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Dedication

For Jaycob,

the boy who chased the monsters away




Epigraph

We went to the best motels,

which is like sleeping

in unfinished novels. We slept

soundly inside the teak

and twill, the plaid and brass.

We left the window open

just a crack. It was relaxing.

—PAUL VERMEERSCH, “Motel”

“Just shut up, you; and listen.”

—MY MERE, EDNA DUSOME, 1913–2006
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Prologue

A New Hunt

OLD MEDICINE HAS A WAY of being remembered, of haunting the land where it was laid. People are forgetful. Medicine is not.

The town of Arcand was a church, a school, a convenience store, a bootlegger and a crowd of stooped houses leaning like old men trying to hear a conversation over a graveyard of Greniers and Trudeaus. Sundays were for God, though most people prayed out on the lake, casting Hail Marys with their fishing lines into the green water, yelling to the sky when they didn’t get lucky or when they did.

Parties were held in kitchens. Euchre was a sport. And fiddles made the only sound worth dancing to. Any other music was just background noise for storytelling and beer drinking and flirting. Or for providing the cadence for fight choreography when you just had to beat the shit out of your cousin.

The people who lived in Arcand were brought from another place, moved off Drummond Island when it was handed over to the United States in 1828. They were halfbreeds, the children of French voyageurs and First Nations mothers, and Métis people who had journeyed from Manitoba. The new colonial authorities wanted the land but not the Indians, so the people were bundled onto ships with their second-hand fiddles and worn-soft boots. They landed on the rolling white sands of the Georgian Bay and set up their new homes across from the established town that wouldn’t welcome them. At first they were fine on their own, already flush with blacksmiths and hunters, fishermen and a hundred small children to toss stones into Lake Huron. If they had known then how each square inch would have to be guarded, how each grain of sand needed to be held tight, perhaps they would have stacked the rocks instead of gifting them to the lake.

Over the years, without treaty and without wealth, the halfbreeds were moved away from the shorelines where million-dollar cottages were built in a flurry of hammers on lumber, so many at one time it was as if the shore were standing to an ovation. Family by family, the community was pushed up the road.

Catholic by habit, they prayed on their knees for the displacement to stop, for the Jesus to step in and draw a line between the halfbreeds and the new people. Those among them who carried medicine also laid down coarse salt as protection against the movement. This salt came from the actual bones of one particular Red River family, who drew their own boundaries when the hand of God did not reach down to do it for them.

Eventually, inevitably, the shore belonged to the newcomers who put up boathouses and painted gazebos and built docks where sunburnt grandchildren would cannonball into June waters, calling for someone to watch what they could do. And the halfbreeds? They got the small settlement up a dirt road. They got Arcand.

Some of the people managed to hold on to the less desirable patches of waterfront, areas with no beach or too many lilies like the decaying fingers of a neglected woman pushing out of the muck. These were the older people, who refused to head up the road to Arcand. They kept rickety docks where the fishermen tied their rusted boats in exchange for some of the catch. The heavily wooded acres that bloomed out from Arcand toward the highway and the smaller roads with hairpin curves snaking down to the occupied shore, these areas, too, remained up for grabs. In any halfbreed home there were jars of coins and a wistful plan to buy back the land, one acre at a time if need be.

On these lands, in both the occupied places and those left to grow wild, alongside the community and the dwindling wildlife, there lived another creature. At night, he roamed the roads that connected Arcand to the larger town across the Bay where Native people were still unwelcome two centuries on. His name was spoken in the low tones saved for swear words and prayer. He was the threat from a hundred stories told by those old enough to remember the tales.

Broke Lent? The rogarou will come for you.

Slept with a married woman? Rogarou will find you.

Talked back to your mom in the heat of the moment? Don’t walk home. Rogarou will snatch you up.

Hit a woman under any circumstance? Rogarou will call you family, soon.

Shot too many deer, so your freezer is overflowing but the herd thin? If I were you, I’d stay indoors at night. Rogarou knows by now.

He was a dog, a man, a wolf. He was clothed, he was naked in his fur, he wore moccasins to jig. He was whatever made you shiver but he was always there, standing by the road, whistling to the stars so that they pulsed bright in the navy sky, as close and as distant as ancestors.

