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1927
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JANE AT SIXTEEN was all flaming youth and cheek-bones. Bold to her betters some’d say, mostly Rilla, by way of apologizing for her daughter. Jane would never be sorry for a goddamned thing, but Jesus! That girl could turn the head of a stone angel.

Now you didn’t usually see her kind in Demerett Bridge, Mi’kmaq had their place up in Indian Brook, but Rilla had that thing going with her white man Amos so you couldn’t very well say no. And Jane? Half white so no one minded her checking herself out in windows up and down Commercial Street on account of her good half being on the outside. So, Girl don’t you be giving me any business, was all she’d get from King Duplak for sassin’ him and saying she’d make that ol’ catalogue dress and wouldn’t buy it in his shitty five-and-dime even if she could. She ripped the page right out of the T. Eaton book and slipped it into her pocket so she could paste it on her mirror.

Rilla was searching through cans on the shelf and Duplak said, Hey now, it took the wife some time to get them all facing right like. So Rilla counted out nickels, going red at the cheeks ’cause she’d been caught looking for cheaper prices in behind. Be glad when this strike’s over, Mr. Duplak.

Christ, she’s going to want this on account, King was thinking, knowing full well what no rails coming off the foundry lines meant. Wouldn’t be enough for Amos Stearns to feed his harem over there on Kirchoffer Place, specially since he’d been off sick. Amos’d been the security man at the foundry, sort of like a policeman with a lot more hitting power, but what good was that if you had to spend half your day in the crapper? When Amos’s poor stomach became a regular thing, there was talk of a pension or something, then the manager, Urban Dransfield—who everyone in Demerett Bridge now hated because of the strike—said, Thank you very much you can’t work any more here’s a watch with your name on it.

That was before the strike, and now, not so many potatoes for the stew pot. No paycheques in a town controlled by the Maritime Foundry Corporation meant Amos’d been unable to meet ends with the boarders in that place of his. Must be why his old lady was back on the road. King’d seen for himself Stearns’s Mi’kmaq whore in that old Ford of his. Heard she was doing washing as far north as Raven River for those German yahoos up there. Hey, honest folks were hurting too and thank Jesus they’d rather starve before swabbing out skivvies and bedsheets for River people. Yeah, right. If washing was all she was doing. King smiled, remembering the old days when Rilla wasn’t looking so hard-ridden. Why if it wasn’t for the wife out back, he’d show Amos’s squaw his own laundry shed.

He counted each coin again. Didn’t matter that the woman had been a customer for over thirteen years. It’s not like she was Stearns’s legal wife. Indians got no credit no how, so Jane didn’t need a new dress and no, added Rilla, you’re not getting your hair bobbed either.

Daylight flooded through the open door catching the dust unawares. Barely reaching the latch, Harry had shadowed Rilla and her girls into the store. He was too young to be captivated by Jane’s adolescent charms or to know he shouldn’t stare at the other sister, well, half-sister, the one who wasn’t as pretty as Jane. Normally the ugly one sat out on the front porch when she came into Demerett Bridge shopping with her ma and Jane. Sometimes she’d colour with chalk on a writing tablet. Once when she did it, Harry stopped carving his name in backwards letters into the steps of his dad’s pool hall across the street, came over and looked. Said she couldn’t draw and why didn’t she draw boats? He might like them better if she did boats, but the girl, Elva, just said, Go away. She didn’t sit outside today because there were men on the corner, shouting now, looking to make trouble for someone new around these parts.

Elva had trouble breathing on hot days or when she got herself worked into a lather, so when she turned away from the window and said, You have to help him, it came out all huffy.

Rilla stared at the Elva girl. What was she thinking, giving orders to Mr. Duplak?

Jane flipped another page in the catalogue. Big deal. It wasn’t like anyone was going to take notice of her. “Help who and stop that wheezing.”

It took ages for Elva to get out, “There’s a man on top of the clock. Went up it like a caterpillar. He’s jabbing it with an army knife.”

How could he do that and hold on to the clock? Jane wanted to know, but more men were tumbling out of the pool hall and crowding around the clock so Elva didn’t say. They were grey and furry like rats, Elva said and added, “There’s no more poison and there’s rats in the cellar.”

Jane reached over and pinched her arm.

“Don’t!”

“What’s he doing now?” Mr. King Duplak came over to the window to see for himself.

The pole sitter was showing the others a silver timepiece, one of those really old-fashioned watches on a fob that used to sway like a garland across fancy waistcoats. From the window where she watched, standing on her toes to be as tall as Jane, Elva guessed the watch had once been broken and maybe he’d repaired it. Probably thought he could set the town clock too. Some people are born that way. Wanting to fix things even when they don’t want fixin’, only the man no one had never seen in Demerett Bridge before didn’t know about the clock being sacred and you don’t touch it.

“Is he cute?” Jane asked.

“He’s kind of pasty and he wears funny glasses but he’s dreamy.”

Jane was always saying dreamy this or dreamy that, so lately dreamy was Elva’s favourite word. Then she got all short for breath again when the men outside starting throwing rocks.

“He’ll fall and break his glasses!”

“Show’s over,” said Mr. Duplak, drawing the blinds. The town clock hadn’t kept time since the hurricane of ’04, and according to King Duplak, he’d no business up there in the first place. The rusting timepiece was a tribute of sorts, but less to the Nova Scotian town surviving the storm and more to the prevailing Scottish thriftiness that didn’t see the need to pay for a monument when a perfectly useless clock would do.

