


[image: 001]




Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Acknowledgements

 


One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

 


About the Author




PRAISE FOR  Mrs. Mike:

“Mrs. Mike . . . is the story of the start of young love, its growth to maturity, and its acceptance of a dangerous, hard, but enthralling life. Its level of sheer entertainment is extremely high.”—Los Angeles Herald-Express

 
“It is the personality of Sgt. Mike blowing through this account like a clear breeze that gives it a refreshing quality. Everyone’s dream of a cop, he was also a romantic and understanding husband, the fondest of fathers; a man of honor and humor.”

—The New York Times

 
“Mrs. Mike is an unforgettable story, not only because it portrays the deep abiding affection between a man and a woman, but because it pictures the austere beauty of a country where life is at once simple and free, yet complicated by danger and hardship.”—Boston Herald

 
“The portraiture is true to life. Sergeant Mike’s masculine way of talk, his ability to get on with human nature, his unending but never dramatic helpfulness, his matching the big moments with bigness, but always simply, are commonplace of men in the Force, but rare in books. The Indians are equally well portrayed. Mrs. Mike’s maid, Oh-Be-Joyful, and her laconic suitor are masterly characterizations and deeply touching.”

—Christian Science Monitor

 
“This is a book the reader will be unable to put down until the last page is read.”—Library Journal
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One

THE WHISTLE BLEW. The train lurched forward. Black clouds of smoke obscured Mama Kathy and Connie. Only seconds before they had been repeating their advice and hugging me. Mama Kathy held to her belief that I was headed for sin city, as she called Montreal. I felt I was embarked on an adventure like her own, when as a young girl she’d traveled from Boston into the wilderness of the Northwest Territory. I was reversing this, going from the prairie to the big city—like Mama, starting a new life in a different world.

As I watched the land speed past in a blur of white drifts, I remembered the times Mama put us to bed with tales of her journey in the blizzard of ’07. The train stalled for weeks, waiting to be dug out by snowplows. Wiping the frost from the window she looked out at hundreds of cows and steers blown across the icy fields, packed along the stock fence, frozen and dead.

When I wiped the frost from my window, the vista that greeted my eyes was smiling and sunny, the snow sparkling. I felt buoyant and excited. A call had gone out, and I had answered it. What would come of it, I didn’t know.

I tried to disentangle exactly what it was that had propelled me toward this moment. Not one event, but many threads, twisted and woven together. Growing up with Mama Kathy and Papa was  the main thing. There was something special between the two of them, kept alive by Mama Kathy’s stories of how it had been.

“The Crees called me Mrs. Mike,” she’d say, “because they couldn’t get their tongues around a name like Flannigan.” And I’d beg for more stories about those times. I wanted to be part of them. But the special love, the special joy belonged to her and Papa Mike. When I realized that . . . the what-ifs began. What if I was really their daughter? What if the twins were really my brother and sister?

The desire to fit in gave rise to all the what-ifs of my life. It became a game, and yet it was more than that. What if I was allowed to keep one of the kittens? What if I could go into town with Papa? What if I was a rabbit and lived in a burrow? What if I didn’t have to be “included.” Included was Mama Kathy’s word. “Remember,” she’d say to Connie and Georges, “Kathy is to be included.”

What set me apart? We were all adopted, so it wasn’t that. I didn’t guess the reason because they never talked to me about it, and their love protected me from even thinking about it.

Still, I had a sense of uneasiness. In the bathtub I scrubbed my copper skin hard in an attempt to lighten it. Mama Kathy, when she understood what I was doing, scooped me up in a big towel and held me against her. “Your skin is the color of a young fawn because you are Oh-Be-Joyful’s daughter. You can’t believe how close we were, Kathy. She was my more-than-sister.” She told me I belonged to the First Nation people and that my band was Cree. “You are Cree Indian.”

The first day at mission school was my first real contact with Indian children. They regarded me with solemn black eyes very like my own. I stared at them, at their heavy straight braids. What if my hair grew long and was plaited, wouldn’t it look exactly like theirs? Their skin was the same tone too, the tone Mama Kathy called sun-kissed.

The Indian children kept to themselves. They sent glances in my direction, but didn’t speak to me. One girl fingered a pouch of some kind she wore around her neck, looking at me all the time. I did not return her glance; it was too full of things I knew nothing of.

At recess no one talked to me. I stood isolated and alone in the noisy schoolyard. Both sets of children, the Indian and the white, ignored me. I was marked as not belonging.

I watched the white girls jumping rope. I knew how to jump rope. I jumped better than they did. My feet never got tangled up. I continued to watch. Finally I went over to them. “I can jump rope.”

Several girls giggled, the rest stared, but no one said anything. There was a short line; I joined it and waited my turn. When it came I stepped into the arc of the rope. It made a fine whooshing sound each time it struck the gravel. I jumped and jumped and never fell out of rhythm.

The Cree girl, who was called Elk Girl, contemplated me with dispassionate eyes and reserved judgment.