For girls, he was the creature who kept you off the road or made you walk in packs. The old women never said, “Don’t go into town, it is not safe for us there. We go missing. We are hurt.” Instead they leaned in and whispered a warning: “I wouldn’t go out on the road tonight. Someone saw the rogarou just this Wednesday, leaning against the stop sign, sharpening his claws with the jawbone of a child.”

For boys, he was the worst thing you could ever be. “You remember to ask first and follow her lead. You don’t want to turn into Rogarou. You’ll wake up with blood in your teeth, not knowing and no way to know what you’ve done.”

Long after that bone salt, carried all the way from the Red River, was ground to dust, after the words it was laid down with were not even a whisper and the dialect they were spoken in was rubbed from the original language into common French, the stories of the rogarou kept the community in its circle, behind the line. When the people forgot what they had asked for in the beginning—a place to live, and for the community to grow in a good way—he remembered, and he returned on padded feet, light as stardust on the newly paved road. And that rogarou, heart full of his own stories but his belly empty, he came home not just to haunt. He also came to hunt.




1

Joan of Arcand

Searching for the one you lost feels like dying of exposure again and again and again. You are bloodless, single-minded, numb around the edges of the panic and loss. Fingers exist only to dig, legs to pump you forward on blistered feet.

You look.

You look.

You look.

You push granola bars between your teeth to get some fuel into your stomach. So you can keep going. You piss in the woods to save time, but only after meticulously checking the ground for evidence.

You hold your breath when you spot tracks and then you follow them. Any small sign that he may be close slams electricity into your nerves so that everything is on fire. You are a fever in the woods.

But then a broken shoelace is just a shoelace and nothing more. A clue is not a clue, just a dropped barrette, a drunken stranger sleeping it off, a used condom.

And your blood recedes like a red tide and your fingers close tight around another shitty cup of coffee. They rest over a broken heart held careless by inadequate ribs.

You look some more.

* * *

Joan had been searching for her lost husband for eleven months and six days, since last October when they’d fought about selling the land she’d inherited from her father and he’d put on his grey jacket and walked out, the screen door banging behind him. She’d pored over that small sequence of movements and words every hour for eleven months and six days until the argument had distilled to a scream and a dash, then the door.

“Going to check the traps,” he’d thrown over his shoulder and into the living room where she sat.

“Yeah, good,” she tossed at his back from the couch. “Go enjoy the land you want to sell out from under us. Why not?”

Then she’d half laughed through her nose so that the last sound he heard from her was a derisive, mocking exhale. That was the punctuation at the end of their collective sentence, that horrible noise. Maybe he hadn’t heard her. She hoped that he hadn’t.

She couldn’t remember what it was to eat and sleep and dream. She couldn’t make herself cum and she couldn’t ease her lungs enough to sigh, which, she thought, was almost the same thing. Without Victor, Joan was half erased. Was he dead somewhere? Had he run off? She couldn’t grieve like a normal person—cut her hair, cry herself to sleep and wait for a day when she could live with his absence. The only thing she could do was search.

She was born in Arcand, like generations before her. Unlike them, she’d lived other places before moving back, in cities and towns around Ontario and once, years ago, in Newfoundland when she’d hooked up with a cod fisherman. Growing up in Arcand had made her itchy and absent-minded. She had to see what else was out there. There had to be someplace where she fit. As it turned out, the fisherman stopped being verbal and she couldn’t figure out how to play a decent hand of 120s like a respectable islander, so she’d made her way home.

Between Leading Tickles, Newfoundland, and Arcand, Ontario, she met Victor.

“Watch yourself,” Mere had warned when she heard Joan was taking the Greyhound. “Some fellow cut some other fellow’s head off on one of those things.” Her faraway voice on the phone was quick with concern.

“Don’t worry about bus murderers. With my luck, I would end up dating him.” Joan was only half kidding.

Mere clucked her tongue. “You just get home. Never mind about dating anyone.”

“Yeah well, once I get to Arcand, I can’t date anyone. They’re all related to me.”