“Pink-whiskered Jesus! Like a pack of dogs been through here! Who’s going to clean that?”

It hadn’t been enough for li’l Harry Winters to follow Elva into the store and stare at her. No. He had to go to the counter for a penny jawbuster, then wander over to the corner where he stood wide-eyed and sucking, oblivious to the trail of black muck from his shoes. Goddamned tar ponds! A mecca for boys of Harry’s age, wanting to throw stuff in, or worse, drag dead things out. Now Harry’s cub-like marks were everywhere.

Jane said, Haw haw, when she saw the mess on His Lordship’s floor.

Only Elva saw the footprints as something more than an hour with a brush and bleach, taking some doing to scrub out the wooden planks. A tar map. Their long crescent harbour was right there, on the floor of Duplak’s store, Demerett Bridge at the far northeastern end with Ostrea Lake in behind, the foundry, the black ponds and the monastery about halfways, and just a little to the southeast, Kirchoffer Place, where the factory workers lived and where Elva’s ma ran her man’s boarding house. Not that she’d learned about maps in school, Elva didn’t go. Gil taught her about maps. But his maps were drawn in sand.

Where do you think Gil is? she might have asked Jane, but Elva didn’t want her sister to think she’d been forgiven for killing her pet bird and as it was, Elva had a hard time remembering she wasn’t talking to Jane. Gil and his brother, Dom, were two years older than Jane, although Elva hadn’t seen Gil for so long now, not since he’d run off, that if it weren’t for Dom, she’d forget what Gil looked like.

It used to be that on Sunday mornings after church in Demerett Bridge, the brothers, free from starchy collars and wearing only torn-off dungarees in summer, drifted down to the end of Kirchoffer Place where the road tinkled with loose slate and ran off to the beach because, maybe, Jane would be there. If she was so inclined, they were not disappointed. Elva could always be counted on to be waiting.

Before they got a few years older and just sat around on washed-up logs moaning, There’s nothing to do in this armpit of a province, and, Can’t wait to get out, Gil would etch maps in the sand with a piece of sand dollar, all of them planning the afternoon’s adventure. Usually it ended up being to Corry Canyon, where there was a stonecutter’s hut and everyone knew the Indians had scalped him and left the hut in ruins.

Don’t be so foolish, Rilla said about that.

No one got tired of going out there, but organizing it was sometimes a battle. Dom would kick out the map with his foot, saying, No, stupid, that’s wrong, it’s over here! Gil’d say, Fuck off! His French accent made Elva giggle. Jane’d watch the two boys getting all sweaty against each other as if she was deciding something, but what, Elva never figured. A plan agreed to, they’d be off, running, whooping, jumping lupins if it was June, leaving Elva quickly distant, crying, Wait!

If anyone slowed down, that would be Gil. But like it was said, Gil had been away for ages and Dom was busy now, on the Lord’s day.

“He followed her in here,” King was saying, pointing to Elva, “and she’s your problem.” Harry had already hightailed it back to his dad’s pool hall, the most prudent course of action, but King wasn’t about to let Rilla do the same.

Now he was calling for reinforcements from out back: Bernice, the wife. An unpleasant piece of work, her. Stuck up like a Woolworths heiress and didn’t say much. Fishy lips with whiskers and from Cape Breton. Made a better Bernie than Bernice. She sounded odd to Elva because her mother tongue was Gaelic; it left the woman spitting a lot of extra vowels she didn’t know what to do with. Figured her old man was way too kind letting Rilla and her half-breeds in amongst their rough, unpainted wooden shelves and pine plank floors that coughed up summer dust whenever anyone with boots walked upon them, tinkling with vibrating crockery. The Emporium, as Mrs. La-de-da Bernice liked to call it. Jane always made a face when she said la-de-da.

Christ, Rilla wanted to say, except Rilla’d cut her own tongue out before she’d take the Lord’s name in vain. Forgive me, Father. It was for Jane’s sake that she even considered swearing, but what choice was there? Rilla still had to drive out to Raven River that afternoon and there was no way she could have supper late—Amos wouldn’t tolerate that. Jane would have to get the evening meal on the table.

“Get on with you, straight home, girl. Put the turnips on to boil and stay out of his way.”

Amos had to be fed. Christ!

Elva was told to go with Mrs. Duplak and find a pail.

“No. I want to go with Jane.”

Jane’d have none of that. Neither would Rilla. Elva sensed her mother didn’t like to go to creepy Raven River on her own, especially if it was starting to get dark on the way back. As for Jane, well, Elva knew Jane didn’t want her kid sister following her anytime. Let’s see, time with her mother, who wanted her, or with Jane, who didn’t. When no one noticed, and who noticed Elva, she stepped into one of Harry’s tar patches and said, Oh look, I have it on my shoe, too.

Rilla set her meagre bag of groceries on the counter like it was filled with rocks. This would have been her third Christ! of the afternoon.

Get off the two of you and no shilly-shallying, Rilla warned, but no one heard because Jane on her own with a mind of her own was already out the door trying to lose Elva. That wouldn’t do in a town full of idle men frustrated by a long strike, bored and looking for laughs. Hopefully it wouldn’t last, the bit about Jane’s own mind, that is. At least Rilla didn’t need to worry about Miss Elva. Blessed be small mercies. Misshapen. Miss Ugly. Miss Nothing.

“It’s hot.” Jane was swinging back and forth, her hands clasped around an old fence post. Then she was off, and not in the direction of home. That was the arse out of her mother’s stricture.

