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The river was not much to look at, most days.The Petitcodiac was a disappointment unless you caught it at the right moment. It ran brown and shallow and gave nothing away. Wanness had heard this said at work, in the break room, in the particular tone Monctonians used when speaking about their city — self-deprecating and a little defiant, affection dressed up as complaint. He had never said it himself. He found he could not be dismissive of a river. Rivers were older than any grievance.

He stood on the bank in the early dark of November, hands in the pockets of a coat that had not been warm enough since September and that he had been meaning to replace for two years. He had come to Canada seven years ago. He worked on St. George Street in an office above a Lebanese restaurant whose lunch smells came up through the floor every day at eleven-thirty and made him briefly, acutely homesick before the sensation passed. He translated legal documents, commercial contracts, immigration paperwork, occasionally medical records that required a precision he found both demanding and satisfying. Arabic, French, English — and sometimes a halting Darija when the client needed the specific dialect of home, the language that wasn't really a language in the formal sense but was more like proof of where you had come from.

He stood at the river because the tidal bore was coming, and he liked to watch it, and no one else he knew had thought to make a habit of it. Also because the light was good here, on a clear evening, when the last of the day came off the water at an angle that made everything look briefly more significant than it was. Also because he had left his apartment two hours ago telling himself he needed air, and this was the honest end of a walk that had refused to turn around. 

Mostly, though he would never say so out loud, he came, because sometimes she walked this way. 

Her name was Bethany Gallant. She was thirty-one years old. She had dark hair she usually wore up, her bun slipping gradually with each step. She worked at a call centre on the other side of Moncton. She was loved by the clients. People trusted her voice, English, with a thick accent of Acadian French beneath it. It held a musicality he had fallen in love with, even with her speaking just his name across a coffee shop. 

Wanness had met Bethany the previous winter. She was there to practice French- a job requirement. She sat across from him and said tentatively, “Je suis Acadienne. J’ai grandi en parlant mal cette langue.Maintenant je veux parler correctement.” She paused. “I butchered that, didn’t I?” 

He laughed. They talked for the rest of the event. Not just about the French language, but about Moncton, about her family who had been born and raised in the city. He told her of his family. By the end, they had exchanged numbers as if they had known each other for a much longer time. It was an exchange that didn’t come with an if they’d ever speak again, but a certainty that they would. 

Within a month she’d told him she was divorced. Information given, not confession per se. Her husband had been a man named Patrick whom she had married at twenty-four.. She spoke of him without bitterness, but grief laced her voice. Not so much that she missed the man, but she missed the version of herself who had believed things might have been different. Perhaps it was that she grieved the institution of marriage, which she still believed in completely.

It had taken Wanness time to understand that. Surrounded by take out boxes on her couch that week, she explained she wasn’t available. In her faith- Protestant, her Acadian ancestry layered through with a Huguenot thread she knew about only vaguely, a grandmother's grandmother's grandmother who had come from somewhere — a marriage was made before God and was not dissolved by a court document the two had signed. Patrick was alive in Dieppe with a woman half his age who liked horseback riding. He considered himself free, but she was not. 

She had said this without drama, digging her fork into a take out box. It was something she’d already made peace with. Wanness didn’t argue. He had translated marriage contracts, divorce dissolutions. Some things were part of a human’s beliefs that simply couldn’t be converted into something else without destroying who they were. 

Yet for Wanness, it didn’t change that over time, Bethany was still the one he wanted to speak most to, at any hour of the day. The face he sought in every crowd. He didn’t pursue her, or try to break or reason her resolve away from her. Yet somewhere over the course of the year he’d learned to identify her footsteps from twenty feet away. 
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THE BAY OF FUNDY PRODUCED the highest tidal range on earth — sixteen meters at the head of the bay, the result of a resonance between the shape of the bay and the rhythm of the tides, a geological accident that had been happening twice daily for years. The Petitcodiac received that energy every twelve hours and twice a day forgot which way it was supposed to run. The river had been dredged in the 1960s, a causeway built that had silted the whole thing up for decades, turning it from a navigable waterway into a mudflat. The bore had almost disappeared. People had stopped watching. Then there had been a restoration, the causeway removed, the river given back some version of itself, and the bore had returned.

Wanness watched the water settle into its new direction. He heard her before he saw her. He didn’t turn his head. 

She stopped near him. “Wanness. I should have expected to see you here.’

"Bethany."

"Bore already came?"

"About ten minutes ago."

“Oh.” 

"How was work?”

“Long. A client kept me for forty minutes even after I’d solved the problem. Did you eat?”

“Soon.”

“I found something. We cleaned out my aunt's house last weekend, did I tell you?”

“Yes.”

“Oh... well, anyway, there were boxes in the back of a closet. A lot of junk- to us anyway. But there it was. A small book. Looked very old. THe cover is worn almost all the way off. There’s a lot of French in it, but it’s not French I can read properly.”

The linguistics intrigued him. “What kind of book?”

"I think it might be a psalter. A prayer book. There are what look like psalm headings." She looked at him. "I thought maybe you could look at it. Tell me what it actually says." A small hesitation. "If you want. I'll bring it Thursday."