She had a two-seater to herself for most of the trip, a good book, a bag of snacks and smokes, and eighty dollars left over from her cheap fare. So when the bus squealed and burped into Montreal with a four-hour layover until her Toronto connection, she decided to hit a bar near the station.

She climbed down the steep steps and hopped out of the bus onto the slushy asphalt in inadequate shoes, her backpack over one shoulder. She looked up into a sky layered to navy past the greasy halo of city lights. Snowflakes tumbled down so huge and slow it was as if they’d been cut from folded paper by a pair of delicate shears. The parking lot was a poem about white. The neon bar sign for Andre’s was a Christmas tree, all dressed. And the fat, black Harleys out front were eight little reindeer all in a row.

Joan ordered the first beer listed on tap and settled in at a corner table away from the loud regulars circling the bartender like thirsty seagulls. Drinkers hunkered over a couple of pool tables on the far side of the room, illuminated by a stained glass fixture of ships at sea. The tables were filled with bodies, spilling out clipped French like a burst pipe. She drank quickly to push back the anxiety of being alone and uncomfortable and ordered another beer when the waitress breezed by. Coming back from the ladies’ room after her second, she stopped by the bar to order another, armed with temporary confidence.

It was late now, almost eleven, and her bus was leaving at half past midnight. The front door opened often, blowing in mostly men but a few women too, and swirls of the constant snow. At some point, she was sucked into a group conversation about Osama bin Laden’s death. She lost track of drinks and details, speaking free and laughing easy with the security of a near departure. But then she saw Victor, beautiful Victor with his sharp cheekbones and old-fashioned tattoos of swallows and pin-ups and knives stuck in thick-lined hearts, Victor with his smart mouth and kind eyes whose colour was indefinite, and she knew she wasn’t getting back on the bus.

Though the next afternoon she was back on the road. Only this time she was riding shotgun in Victor’s Jeep and they were on the way to New Orleans.

* * *

Arcand had a way of slipping itself around a person and applying subtle pressure so that you settled back into its groove, somewhat conscious of being swaddled but mostly comfortable with it. Bringing Victor home was not easy. They had spent almost a month driving to Louisiana, bumming around with his friends and then taking the long way home, tracing the puzzle-piece perimeter of Florida. After that, they’d holed up in Montreal for two months until his loft lease was up, fucking and wandering the streets with song and wine and skin bruised from so many kisses. Then they’d packed his life into three cardboard boxes and headed for the Bay. Like any small community, Arcand demanded familiarity and loyalty. It pushed outsiders out like splinters, and it tried its best to eliminate Victor in this way.

When Joan’s father died, the house she’d grown up in was handed down to her. Joan’s mother couldn’t stand to be there anymore and, between her and her brothers, Joan was considered the most in need of stability. Since it had been sitting empty while she had her Newfoundland fling, Joan had moved Mere from her apartment to the house. Which meant the first obstacle she and Victor had to face was her grandmother, Angelique. Not generally judgmental, Angelique was moody when worried, and Joan’s track record with men definitely caused her to worry. Her reaction to Victor’s sudden appearance took the form of silence, which Joan tried hard to break.

Victor’s father is a Boucher—didn’t you know some Bouchers back in school?

Victor likes to hunt. You should tell him about how the deer used to be around here, back when Grandpa was around.

Me and Victor are going into town for groceries. You want us to bring you to bingo?

Most of Joan’s overtures were met with mumbling, half in Michif. Joan only understood enough to know none of them were real responses. Mere spent more and more time in the silver Airstream she’d parked out back, down by the creek, the place where she kept her medicines and best tea set and liked to do her puzzles. Eventually, she started spending nights in the trailer. And finally, she stopped coming up to the house for anything but to shower and use the landline.

Victor refused to give up. He baked bread and carried it down to the trailer, wrapped in a checkered dishcloth. He invited Mere up for cards every time they were about to play. He landscaped the whole property and planted sage by the birch trees. Only when he told her a dick joke while she watered the garden did she finally begin to relent. Mere liked a good dick joke and appreciated a man who could tell one.