When Elva took her place, closed her eyes and clasped her hands around the post, she was sure she could feel where Jane’s hands had been, warm like. Maybe even magical, for Elva could believe it really was she, and not Jane, greeting the spring sun, stretching for coolness against the sea wind, that wind blowing through her long, oily black hair, pressing Rilla’s made-over dress against her long legs, her nipples tingling underneath the slippery fabric with every gulp of salt air.

But spells don’t last forever. When brightness washed away her dreams and Elva blinked to see Jane jump across the ditch to the road, the fingers clutching the post in front of her were gnarled and twisted, knobby like sandpipers caught in the ooze of the foundry’s tar ponds until they were nothing more than limpid black lumps. In the wake of Jane, Elva became the short, ugly thing she was, shoulders drooping like late-summer sunflowers. It’s like the good Lord was rushed, slapped down her noggin, gave it a yank and short-shrifted her on a neck, her aunt Blanche had sighed with a sadness when Elva was born, and echoed in some way or another every time she visited Rilla. It was left to Elva to punctuate that with a tiny oh!

“Well, what are you going to do with the money?”

Nothing got past Jane. Must have heard the quarter fall out of Elva’s birthday note from Auntie Blanche and go blonk! on the kitchen floor before Elva scooped it up and hid it in her change purse. Jane’d been trying to part it from her sister ever since.

Bus coming, with a frisky churn of dust and gravel.

And of course, Jane believed that Elva was being plain hateful by not sharing her birthday bounty. Hadn’t Jane been saying for weeks to anyone who’d listen that she’d die if she didn’t see The Flaming Forest and it was only going to be at the Towne movie palace for a week?

“It’s got flappers, you know, and Mounties and savage Indians.”

Normally, Elva would’ve given Jane anything. Funny how that went, the snottier Jane was, the more Elva wanted to do for her. But not this time. Jane wasn’t getting that money and both sisters knew why.

“It’s that stupid bird, isn’t it?”

“You know,” said Elva.

The bus hurtled by, causing Jane to step onto the shoulder and shield her eyes from the grit, so she missed the passengers’ faces through ashen-shaded windows. Behind it came an automobile. Now there was something you didn’t see in Demerett Bridge every day and it demanded that the girls pause. This one had rolling rounded fenders, one dented, and a yellow cloth roof. In the moment between the clearing of the cloud from the bus and the passing car, Elva caught the flash of dark glasses, low hat, paisley scarf.

The silence of the country road back around them, Jane had no intention of filling it with an old argument. “I could do that, and be in the movies. Everyone says I could.” What was the word they used on the radio? Jane wrapped her hands in front of her chest as if she were revealing the Sacred Heart of Jesus.

“Emoting,” Elva said. Emoting was Hollywood lingo for making loopy faces to a camera for lots of money.

“Yes, better at that. Everyone says so. Watch.” The accompanying grimace might have meant a heart severed by love’s inconstancy, or merely the need to belch.

So by rights, didn’t Jane just have to see for herself by going to the movies? She stomped her foot. That was to let Elva know she was serious.

Who’s everyone? Elva wanted to know, fingering the quarter through her faded calico purse. She liked it because it looked like a kitten with a silver comb in its back.

There was enough for two matinee tickets, maybe some Milk Duds too. Caramel centres were Elva’s favourite because they’d melt in between your teeth, saving some for later, even if going to the movies meant she had to sit in that really hot last-row balcony with the other Mi’kmaq where she couldn’t see very well and couldn’t hear over the clicking of the projector. But Rilla had said the coin was to be Elva’s mad money, you know, for a girl’s emergencies and hidden in her sock when out with a fella so he’d never know you had it. That way she’d always have a way home.

“Like you’ll need that,” said Jane. “Don’t share, then. I don’t care.” Not that she had any intention of bringing Elva with her.

The now distant bus lurched off the Old Narrows Road and rocked its way into the centre of Demerett Bridge. Elva didn’t care for buses. They reminded her that sometimes people left you. That Jane might be one of them. It never occurred to her that someone might want to come back.

Jane cut off the road and hopped the fence beyond the ditch. So what if she showed her panties doing it.

“Hey! Where’re you going?”

“None of your beeswax.”

“Rilla said take me right home—”

“Then go, you baby-la-la, get home and start dinner and don’t say!”

Jane was heading in the direction of the monastery but it wasn’t going to be any business of Elva’s as to why.

“I’ll tell her about the milk. I’ve seen you.”

Elva had to yell that to be heard, but it stopped her sister. Stopped her dead in her tracks. Jane turned, eyes wide, teeth set. Uh-oh. Elva had seen that look before.

“You spying little witch! Tell, then! But don’t think I won’t twist your arm off.”

Jane bent Elva’s arm sharply until she cried, but that was the end to it.

“What’ll you do if they find out about the milk?”

At first Jane told Elva to shut her mouth, then, “Someday I’ll make enough to buy a ticket to Halifax, maybe even New York. And never come back. So who cares if they know?”

Her mother had spent a life scrubbing other people’s floors and for what? Never been anywhere. Not Jane. She’d get out of Demerett Bridge. She’d never get on her hands and knees for any man like Rilla did for that Amos Stearns. And she was going to be famous.

“Where will you get money?”

Jane just twirled and tossed and smiled. Like it could be done.