“Of course.”

Bethany nodded. “I’ll see you then.” She continued on, picking up her pace.

Wanness watched her walk back the way she’d come. He imagined she came only to see him having to know by now that of course he would be there. 

The river ran on. Brown and quiet and reversed, going in the direction it had been told to go, before it would forget, and move the opposite way again. 
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THE FIRST DREAM ARRIVED on a Tuesday, which was an ordinary day in every other respect. He generally didn’t remember his dreams. He’d never been one to whom dreams felt significant. Yet he woke at two in the morning, his heart pounding and a disorientation of someone who doesn’t know, even for a moment, which country he’s in. 

He lay still and let his apartment on Highfield Street assemble itself. He’d been somewhere warm. There was no tell on his body that it was even acutely real. Yet his body was insisting it. It wasn’t the heat of the radiator warming his room, but the real heat- outdoor heat- and the sun shining on the Mediterranean. 

THere had been a sound. A sound between voice and music- a woman’s voice. It wasn’t singing. Yet it was rhythmic and repeated. A prayer? A text? Wanness couldn’t tell. He walked to the kitchen window and made a coffee- foolish really at that time of the morning. The snow was beginning to melt and left ugly grey corners on the sides of the street, so hard and thick they would last til mid-April. 

The voice had been French. He shook it from him. He drank half the coffee and went back to sleep, this time without dreaming. 

***
[image: ]


HE DREAMED AGAIN ON Thursday. He had seen Bethany and held the psalter. He had been hesitant at first, it had decayed so much, Bethany had laid it on a cloth as if the material would help preserve it. 

Of course Behtnay had told him to open it, to read it if he could. The text was in 17th century French- archaic, the writing small, as if the author wanted to conserve space and make the book last as long as it could without having to get another. 

A psalter-  the headings were psalm numbers. A Huguenot psalter, a book they’d sung from in their hidden churches and refused to surrender. 

The front page was where the handwriting changed. “Elisabeth Corneau. 1687.”

Wanness looked at it for a long time hardly noticing when Bethany set a coffee next to him. The name sat with him. It wasn’t recognition, but something else. 

“Well?”

“Oh, thank you.” Wanness looked genuinely embarrassed that he hadn’t said thank you, so caught up in the little book’s first page that only contained a name and date. 

“Not that,” Bethany laughed. “What do you think? Is it all just psalms?”

“Did you do any research? Does your family know anything about it?”

Bethany closed her eyes as if remembering. “My older sister said it’s a Huguenot psalter. She told me about the Edict of Fontainebleau in 1685 and what had followed — the dragonnades, the forced conversions, the exodus of perhaps two hundred thousand Protestants from France in the years after, scattering across Europe and North Africa and eventually the Atlantic world, carrying their faith in their pockets because it was the only thing portable enough”

Wanness looked up at her. “That’s an incredible story.”

“My sister is the historian, I guess. She was rather adamant that I give the book to her. But I can’t.”

“I don’t blame you. It’s a beautiful book. Well, I’d say that Elisabeth was almost certainly one of the refugees.”

“The date seems to place her in the first wave of flight.”

“Imagine preserving a book from then to this date- well, until it was discovered in the shoebox in Shediac.”

“Do you think she came here to Acadia? To Moncton?”

“Probably,” Wanness was looking at his phone. “Looks like some Huguenots settled in the existing French colonies. Acadia sees a possibility.”

“So she, from France, became Acadian.” Bethany paused, weaving a stray strand of hair around her bun. “Oh, I suppose I should have asked my sister instead of-”

“I don’t mind.” He genuinely didn’t. He closed the book carefully and passed it back, wrapped in the cloth to Bethany. He didn’t tell Bethany about the faint return of the heat he had felt in the first dream coming back to him. It was something he couldn’t explain. 

That was the night he went home, slept, and the second dream came. He knew exactly where he was now. Tunisia. The Sea, the sounds, the scents, the call to prayer echoing through the city.  He stood on a narrow street, there were high walls on both sides, the plaster fading and peeling from the centuries that had worn against it. There was a bright blue door that had been previously repaired across from him. He recognized everything in an instant- he’d been born in Tunisia, and this was unmistakable home. 

In his dream, he knew he was waiting for something. He watched the blue door until it opened.

She came out carrying bread and a bundle of something else. She moved as someone who wasn’t from there but had been there long enough to navigate the city without drawing attention to herself. Her hair was covered, her eyes lowered. When she looked up, he saw her face. 

Of course, that would be when he woke. He was back in the dark of his Moncton apartment. He didn’t know her face. He couldn’t know her face. 

Then she looked up and he saw her face.

Of course that was when he woke up in his dark Moncton apartment. He didn’t know her face. He couldn’t know her face. But he knew her. He knew her as someone who had been with him, whether in person or spirit for a long time. Nothing made sense. But he was a translator, everything had to make sense. His mind’s eye flashed from the woman’s face to the Psalter. To the inscription. Elisabeth Corneau. 1687. Elisabeth. Somewhere in the dark, gripping his blanket he realized the woman was her. 

He picked up his phone and texted Bethany. She wouldn’t be awake, but something in him told him she wouldn’t be
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