Joan’s brothers and mother were less measured in their show of disapproval. The first time she brought Victor over for Sunday dinner at her mom’s, her brother George took his plate of Shake ’n Bake to sit in front of the TV, Junior went to the workroom and Flo went out on the porch. Joan was hurt and embarrassed, but not surprised. She’d wasted their goodwill on a lot of goofs over the years. Now here she was with the person she was going to marry, with the man who was where she finally fit in the world, and they were refusing eye contact.

This went on for months.

Victor held her when she cried about it, gently, like her bones were broken just under the skin. He said, “I’m a stranger to them. Of course, they’re overprotective.” But she knew it was getting to him too. They weren’t being overprotective; they were being assholes. She went back to work with the family contracting crew but was silent while they shingled roofs and sullen when they put in decks. She started calling her mother once a week instead of daily and showing up for dinners and baptisms even less.

The stalemate ended in their second winter, when Junior got into a fight at Commodore’s over someone calling someone an Indian and then a bottle was broken on the edge of a table. Victor had stopped in at the bar after work with a new guy on his framing crew. When the shouting began, he excused himself and ran toward the fight, shedding layers of flannels as he went. He threw down for Junior without question—popping jaws, taking a kick to the ribs, yanking raised pool cues out of callused hands. Then the police showed up and shooed everyone home.

He and Junior rolled up in George’s truck at three o’clock on a snowy Saturday morning, then all three staggered to the house, arms around each other. Joan opened the door and Victor beamed so big it was clear he’d lost an incisor to a fist of heavy knuckles. It was also clear that he and her brothers had become buds for life. It was a good thing Mere was down in the Airstream. She would have beat them black and blue again just for getting beat up. All in all, it was worth the cost of the dental implant.

Victor grew on people, one by one, especially after the wedding when it was clear he intended on sticking around. The first week he didn’t come home, everyone looked for him. Even Marcel, the Québécois logger, went out to help search the woods, even though he was the one who famously carried the tip of Victor’s tooth embedded in his right hand after the fight at Commodore’s. But by the end of the second month, it was only Joan wandering the township like a broken-hearted ghost. There were days she couldn’t remember how she got to her patch of land or out to the dump. She just ended up there, putting one foot in front of the other down narrow paths and over mounds of wrecked furniture and wet newspaper.

* * *

Eleven months and six days and she was still a distracted driver, checking out every person walking down the side of the road, looking into each car that passed, or else so lost in thought, so tired, she was prone to drift. Even ferrying Mere and her cousin Zeus to Sunday dinner at her mother’s house, she was caught up in her thoughts.

“Dieu, Joan. Pull over,” Mere shouted. “We can walk the rest of the way to your mom’s.” She was braced for impact, holding on to the dashboard with two hands, her top-handled purse propped up on her lap like a small, white dog. Her seatbelt was pulled tight over her low breasts, her back straight against the seat. “I’m not ready to see the Jesus just yet. And Zeus, him, his voice hasn’t even cracked.”

From the back seat Mere’s great-grandson chimed in. “Don’t kill a playa before he even gets to the game, Auntie.”

“Sorry, guys.” Joan sat up and put both hands on the wheel—ten and two—steering the Jeep back over the yellow line and firmly into their lane. She’d been thinking about the ditch on the side of Highway 11 between Barrie and Orillia. Had she checked both sides? Might be worth another trip out.

“Long summer this year,” Mere remarked, watching the sailboats in the Bay out her window. They cut slow across the dark water like children gliding on an ice rink, all pastel coats and white toques.

“They call this Indian summer, Mere, when it goes on into October,” Zeus remarked.

“Who does?” Mere craned around to frown at him. “Who?”

“I dunno, they do.” He shrugged.

“Who’s that, then?” She loosened the belt and shifted so she could turn enough to stare at him.

“Uhh, just them, Mere. People.”

“What does that even mean—Indian summer? Can’t be nothing good if they are saying it.” She turned back to the front, crossing her arms over her chest.

“Well,” Joan joked, “there is such a thing as a white Christmas, so maybe fair’s fair.”

“Hmm.” Mere folded her hands over her purse. “You could be right.” She clucked her tongue and looked back out the passenger window. “Might all be part of this reconciliation thing.”