Sure it could, going off to seek your fortune in the big city. Didn’t Elva know someone who did just that? Gil? So long ago by now that she stopped hoping he’d come back, even if it was more apt to say he was a boy running away from home after everyone said he cut his father’s legs off. Well, not as if Gil held the knife, he was only thirteen at the time, but he might as well have. That’s what Amos and even Gil’s own mother had said, when Gil fell asleep on night watch five years ago, letting the Meghan Rose hit that shoal. They had to cut Mr. Barthélemy’s legs off after they got tangled and crushed in the schooner’s rigging. Elva’d miss Jane if she left, but she herself had tried to leave once and the aborted attempt proved to Elva she had no want to go anywhere.

And this was why. Following Jane through the acres of silvery grass, she came to her disappearing place. It was by that porkchop-like lake of salt water behind the town, leaking in from the sea, wrapping itself around and then bleeding off into the foundry’s tar ponds. Along the way, Ostrea Lake paid a call at the shores of the monastery. There, if she lay among the reeds filling the void between the harbour and the lake, ripe with strawberries by early June, dragonflies buzzing ferociously over her head, the sun would melt Elva into sweet dreams, into nothing, into being Jane.

“Won’t Mr. Barthélemy need legs in heaven?”

Spring grass, minty green, already waist high, was brushing Elva’s open fingers.

“Nope. He’s in hell.”

But won’t Gil’s father need them there, too? Elva wondered but didn’t say. They had come to the monastery gates and she asked Jane if it was okay to go in, it being only Friday and not a church day. Jane said, Who cares about a couple of girls, so shut up.

The iron hinges winced as Jane boldly entered the Eye, the centre of the Franciscan order’s compound, the self-proclaimed spiritual epicentre of Demerett Bridge. When most of the seaside town buckled under the 1904 hurricane, coincidentally days after the Brothers condemned the opening of Winnie McClelland’s House of Burlesque as a godless vice the citizens would answer to God for, the eye of the storm passed over the cemetery by the monastery, leaving it untouched. The Franciscans liked to say the Eye of God had blessed the dead as a lesson to the living.

Now you’d think from the way folks still went on about it, and from the look of a town best described as saggy, that the hurricane had only just happened, and not ten years before Elva was born. By the waterfront, wooden sidewalks railed like roller-coaster rides, storefronts disintegrated into windborne straw, and flooding turned streets into soupy canals. Even the bridge across the creek that drained Ostrea Lake into the sea, and for some reason needed to be appended to the name of the town, had been blown away, and never was replaced. The Demerett family, the town’s first, had built the bridge to the grassy knoll by the lake where they liked to picnic. Rich folks from the olden days, before they got all petty about paying income taxes, did those sorts of philanthropic things, especially if they got their names on a plaque. While they once owned a slew of smart houses behind Commercial Street and along the waterfront, the only Demeretts left in town were enjoying heavenly favour in the Eye.

The other structure unscathed by the storm was that damned theatre, where the evening show with the Fan Fan Girls and Jimmie the Talking Dog went on as scheduled—well, the troupe had come all the way from Toronto and was not to be missed—with patrons ferried for a nickel in a dory through flooded streets. Following fashion, the House of Burlesque would reinvent itself in a few years as a nickelodeon, then as the Towne Theatre, the e added for class. No pronouncement from the pulpit was ever made as to what its longevity meant.

The Brothers’ living quarters in the monastery was a reclining two-storey stone house, serving to barricade one side of the Eye. The tar ponds, effluent from Demerett Bridge’s largest, and now strike-bound, employer, the Maritime Foundry Corporation, maker of all things railroad, blackened another. To the south, tombstones were hemmed in by an iron grape-leaf gate. A squat stable, used for storage, completed the rudimentary square.

Jane was well on into the yard. Walked right over graves, she did. Elva tried to dodge the mounds and said, Sorry, when she couldn’t. She guessed where Jane was going. The legless body with the hole in the head was all anyone in town or at home was talking about, although Elva had no desire to see for herself. She wished Jane didn’t either, but Elva’d thrown her lot in with her sister and she’d follow it through, if she could keep up. Besides, she didn’t want to be the one to face Amos if Jane and Rilla weren’t home when he expected.

Alphonse Barthélemy was to be buried next day in the narrow strip of potter’s field between the cemetery and the tar pond because, as Rilla’s priest had explained, the man was in mortal sin. Saturday was the only day the burial could take place, Father Cértain said, it being an unholy Jew day and good enough for burying bad Catholics. Unfortunately, Alphonse blew his head off after Sunday’s mass, so the corpse was bound in coal sacks from the mill and kept on ice slabs in the stable for over five days.

But that’s where we keep cool the Halifax-bound cheese, some of the Brotherhood had protested to their spiritual authority. To make matters worse, Alphonse had missed, blowing away his jaw, before he was successful with a second shot. His widow couldn’t afford a coffin, and no amount of coal sacks could stop the blood from seeping onto the floor. And everybody knows blood drips from a suicide can be heard from miles away as a warning to everyone else. That pearl of wisdom came courtesy of Aunt Blanche, who had words of wisdom for all occasions. Jane had to see for herself.

From watching the Brothers from her bedroom window on the other side of the tar pond, Elva knew a sexton usually worked the cemetery, raking leaves, setting stones, tossing out the flowers that inevitably showed up in violation of the strict no-clutter rule. Apparently, not today.

“Where is everyone?”

