Mildred gave our family her old black-and-white television set. It was Mom’s first TV. The first show she watched on it also happened to be the first episode of I Love Lucy. No one but my mother would take all those firsts as a sign that, if she had a girl – and she couldn’t name her Lily – she would name her after Lucy Riccardo’s sidekick, Ethel. Every time the television show came on Mom would chirp, ‘Here we are, Lucy and Ethel,’ as if I needed to be reminded where my name had come from. And every time I would bury my face in one of the sofa cushions and moan. If Kipper was there, he would pull his hat over his eyes and moan with me.

My brother took on the emotions of those he loved. Especially mine. When I laughed, he laughed, loud, barking imitations of joy. If I cried, he would howl too, with gulping sobs and red-splotched eyes that leaked huge tears of grief. His mirroring of my emotions was so immediate, and so grand in scale, I often only realized how I was feeling after I’d seen him react. In time I learned to curb my outbursts, knowing they could trigger one of Kipper’s asthma attacks.

With Dad he was completely different. He was quiet and at peace around him, regardless of Dad’s state of mind. Mom believed that of us all Kipper had the deepest understanding of our father. Often, when he sank into one of his about-to-disappear moods, my brother would squeeze his short wide body next to Dad’s thin frame in the overstuffed chair in the living room. With his arm around Dad, Kipper would rhythmically pat his bony shoulder while they sat in silence in front of the television set as if they were one person.

Last week the rains had come hard. During the first days of August Mom clipped out articles from the Daily Province reporting the record number of automobile accidents to match the record rainfall. All along our street, children’s faces moped behind rain-streaked windows while gutters filled and storm sewers ran over. Confined to play inside, they felt cheated out of their dwindling summer holidays. Their mothers felt the same. They sat in our kitchen drinking coffee and swapping stories about how their husbands always sensed the change of weather before it arrived. They felt it in the throbbing pain around metal lodged deep in muscles. They felt it in ragged and uneven war wounds long healed over. And they felt it in bones aching with memories of the windswept beachheads and frozen battlefields of Europe. Mom added nothing to the conversations. Unlike many of the fathers on our street, Dad had returned from the Second World War visibly unscathed. No wounded-in-action medals were stored with a mothballed uniform in our basement. No embedded German shrapnel foretold the coming weather. Unlike his neighbours, he welcomed the rain.

At the height of the summer storm, on Thursday afternoon, Dad had taken his leather bomber jacket from the hall closet. It was at least two sizes too large for him, the faded brown leather cracked and brittle from years of rain. Still, the ancient flight jacket was the one our father always wore on his walkabouts. He had pulled it over his shoulders, lifted the sheepskin collar, and slipped out of the front door. While the rest of us breathed an inner sigh of relief, Kipper had grabbed his yellow rain-slicker and followed him. Frankie jumped up to stop him, but Mom waved him back. When the rain let up later that day Dad and Kipper returned, cold and wet, but both declaring their hunger.

As they sat down at the dinner table Kipper removed his soggy hat. Tufts of fine hair, more orange than red, stuck up every which way on the top of his head. My father smiled wistfully at him and called him ‘my people-sorter’.

‘Yeah, people-sorter,’ Kipper parroted.

I think we all stared at Dad with the same questioning look.

‘People-sorter?’ Mom prompted.

‘Yes,’ Dad replied, in his slow, quiet voice. ‘He sorts people into two groups. Those who are comfortable with him and those who aren’t.’ His shoulders lifted ever so slightly. ‘I figure that tells you pretty much all you need to know about a person.’

I glanced at Kipper. An errant pea fell from his spoon and joined the droplets of stew on the table around his plate. Unconcerned, he shoved the overloaded spoon into his mouth. With a dribble of gravy hanging from his thick bottom lip, he chewed open-mouthed, then swallowed and grinned at my father.

Frankie glanced down at his wristwatch, wiped his mouth and jumped up. ‘Gotta go,’ he said, ruffing up Kipper’s damp hair. ‘Maybe I could get you to sort out my girlfriends,’ he teased, then rushed out to yet another date.

‘Okay, Frankie,’ Kipper called after him, while Mom rolled her eyes.

As the rest of us finished eating, I thought about my father’s words. There was no denying that people reacted to Kipper when they first met him. I had seen it at one time or another with the kids in our neighbourhood. There were those, my friends, who accepted him, and those who didn’t, who either teased or ignored him. One way or another there was always a reaction. What startled me was that my father was aware enough to notice it.
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Secrets can tear a family apart