Joan caught her little cousin’s eye in the rear-view mirror and they shared a smirk.

* * *

Florence Beausoliel’s house was small and tidy, like its owner. Joan’s mother was barely five feet tall in steel toes, but she ran the construction crew herself, each member of which she had given birth to. She didn’t stay in the office either. At sixty, Flo was the fastest on the roof, jumping joists like a jackrabbit through clover. She could eyeball blueprints and see the finished project in three dimensions in the void.

Flo had renovated her two-storey cabin herself. It wasn’t the house where Joan had grown up; that’s where she, Mere and Victor lived now—well, she and Mere, who had moved back up to the main house from the trailer after Victor went missing. Flo bought this place by the marina after Percy died and the kids moved out. But then Junior got divorced and moved in with her. Shortly after, the youngest, George, got kicked out of university in Waterloo and returned to his mother’s house loaded up with laundry and student debt. Flo had even offered up the living room pullout to Joan, considering what she referred to only as “her situation.”

Joan would never move back in with her mother. One of them would be dead by the end of the first week, and she wasn’t sure which one it would be. Her mother had serious moves. She’d seen them. The whole town had, that time one of the new elementary school teachers in town tried to dance with Percy at a bush party. People still made karate noises at her when she walked down Main Street. “Hi-yah! Here comes Kung Fu Flo!” Joan thought her mother could have worked a little harder to get them to stop.

No, Joan had always been Percy’s girl. After her father died, for a lost and sometimes scary time, she’d been anyone’s girl. And then she had been Victor’s girl. And now she was just a girl, a thirty-seven-year-old girl who drank too much and tried to stare into the sun until she went blind as an offering to the universe for the return of her beloved.

With twelve-year-old Zeus and ancient Mere, along with her two brothers and her energetic mother, converging in one modest space, Joan was claustrophobic as soon as she’d taken her shoes off at the front door.

She squeezed onto the loveseat beside her older brother in the room left by her mother’s ridiculous collection of overstuffed pillows. He was watching the tiny TV their mother refused to replace, as that might compel her boys to stay in the nest even longer. “Jesus, Junior, when are you getting your own place?”

“Don’t know. When are you gonna take a shower?”

She rammed her shoulder into him and he lifted his arm across the back of the couch, pulling her in and dropping a kiss on the top of her head, his eyes never leaving the game.

“It’s just, it would be nice to be somewhere where we could smoke something other than meat, you know what I’m saying?” Joan tried to speak low, jabbing a finger into his newly soft gut.

“Weeds are legal now. Why you gotta be all whispery over there? Gladys Trudeau uses it for her bad hip. And Ajean, she’s been smoking pots for years.” Mere said this from the kitchen, where she was peeling carrots with a thin knife and plunking them in the giant enamel stewpot. “I think I might get some next time Junior drives me in to the pharmacy for my pills.”

“Holy fuck, Junior, you better not get Mere drugs.”

Her brother just laughed and shrugged. “Like I can control her?”

Flo was carving up a thawed slab of moose, frying the cubes in a greased pan. The meat spit and hissed like a quick temper.

“Hey, did you know it’s Michif summer?” Mere asked her daughter.

“How’s that?” Flo said.

“Indian summer, Mere. Indian summer,” Zeus corrected. He was at the counter mixing up some Kool-Aid.

“Well, hell, I gotta have a status card to have a long summer now?” Mere glared at him. “Halfbreeds like the sun too, you know.”

Zeus stirred the powder crystals into the water in the jug in silence.

* * *

When dinner was ready, they crowded around the small table in a nook between the kitchen and the living room, George on the little stool Flo used to reach the high cupboards so that only his head and shoulders were visible when he sat up straight. They ripped off pieces of bannock and used them to soak up the stew broth. Zeus already had a bright orange ring around his lips from the Kool-Aid, and seemed happy just to be at a sit-down dinner. His mom, Bee, rarely cooked and when she did, they ate in front of the TV.

“You finish the MacIver roof?” Joan asked, between bites of moose.

Junior nodded. “Just in time for the end of cottage season. It won’t be leaking for next summer, anyways.”