Jane didn’t care. Eating? Praying? Whipping themselves so they didn’t dream about women’s breasts? Elva was starting to wheeze again so Jane shushed her with a splash of green water from the wall fountain. It pissed out of the mouth of a woman’s face that had been chipped away in case any of the monks got ideas. The fountain had an upper bowl for people that drained into a lower bowl for cats and dogs, and the water always looked brackish so Elva said, Don’t!

They threaded their way through the mossy headstones to the stable, Elva the only one worried by the nearby casements, certain dozens of eyes were staring from them, fingers pointing, especially when Jane helped herself to a small shovel left by an open grave. When they reached the back of the red-tiled stable, Jane unhesitatingly jerked the handle of the shovel into the glass, stifling Elva in mid-wheeze.

“Don’t you start that! You wanted to come. Get in there and open the door.”

But Elva knew there was a dead man inside and, What if the devil is in there too with all those dead babies because the devil has them if they’re not baptized?

That meant nothing to Jane. Death was too abstract to mean squat. She dragged Elva close and, easily picking her up, boosted her through the broken panes. Elva clung to Jane’s neck, avoiding the sharp splinters around the sill, then dropped to the floor on the other side.

“Now open the door!”

Years of accumulated grime on the rows of glass squares diffused sunlight over squat cylinders of cheese stacked with mathematical neatness, going sweet. Elva huddled against the wall but no way was she going to look. Then a whisper, like an animal noise, came from the corner.

“El-va?”

The voice was weary but dreamy. The memory of that whisper would dog Elva for years, rattling around inside her like the sea in a shell, always accompanied with the recollection of ripening milk. A strange way for the ghost of Alphonse Barthélemy to appear.

But the day when this terror became a sweet dream was a long ways off. A shadow darted against the lower window. Something was brushing against her leg, sniffing and cold and wet. Elva scratched the coolness of the dirt floor against her palms as she pushed herself up towards the door, away from whatever was circling her, words struggling out in bits and pieces as she fumbled with the latch, until something too solid for a ghost gathered her from behind, enclosing her in wiry arms.

“Sweet jumpin’ Jesus, Elva! Not so much noise!”

Whoever it was smelled as strong and familiar as a man who had laboured a long day. Jane’s pounding against the outside door matched that from inside Elva’s chest, racing up to inside her head. He wrapped his arm around her face to quiet her while he pulled back the door latch and flooded the stable with light. Jane blinked, amazed, until the man dragged her inside, shutting the door behind them all. Only then did Elva’s ghost release his temporal grip. A dog, slick black with brown eye patches, wagged his tail by his side.

“Domenique!”

He pulled a cigarette from his shirt pocket, lit it and had it bouncing on his lips. The habit was new but he made it seem old.

“It’s not Dom, you idiot,” Jane said.

“Can’t fool you?”

“Never. Besides, you’re thinner now than he is.”

Not a word from him in five years and yet Jane could still tell Guillaume and Domenique Barthélemy apart in a heartbeat. Gil, like his twin brother, not overly tall, square of face, maybe even plain. And some people think the ocean is just water. Dom’s face expressed calm, reflecting an inner peace, ’cause he’s close to God. Or so his maman, Jeanine, claimed. Gil was different. A funnel cloud just itching to form into a twister. Jane said Gil had an undertow and it could suck you down if you weren’t careful.

But you’ve come back!

Gil smiled and traced his finger around Elva’s face. “And you, my little marionette?”

Don’t do that, don’t look at me. And Elva turned away.

He took her chin in his hand and pulled it towards him. “You still do that?”

Of course she did. What did Gil expect? What did any of them know? Elva certainly hadn’t forgotten it. Or him. How could she? Sure, it was just a comb, an old comb with some of its teeth missing. But Gil had remembered it was her birthday. Dom didn’t think about those things, and in later years, Elva’d attribute Dom not being considerate like Gil to his being busy with God’s work and all. Like everyone said, that was more important.

The comb thing happened on Elva’s seventh birthday. Jane, for her last birthday, had laid in the groundwork for her party weeks in advance, humming Hap-py-loo-loo to me, getting chafed in the hands scrubbing dishes without complaint, leaving out the flour tin on the table, even managing to be nice to Amos. The result, apart from Amos slipping Rilla fifty cents and telling her to get that girl something, if only to shut her up, was a tray of cupcakes from Rilla. Elva had seen them on top of the icebox. Vanilla, with cocoa and cinnamon sprinkles on yellow icing. Yellow was Rilla’s favourite colour. Too bad Elva spilt tea at dinner and Amos said, Get out of my sight. She hated that she was always spilling things because that meant the closest Elva would come to those cupcakes was dreaming about them. But sometime during the night she awoke, like someone had shaken her. Elva hadn’t even noticed that Jane had crawled in beside her and was asleep. There on the side table in all its glory was a single radiant cupcake on one of Rilla’s best tea saucers. Elva would never know who put it there, surely not Jane, but she held it in her hands and stared at it for a full five minutes before she pinched off little pieces and let them melt in her mouth. She didn’t expect the same fuss for her own birthday, but she was secretly hoping someone would remember.

Amos said nothing to Elva on his way out to the foundry that morning. Rilla said, Happy birthday, Elva, and put her arms around her and kissed her head. Jane was sitting at the table eating toast and looking like she’d swallowed something that was tickling the inside of her tummy. No presents. No cupcakes on top of the icebox. Elva pulled her longest face ever as she sat down, too disappointed to eat.

Rilla didn’t like her girls to be around when the boarders came down for breakfast, so she hurried them along as she began to spoon out the eggs onto a row of plates. That’s when Jane leaned over to her sister and said that Gil and Dom were waiting for them.

