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Whispers in the Wilderness

[image: ]


The wind carried a language through the towering pines, a sound Étienne was learning to interpret. It was the dialect of isolation, the harsh and lonely melody of a land he was trying to tame into a home. Leaving the port of Dieppe felt like a lifetime ago, a memory bleached by the relentless sun and biting frost of New France. This was not the promised Eden of pamphlets and tavern tales, but a crucible where a man’s spirit was either forged into steel or broken into dust.

Each dawn brought a fresh litany of labours. The forest, an entity both boundless and unforgiving, was his constant companion and adversary. He learned to set snares with a clumsy diligence that slowly sharpened into skill, his once-soft hands now a cartography of calluses from the unyielding grip of the axe. Alongside the other men, he had raised a crude shelter of raw-hewn logs, a defiant but fragile stockade against a wilderness that watched them with a silent, ancient patience.

His relationship with the land’s first inhabitants, the Wendat and the ever-present threat of the Haudenosaunee, was a fragile tapestry woven with threads of cautious trade and profound mistrust. Étienne had learned a few words of their tongue, a gesture that sometimes earned a guarded nod but did little to bridge the chasm between their worlds. He watched their fluid, silent movements through the dense woods they knew intimately, and felt a disquieting mix of admiration and primal fear.

One evening, as the setting sun bled crimson and violet across the horizon, Étienne sat by the crackling fire, carving a rough likeness of a bird into a piece of scrap wood. He thought of his younger sister, Marie, and the wooden toys he used to make for her in their small cottage in Normandy. Here, the act felt different—less a craft of leisure than an act of remembrance, a way to hold onto the ghost of the man he used to be before this land began to reshape him.

The arrival of winter was not a gentle transition but a sudden, brutal siege. It descended with a smothering silence, burying the settlement under a deep, suffocating blanket of white. Food became a desperate obsession, the gnawing hunger a constant ache in his belly. The cold was a physical predator, seeping through the chinks in the log walls, relentless and lethal. He saw good men, men who had crossed an ocean with him, succumb to sickness and despair, their bodies committed to the unyielding, frozen earth.

In the depths of that long, dark season, Étienne’s hope wore thin. He would often retreat into the recesses of his mind, clinging to the warmth of memories: the smell of his mother’s baking, the raucous laughter of a French marketplace, the simple, comforting weight of a familiar quilt. These spectral comforts were all that stood between him and the encroaching madness of the endless snow and silence. He questioned his faith, his king, and the very decision that had brought him to this desolate edge of the world.

Yet, amid the bleakness, the land offered moments of startling, almost divine beauty. One night, the heavens ignited with a shimmering curtain of green and purple light—the great celestial dance of the aurora borealis. Staring up at the spectacle, Étienne felt an overwhelming sense of his own insignificance, a feeling so profound it was almost peaceful. In that moment, he was not a conqueror or a survivor, but simply a witness to a magic far older than any king or country.

As the first thaw finally began to break winter’s grip, a fragile hope returned with the sound of melting ice. During a solitary hunt, he stumbled upon a young Indigenous girl, no older than his sister Marie, her leg caught in one of his own poorly hidden traps. Fear warred with compassion in his chest. Ignoring the risk, he carefully worked to free her, offering a piece of his dried meat as a clumsy apology. She accepted it with a quiet solemnity before vanishing back into the trees, leaving him with a profound, unspoken understanding that reshaped his view of the wilderness and his place within it.
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The Birth of a Nation ,Ottawa, 1867
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The air in Ottawa was thick with the dust of construction and the fever of ambition. Margaret, a descendant of Étienne’s line, felt it as a restless energy that settled deep in her bones. She ran a boarding house with her husband, a respectable but stifling existence where her world was defined by the scent of laundered linens and roasting meat. But through her corridors walked the very architects of the new Dominion of Canada, their boots tracking in the mud of a nation being born.

From the kitchen, she would listen to their booming voices in the parlour, debates about railways and provincial rights mingling with the clinking of whiskey glasses. They spoke of uniting a land “from sea to sea,” a grand, masculine vision forged in cigar smoke and backroom handshakes. Margaret read the newspapers voraciously, her mind sharp and hungry for the details, yet her opinions were confined to the silent chambers of her own heart. In this new Canada, a woman’s voice was as faint as a whisper in a thunderstorm.

One afternoon, while clearing away luncheon plates, she found a leather-bound journal left behind by a guest. It was not a political ledger, but a personal diary filled with faded, elegant script. It was the journal of her great-great-grandfather, Étienne. She had inherited it years ago but had never felt compelled to read his centuries-old French. Now, surrounded by men building a future, she felt an urgent pull toward the past, a need to understand the roots of her own existence in this place.

That night, by the flickering light of an oil lamp, she deciphered his words. Étienne wrote of a terrifying and beautiful wilderness, of his struggle to reconcile his French identity with the brutal reality of the new world. He spoke of a longing for a home that felt whole, a place of belonging. Margaret felt a shock of recognition across the two hundred years that separated them. His search for a home in the untamed land mirrored her own search for a place within this new, rigidly structured society.

Her husband, Thomas, a kind but conventional man, found her poring over the journal. “Old family relics, my dear?” he asked gently. “Best not to dwell on the past. The future is what matters now.” He gestured vaguely toward the window, at the city alive with the promise of Confederation. To him, the future was a map being drawn by powerful men. To Margaret, it felt like a house being built in which she was destined to be only a servant, not a resident.

The first of July, 1867, dawned with the roar of a 101-gun salute that rattled the windows of the boarding house. The city erupted in celebration. Bells pealed, flags waved, and crowds thronged the streets, their faces alight with a mixture of patriotism and festival cheer. Margaret stood in the crowd near Parliament Hill, a silent observer in a sea of noise. She watched the dignitaries on the dais, their speeches filled with soaring rhetoric about unity, strength, and destiny.

A swell of pride rose in her chest, an undeniable connection to this grand, audacious project. This was her country, her home. But as the speeches continued, a cold sense of exclusion settled over her. They spoke of the “Fathers of Confederation,” but mentioned no mothers. They spoke of the rights of Englishmen and Frenchmen, but not of women, nor of the Indigenous peoples whose ancestral lands this new nation was claiming as its own. The birth of the nation felt profound, yet profoundly incomplete.

That evening, long after the fireworks had faded and her guests were asleep, Margaret sat at her small writing desk. The noise of the day had receded, leaving a quiet space for her own thoughts to finally be heard. She took out Étienne’s journal, its worn leather cool beneath her fingers, and placed a clean, empty notebook beside it. His story was one of survival against the wild. Hers would be a different kind of struggle.

Dipping her pen in ink, she wrote the date at the top of the first page: “July 1, 1867.” She did not yet know what she would write, only that she must. If the men of her time would not record her voice, she would record it herself. She would document her own quiet truths, her own hopes for a more inclusive future. It was an act of defiance, a claim of her own space in the narrative. Her legacy would not be one of silence. It would be written in ink.
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