“We would have been done weeks ago if you showed up once in a while,” George said to Joan.

“Georgie, shut up, you. You know your sister’s situation.” Flo shook the salt container so hard her trick wrist clicked.

“Yeah well, it’s been a year. How long do you need for a situation, anyways.”

Flo slammed the shaker on the table. There was silence, like she’d snapped off the volume.

“I’ll be around next week,” Joan finally said. “What are we doing?”

“Marina needs a new tool shed.” Flo went to the fridge to grab the margarine and settled back in her seat at the head of the table. “Shouldn’t take more than two days. Then we start slowing down. A couple decks. An addition on Longlade’s boathouse.”

“Come November we’ll need to look for winter jobs. Maybe I’ll go north, to the mines.” Junior caught his mistake too late and readied himself for the rebuttal. It didn’t take long.

Mere dropped her spoon. It rattled against the bowl like a miniature alarm. “The mines? You gonna work for thieves? That’s going from making things all day to taking things all day.”

Junior stepped soft around his grandmother’s ire. It was slippery and quick and, if you weren’t careful, before you knew it you could find yourself getting soft-shoe stomped. “I’m worried about going from paying my bills to not paying them.”

“You find something else, not the mines, that’s what you do. You can’t work in town? The Friendship Centre doesn’t need anyone?”

“The centre doesn’t pay the way the mines do.”

“It also doesn’t steal from us, ignore our rights and mess up the land. How bad do you need that pay?” She had abandoned her food—never a good sign.

Zeus tried to be helpful. “I mean, you live with your mom, anyways.”

Since Zeus was an acceptable target where Mere was not, he bore the brunt of Junior’s frustration.

“Shut it, Zeus.” It wasn’t enough. Junior was still angry. He looked his cousin up and down. “Fuck, you’re fat.”

“That’s it.” Flo stood up and leaned over her table. “I’ll have no more of this bullshit at dinner. Mom, relax a bit on the Elder politics, would you? And, Junior, apologize to your cousin right now. He’s less than half your age.”

Junior took a moment to calm himself down, then reached across the table and patted Zeus’s chubby forearm. “I didn’t mean it, buddy. I just got upset. Sorry, little man.”

Zeus shrugged.

George was laughing behind his hand so hard his glasses were fogging up. Joan was just trying to concentrate on getting more food into herself before anyone made a comment on how skinny and haggard she looked. There had been too many of those kinds of remarks lately.

Mere had stood up when Flo sat back down and had gone into the kitchen. She opened the cutlery drawer, and the tinny ring of metal on metal filled the small space.

Flo let her head drop and ran one hand through her hair. “Jesus, what now?” she muttered. Then she spoke louder. “Ma, what are you looking for? Everything should be on the table.”

No answer. Another minute of clanking metal and then the drawer closed. Mere walked back to the table but didn’t take her seat. She was coming up behind Junior when George yelled, “Yo, she’s got the scissors, bro.”

Mere reached out, pretty deft for someone legally blind with arthritis in her fingers, and snatched hold of Junior’s braid hanging down the middle of his back.

“Mom!” Flo yelled.

“Mere, no!” Joan jumped up so fast her chair tipped over.

Junior tried to get away but Mere gave his braid such a yank he sat back down, hands up as if he were being robbed at gunpoint. “Mere! What are you doing?”

“Me? I’m getting you ready for your new job at the mines.” She sounded calm, jovial, even. “You need to fit in with all the others and none of them will wear their hair traditional.” She opened the scissors.

“Hold on! Hold on a minute.” Flo was almost climbing over the table.

Joan felt like she was going to throw up what she had managed to eat. Zeus took another sip of juice. He may have even smiled a little.

“Okay, ma mere, please, s’il vous plaît, let’s talk about this some more. I’m listening. Seriously.”

Junior was ready to bargain. His grandmother was not. “There’s nothing to talk about. All my seniors group has been doing at shrine on Fridays is talking, mon Dieu. It’s time for action. We can’t support companies that don’t support us right back. We can’t let our young people work for such places. I refuse!” She raised the scissors to the sky like a halfbreed Evita, holding her grown grandson by the hair. Junior looked on the verge of tears.