Really? She was being invited to spend the day with Jane and Gil and Dom, not running after them all like an afterthought? A genuine, honest to goodness, you’re coming too? To hell with breakfast! Elva beamed. Best present ever!

The boys were waiting in Dorion’s field that had been left fallow, next to the Barthélemy farm. It was already thick with spring clover. Dom was looking for the elusive four leaves. Gil was holding nets attached to long poles and gave one to Elva. His father used them to scoop minnows for bait and would skin him alive if he knew he’d taken them.

“What for?”

Gil said Dom had a school project so they were hunting for mourning cloak butterflies.

“I found one!” Dom studied the clover, then gave it to Jane.

Jane was picking off the four leaves, one by one. Oh Jane, said Dom. As Gil had only brought three nets, it was a given that she’d not been doing any work.

“They’re kinda black with white trim and little purple dots,” said Gil. “But they’re hard to come by and Dom’ll get a full ten points if we find one.”

Nobody expected Elva to catch anything. Jane said with that gimpy arm of hers she’ll scare everything from here right into town.

“I will not,” said Elva, and she tried her best to follow Gil and Dom, swinging her net after anything that moved.

Jane quickly got bored watching everyone run about for butterflies, and when Dom saw her sit in the clover and start weaving headbands from the mauve flowers, he set down his net beside her.

Elva’s breath caught.

“What is it?”

She was too excited to speak, to do anything but point. Gil laughed and took her net from her.

“Elva, you’ve done it! You’ve got a mourning cloak here! Dom! Jane! Elva got one!”

When the others joined them, Gil held up Elva’s net. Dom beamed as he opened his knapsack and took out a block of wood, a long darning pin stuck into it. Gil reached into the net and very gently secured the flapping butterfly in his fingers.

“What are you doing?”

“I’m going to mount it,” Dom said.

“No! You’re going to kill it!”

“C’mon, Elva. It’s just a bug.”

When Jane noticed her tears she said, “Couldn’t you put it in a jar or something?”

“Yes! In a jar, but don’t hurt him!”

Everything was a him to Elva.

“What’s the matter with you?” Dom said. “It’s a butterfly.”

“Yes, Elva,” said Jane. “It’s just a butterfly.” She let out a holler when it looked as if the pin was going to be driven home.

“Look, Dom,” said his brother. “Maybe not, eh? Let it go.”

“You know how hard these are to come by?”

“Just let it go.”

No way, and Dom made again to pin the insect to the wood. He would have succeeded had his brother not suddenly let it go.

“Yes, Gil!” said Elva.

He smiled at her, not seeing Dom fire up quickly and swing his knapsack, catching him in the face. Gil went down hard, and his brother stormed off home.

“Sorry, Elva. It being your birthday and all.”

She said it was okay, but the day was ruined.

Gil was twelve when this happened and still a year away from crewing on the Meghan Rose. Amos was always saying about people like the Barthélemys, Don’t have two cents to rub together, that kind. Well, Gil didn’t have two cents for anything, let alone Elva’s birthday, but he’d found the comb in the patch of grass with the war cenotaph on it, next door to the Towne movie palace. Guess he thought now was as good a time as any to give it to her.

“Sorry, Elva.” He pulled it out of his back pocket, broken when he fell. He looked again after his brother. “Now you’ve got two instead of one.”

It was the most beautiful thing Elva had ever seen, even if it was smashed. A woman’s comb like the one Rilla used to pull up her hair behind her head. Only this one was shiny and full of colours like it was made from a rainbow. All Elva could do was hold the pieces in her hand and say, oh!

Gil was suddenly embarrassed and not sure where to look.

Elva wanted to put them in her hair right there, but Jane grabbed the broken comb out of her hand.

Hey now, said Gil. Elva started to cry.

“Why’d you do that?”

Jane thought about being penitent.

“Because she’d want to take it up to her room and sit by the mirror and put it in. Then she’d see.”

“See what?”

“That she’s ugly and she’s better off not having pretty combs in her hair.”

But that’s not what hurt the most for Elva. That came next when Gil said, “I wasn’t thinking. You keep it, then.”

“Me? What do I want with some broken old thing you found?”

A gift too pretty for some, not fit for others. And only Elva remembered why she turned her face away.

“Why are you back now?” Jane asked, tucked in the gloom of the ripe stables.

“Heard my old man was dead. Figured there’d be a do.”

“You won’t be welcome.”

“So? I know what people think of me.”

“I hope you stay.” Elva had spoken very quietly, so it was doubtful she’d been heard.

“Well, don’t worry. I’ll stay long enough to make some money, get me out of Nova Scotia. Then the Major and I are gone for good.” Gil stooped to scratch his dog’s head. “He adopted me in Halifax. Figure he’ll look out for me at sea.”

“Don’t you know about the strike?”

“There’s always work.”

“Not now. Unless you want to, scab.”

He shrugged off the dirty word.

“Jane wants to see blood,” Elva suddenly said, finding her voice, wanting Gil to see her.

If Jane’s look could speak it’d say, Shut up!

Gil took no offence and led them deep into the shed. Elva didn’t care for the smell of things.

“Is that him?” Jane was whispering.

Gil nodded at the short bundle on the work table. “What’s left of him.”

Not much to see in the dusty, opaque gloom. Could have been anything wrapped up there. Bit of a disappointment.

“Is John still the sexton?”

Both of the girls nodded.

“It’ll be okay if I sleep here tonight. John won’t mind. And when it’s dark, I’ll soak the old man in tar from the pond and light him. Ought to fire up like a torch, a human torch.”

“You wouldn’t!” But Jane sounded hopeful.

It was not lost to Elva that Jane was touching Gil’s arm.

“Dom and Father Cértain have arranged—”

“The bastard’s better off in the pond. Save Maman the cost of burying ’im.”

You didn’t always think like that.

“It’ll put off your mother, you coming back.” Jane’s eyes were riveted to the coal-dust-stained funeral shroud, as were Elva’s. The air was getting sweeter, sickly sweet.

“Still down on her knees, praying for Dom to be pope?”

Jane’s face clouded.

Uh-oh. Foul mood acoming. Lately, all it took was saying stuff about Dom.

“And my good brother obeys her in all things?”

Jane shrugged.

The air, thought Elva, so sweet, so thick.

Gil patted the swathed corpse. “Too bad you’ll miss your own party, Pappa.”

And Elva vomited quietly into her hands.

“Elva, you thing!”

The fresh air, the sound of water trickling into that fountain, was a godsend. Or was it that she had leaned her head against his shoulder when Gil picked her up and carried her outside that made her feel better?

I always knew you’d come back.

Jane followed. “You can’t stay in there and you can’t go to town. No one’s forgotten about the wreck. What your father did to himself, it’s bringing it all back.”

“You mean, the lies?”

Wiping her hands on the grass, Elva added that the striking men in town were scratching for a fight. Rilla said that’s what men do when they’re drunk and don’t have work. That’s why they threw stones at the guy fixing the clock.

Gil chuckled. “Someone tried to fix that old relic?”

“Some fool,” said Jane.

“Who?”

Elva shrugged. “Never saw him before. Black and starchy like an undertaker.”

“And white,” added Jane.

“White? Fixing the clock?”

A bell pealed from somewhere inside the Brothers’ residence.

“I gotta go.”

“Where?”

“Nothing,” he said, kind of confused, searching the direction of Demerett Bridge.

They followed Gil, bending over to hide below the tombstones in case anyone was watching from the windows. At the gates, they parted.

Rilla would be back from Raven River soon and supper still hadn’t been started. They both knew what Amos would be like should his meal be late.

“I hate him,” Jane cursed quietly.

So do I, thought Elva, but as it was in regards to her own father, she didn’t say it out loud. But she did say, “I’m glad Gil’s back.”

“He didn’t come for you.”

Reluctantly they left the Eye and followed the shore of the tar ponds around to Kirchoffer Place, Elva periodically looking over her shoulder to see the young man diminish into nothing.

Rilla was cleaning up from the evening meal in the summer kitchen of the boarding house that had come to Amos from his late wife, Dorothy; Dotsie, as he came to call her. A woman thirteen years his senior and a widow, she owned the boarding house on Kirchoffer Place when Amos started with the foundry. Amos, walking all the way from his home in Canso to look for work, needed a place to hang his hat, and Dotsie had rooms. His subsequent rise through the factory ranks paralleled his fast track from the bed in room number five to Dotsie’s own. Matronly, somewhat prone to worry, Dotsie died less than a year after they were married. Although in the months before her death she ate herself to hot-air balloon proportions and developed a clumsiness that left her bruised all over, no one thought anything amiss of her sudden personality change prior to her abrupt passing, or how Amos had quickly come into real estate. If there was room in her coffin now, she’d be spinning at the notion of a Mi’kmaq woman taking her bed, in her house.

Don’t say shitty, was all Rilla said about spending the afternoon on her knees scrubbing floors.

Elva, rebuked, crossed her arms, immovable on the point. It wasn’t fair to Rilla and yes it was shitty. And besides, if Jane was allowed to say shitty, how come she wasn’t?

The wall of screens, their only defence against horseflies mean as starving beggars, rattled in the sea air.

“He wouldn’t have made you clean that up if—”

“If what, girl?”

“We were white.”

“You’d do well to be silent ’bout that.” Rilla stretched the kink of a long day out of her back. When she did that she always said, Cold in my kidneys. “God is fair, girl; men are not.”

Her mother might as well have said, You be thankful, Elva, for what the good Lord provides, you don’t hear the birds minding what table crumbs they get.

But I’m not a bird.

Hard to accept that leftovers were her only due and, oh yeah, thanks God. He’s fair, is He? All Elva had to do was look in the mirror and see just how fair God had been to her when every day she was reminded how much He’d given Jane. Still, it didn’t matter to Elva, well, not so much, that Rilla preferred Jane. That was like gracing a table with a centrepiece of mayflowers instead of stinkweed. Purely natural to go for what was pleasing.

Rilla groaned through clenched teeth as she strained with the heavy bucket of soapy water to the screen door and poured it down the steps where it foamed into the sand. For Rilla’s sake, Elva now regretted what she’d done to get out of going with her. It needled her sharply. Guess whatever makes Jane beautiful and impervious to pain left me deformed and weak of heart, she thought, so weak that every hurt rushes in and unpacks.

Elva might have had a delicious afternoon in Raven River with Rilla all to herself even if it did mean visiting bloody krauts who fed their horses in the last war with girlie guts. Well, that’s what Amos said.