“Okay, okay, I won’t go. I promise, I promise.”

She lowered the weapon and used his braid to pull him close and kissed him on the top of his head. “My boy, you’re too important to lose.”

Once the scissors were on the table beside his napkin, Junior was much too relieved to be angry. He wrapped his arms around his diminutive mere and took all the petting and kisses she handed out.

Flo, who didn’t have a braid to lose, was angry. “Great, Mom. Maybe you and the seniors group can come by this winter and help us out with our loan payments and the hydro, eh?” She plunked herself back in her chair and reached for more bannock, but she was not done. “Sometimes we have to do what we have to do, even if that means working in the mines. What are we supposed to do? Stay poor? Would that prove to you that we’re Indian enough?”

“No, my love.” Mere was serene now that she had successfully made her point. “We are supposed to stay right with community. That’s how we know we’re Indian enough. The companies are out to take it all, you know. We shouldn’t just hand it over.”

“Oh Christ, can we just finish the damn meal, please.” Flo shook her head. “It’s the goddamn Assembly of First Nations in here every Sunday.”

“Excuse me.” Joan got up from the table and headed for the bathroom. She locked the door behind her and sat on the closed toilet lid. Maybe if she stayed here long enough, counting the damask patterns on the linoleum floor, picking at her hangnails, bouncing her legs on the balls of her feet until her teeth chattered, people would settle down and she could finish her stew or at least make it look like she had. She wanted a cigarette. She wanted a drink. She wanted to sleep or run away or cry or fall into a coma—she wasn’t sure which, and these days never was. Since Victor had been gone she felt like whatever she was doing wasn’t the thing she was supposed to be doing. Nothing was right. Everything was knocked slightly askew, like a house on a cracked foundation. New tilts and slants made her nauseous at the most mundane times, like grocery shopping. Unexpected fractures threw her completely off-balance, like eating Sunday dinner with her argumentative family. She flushed in case anyone was paying attention, splashed her pale face with cold water, smoothed back her long, brown hair with wet hands and opened the bathroom door.

Her phone vibrated in the front pocket of her jean shorts. She pulled it out. It was a text from her cousin Travis, who lived two towns over.


Come and watch Netflix and drink with me and be sad. Joseph and I broke up! Come now SOS



She sent back a thumbs-up emoji and pocketed the phone. Halfway back to the table, she heard raised voices and realized she hadn’t stayed in the bathroom long enough.

Her mother’s voice. “If you’re so traditional, why are the seniors meeting at the shrine, anyways? Shouldn’t you be in a lodge or something?”

As Joan sat down, both her brothers were taking small bites of their food, trying not to be noticed.

Mere let rip. “We’re Métis, you fool. The church is the lodge. And besides, it’s better to be close to the enemy than far away. Keep an eye on things. I’m tryna organize the old people to take a stand. We’re not letting the community leaders sign no agreements with nobody.”

“Like agreements for jobs, you mean?” Flo was pissed off her meal was ruined and now her boys would be unemployed for the winter, and she wasn’t going to let it go. “And just how exactly does the church figure into this conspiracy theory of yours?”

Mere was patient. “The more the people stay off the land, the more vulnerable the land is.” She nudged Zeus, who was fiddling with his old CD player, duct taping the sprung cover back down after switching discs. “Pour your old Mere some juice, there.”

Joan cleared her throat. “I’m going to head over to Travis’s place for the night. Can someone drive Mere and Zeus home, please?”

Junior raised his hand, not yet willing to risk speech.

“Good enough.”

Joan slipped into her sneakers by the front door and edged out, carefully turning the latch and easing the door shut behind her. She felt lighter leaving the burden of young and old relatives behind, lighter and without boundaries. It was scary to feel this weightless, to be this unheld. She slid behind the wheel and lit a cigarette, cranking the window down, then backed out of the driveway as quick as she could.