Amos also believed that Germans hereabouts, any Germans, must have been spies in the war and were behind the Imo and Mont Blanc colliding in the harbour and blowing the crap out of Halifax in ’17. Elva was only three when that happened, but Jane remembered windows rattling and being knocked to the ground, even though Halifax was pretty far. Amos’s belief was generally echoed in Demerett Bridge, making folks wary of the Germans of Raven River, second only in unpopularity to the Mi’kmaq of Indian Brook.

Mind your p’s and q’s, Rilla warned every time she took her girls out to the insular community where she picked up washing for two men. Don’t touch anything and don’t stare were standing orders. Elva asked what to call them. No one had offered real names to Rilla and she wasn’t asking. Not as long as they paid for their laundry, which they did. But they were some strange. The men weren’t related, although Big Head treated Squirrel Boy like an imbecilic younger brother. Loud and lots of orders.

The only woman Elva knew to come into their lives, apart from Rilla scrubbing out their underpants, was a deeply lined, rail-thin ghoul who guarded the front porch and tried to keep the birds out of her potted begonias. Rilla said she was Mother Big Head or Mother Squirrel Boy, not sure which because they acted embarrassed by her and said nothing, but she was certain Mother Whoever wasn’t right in the head. The old gal didn’t speak English and spat at Elva as she sat waiting for Rilla, partially because Jane stuck her tongue out at her and made faces. Then one visit, the old dame in the even older clothes wasn’t on the steps with her begonias and gardening tools and Rilla said she’d been sent back to Germany. Jane didn’t believe it and on the way home in the truck told Elva she was murdered and buried in a trunk in the attic because she howled at the moon at night and kept everyone in Raven River awake. That’s just talking loose, said Rilla. But, as Jane pointed out, at least the mosquitoes wouldn’t bother her anymore.

But in the strange category, nothing compared to how the men lived. Why? No one knew. Jane hated to agree with Amos on any point but she conceded they must have been spies, hiding something, or from someone, to live in an immense wooden house built over sinking pilings driven into that bog. A makeshift plank bridge with rope guardrails was the only egress over ooze that rose during spring, and remained high through summer, setting the house in a moat, home to the fiercest mosquitoes and hungriest blackflies ever known. Elva always left swollen and itchy with bites and stings. They didn’t seem to care for Jane’s blood.

An unsound architectural vision and, somewhere along the way, the money running out left a legacy of turrets, gables, sagging balconies and arches rotting amid piles of timber, warped bundles of shingles, glass-empty window frames, rusting saws and trusses.

Elva had only been inside once. The entrance hall was dominated by a staircase to nowhere, guarded by a headless suit of rusting armour. Most of the second floor was uninhabitable, the few rooms reached by the ladder at the back of the house. Bare walls, rough railings, torn scaffolding and dust—dust thick like volcanic ash that threatened to bury the gilding of the ornate furnishings, oriental carpets and paintings of grey-skinned, black-eyed women with barely concealed breasts.

After that one time inside, from the way the two men stared at her daughters, Rilla thought it best to have Jane and Elva wait on the porch or in the Ford, where Elva coloured on old newspaper and Jane sighed to pass the time.

Nonetheless, the few coins Raven River brought Rilla were welcome during this long strike, and now that the supper dishes were done, she put water on the stove. There’d be double the cash in it for Rilla if she did overnight service, so there were hours yet of being up to her chafed elbows in steaming water and hauling sheets out by lamplight to dry in the dark. Elva, seeing how it was with her mother, offered to make tea. A quick cup and then on to the laundry.

“Where is he?”

Rilla never referred to Amos as her man or her husband. It was just he, or him. Not to make a point, mind you. Rilla wasn’t like that. Too busy trying to hold it all together. With a wilful daughter in Jane and the likes of Amos, that meant, most often, stopping them from killing each other.

At least that wasn’t a worry as far as Elva was concerned. She’d been born at Kirchoffer Place after Rilla and Jane took up with Amos. Such a baby, townies conceded, was a sign that God damned miscegenation—you know, the poison tree, poison fruit thing. Although Amos couldn’t bring himself to strike his own flesh and blood, he sure didn’t like to be reminded that Elva was his, so Rilla’d never ask Elva where her father was.

Elva said he’d gone to bed. Stomach ache. Again.

“Go ask Jane to get some milk and warm it up for him. I’ve only got two hands.”

“I can do it.”

“You’ll spill it.” She meant to add, With that arm of yours. It wasn’t enough that Elva’s knuckles were, by thirteen, hardening up into painful knobs, she had to be born shorn of any usefulness by a withered arm.

The kettle started to whistle. Elva ran her fingers over the back of a kitchen chair. When it was just the two of them, Rilla’d let Elva help. Go on then, make the tea, she said.

“Did it get fixed?” Elva asked, climbing on the chair to reach the tea tin.

“What?”

“The clock.”

Rilla sighed and closed her eyes, thankful for the moment’s rest. “Oh no, girl. By the time those boys were finished with him, he could barely stand up.”

“Was he hurt much?”

“Some cuts.” Careful, she added, watching Elva pour the hot water. “Didn’t know Dom Barthélemy had a dog,” she said by way of an afterthought.

It caught Elva off guard. She was about to say, He got one, too?

“And I think he knows that young fella trying to fix the clock.”

In Rilla’s telling, the bus to the city was loading so there were lots of folks about when Dom found the boy sitting underneath the clock. They looked like they were happy and scared—both at the same time—to see each other.

Elva put out the tea things and slipped into the chair across the table from her mother. It felt very adult to her. So then what?

Rilla shrugged. Didn’t notice. She had had the floor to finished scrubbing, hadn’t she?
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