The early evening air was warm enough for bare limbs, the sky streaked with uneven slashes of orange and pink like a child had mashed a fistful of highlighters into a blue wall and run down the hallway. Kids screamed and laughed from cottage backyards, fearless. Two teenage girls from Arcand were walking on the side of the road, sharing a smoke between them. Joan raised her hand to return their shy waves. Everywhere she looked she saw not-Victor. Victor was not in line to leave the marina. He was not at the pumping station refilling the water jugs with drinking water. He was not part of the crew repairing the heritage barn that had half burnt down last month, its old planks crumbling to ash in the heat of young fire.

She smoked slowly, leaned back in the seat, the picture of someone taking a leisurely drive around the Bay into town. Even still, she was tempted to veer off the road at Concession 5 and crash into the wide oak at the corner, smashing her chest to bits. Because inside the dark of her thin body, her heart was beating against bone like a wing trying to find the sky. It would be a small mercy to grant its release.




2

The Resurrection

Joan was so hung over she thought she might still be drunk. She’d left Travis on his couch, curled around a half-empty box of wine, with his phone on the coffee table where it had sat all night just in case Joseph had a change of heart. It wasn’t the best way to be at noon on a Monday, deathly hung over, walking across a Walmart parking lot under a sun like a spot rubbed clean and thin on the sky. But she needed coffee and food before attempting to drive home, and this place was the closest spot to Travis’s apartment where she could find both.

In front of her, a freckled child came out through the sliding glass doors with a jumbo freezie in his red fist and pointed. “Mom, look, a circus!” Joan turned and saw a tent in the corner of the lot. At first she thought it must be one of those sad carnivals that pop up in small towns for no real reason or occasion. But there were no sketchy rides or rickety game booths around it. And the tent was just white, with no flags or signs or colour. The prospect of cold cuts eaten straight out of the package in an air-conditioned aisle was a powerful incentive to keep going. But a low, thick hum—from some joyful machine?—was escaping through the gaps between cloth and asphalt. She couldn’t resist.

As she walked across the lot, the tent seemed a mirage wavering just past the shopping carts scattered like camels in the desert. It took forever. She grew dizzy in the bright heat and thought she should at least have grabbed a bottle of water.

She was almost there when the humming stopped, breaking off into a dozen individual voices, then winking out one by one. Before she could push aside the canvas flaps, they opened and a wave of people poured out, breaking around her, then curving back to a single stream in the concrete sea. She stood still while they passed, holding her nausea in place. There were a lot of people, and none of them were carnival-boisterous.

Being surrounded by all these good, sober souls reminded Joan that, at the moment, she was neither. She shouldn’t have hung out with Travis. She’d been partying too much lately. It was the only way she knew to fill up the hollow hours when she wasn’t searching.

As the herd thinned, she deked around the last of them and into the shade of the tent. No smell of popcorn or cotton candy or animal shit, just a soft undertone of summer sweat and fresh sawed wood. The tent was much bigger than it looked from the outside. The ceiling was high enough to be forgotten. Hundreds of folding white chairs went on forever, one after the other like crocodile teeth. At the front was a low wooden stage holding a simple podium and a wooden cross about nine feet high, painted white and barbed with clear Christmas lights. It was crisp in here, all shades of pale with clean corners at ninety degrees. The only thing out of place was a high-backed armchair onstage, upholstered in pallid green velvet. It seemed a mistake, like it had been put down for a moment on the way to somewhere else and forgotten. It was soft folds of mould on smooth white fondant.

When she realized she’d wandered into some kind of old-timey revival tent, Joan put her hand over her mouth and giggled, turning on one red Converse to take in all the weirdness. Suddenly the white walls and carpeted runner leading up to the stage, even the folding chairs, seemed unusual and singular, like weapons from a dead civilization displayed in a museum.

Shit, why hadn’t she brought her cousin? Travis would have loved this. The scene was so strange it begged to be shared. She took her phone from the back pocket of her jean shorts and started filming.

A voice entered the tent, just behind her. “Excuse me, miss. Can I help you?”

She turned to find a pleasant-looking kid, about twenty-five, clean-shaven with blond hair parted on one side with such fierce exactness a ruler had to be involved. He smiled big and genuine, and Joan felt ashamed of her small mockery and shoved her phone back in her pocket.

“I was just curious. I was, uh, walking to the
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