I wanted to know more about being Indian. I got Mama Kathy to tell me again how she brought Oh-Be-Joyful from the mission to help with her babies, who died afterwards in the diphtheria epidemic. Seven years later it was the flu, born in the dirt of European trenches, that created world-wide havoc and carried off the twins’ mother and grandmother too. Mama Kathy always finished by harking back to her own children. “Mary Aroon and Ralph were taken, but the good Lord gave me you three rascals to raise.” Because, when the disease was almost over and the danger seemed past, it claimed a final victim, Oh-Be-Joyful.

I didn’t like this part of the story. “Tell me,” I prompted, “tell me about Jonathan Forquet.” And I recited along with her, “Jonathan Forquet loved her from the moment he set eyes on  her. . . . Now tell who he was.” I knew that too, which was what made it such a wonderful tale.

“He was your father.” And we hugged each other in delight.

As she related how ill he had been, how despondent after my mother’s death, a memory formed hazily in my mind. A strange Indian standing on our porch, his eyes searching me out, just me, from all the others. I was the only one he saw. After gazing at me a long time, he opened his arms.

I wouldn’t go to him. I held on to Mama’s skirt, but she gave me a gentle shove. “It’s your father, Kathy.” She chose the word well, because while I couldn’t have two papas, a father was all right.

When he held me I thought of pine trees and streams, and smoky fires. He clasped me against him a long time, until I began to squirm. He turned my face so that I looked at him, and said, “I bring you a name.”

That seemed an odd thing to say. I had a name. My name was Kathy.

He continued almost without pause. “I traveled a long journey to bring it. Your mother’s spirit guided me to the Grandmothers.” His voice was taut, vibrant. “Listen to me, child. In the lodges of your people you are named Oh-Be-Joyful’s Daughter.”

Oh-Be-Joyful’s Daughter was my Indian name, but it had never been part of me. I wasn’t that girl.

Except . . .

I think it was Oh-Be-Joyful’s Daughter who showed me how to fight for acceptance at school. I used a gift I had from Mama Kathy—storytelling. Stories came effortlessly into my head, and I would spin them out for Connie and Georges during long evenings.

Most of my plots were borrowed. When I got to high school I  learned this wasn’t such a bad thing. Shakespeare borrowed a lot of his plots too.

An endless source of books was Old Irish Bill. He probably had the finest collection of tattered and dilapidated books in the Northwest Territory and his own library system. You could take home up to ten books at a time, but you had to sign for them. You also had an obligation to repair them to the best of your ability. I spent many hours with brown wrapping paper, paste, scissors, and sometimes cardboard. A special satchel at our house was dedicated to Irish Bill’s books.

I grew up with Kim, Robin Hood, and Long John Silver. Those afternoons when I sat on the worn couch in Irish Bill’s living room, he would prepare hot chocolate, adding a nip to his—“against the cold,” he would say. It was very companionable, he with a pipe, me scattering crumbs as I dunked corn bread.

Mama was a history buff and wanted us to take advantage of Irish Bill’s wonderful store of knowledge. She told us she had once spent an entire winter immersed in his prized history of China, which on the flyleaf bore the inscription, “Property of the McTavishes.” Georges liked how-to books, on magic and fixing things and surviving in the wilderness. He would explain to Connie, who never opened a book if she could help it, how the world ran, what was wrong with it, and how it could be improved.

Connie had her own fantasy life. Very early, about age six, she planned her wedding, “down to the last detail.” A gown of billowing satin, a veil, orange blossoms—she pictured it all against a background of wedding guests. The fact that the nuptials were years in the future, and that no groom loomed on the horizon, bothered her not at all. He would appear, along with a tiered wedding cake, when it was time.

Stories. I loved stories. And stories became my passport.

I sat on a bench in the playground and began my inventions. My audience was a boy with a sprained ankle, who couldn’t participate in football practice. The first tale owed a large debt to Jack London’s White Fang. As I got into it, more and more children came to hear. My great triumph was when Elk Girl joined the group to listen to the saga of Gray Wolf.

Gray Wolf went from adventure to adventure. White Wolf was his mate and everyone knows wolves mate for life. The story continued for months, and then something impelled me to bring disaster on poor Gray Wolf. In fighting free of a trapper’s snare he was shot and blinded.

I drew a deep breath wondering how he could survive in the wild. But only for a moment. It was clear to me that White Wolf came to his aid, inviting Gray Wolf to lay his muzzle against her flank and gallop through the forest with her. From then on he ran at her side. She was his eyes.

Elk Girl came up to me later in the week and put a bushy animal tail in my lap. “The spirit of the wolf liked your story. He will be your guardian.”

I took the wolf tail home and examined it further. It was gray with a ring of white and one of a darker fur, a symbol of good luck, which through mysterious Indian magic would keep evil at bay.

 
PACKING FOR MONTREAL, I had put in my old talisman at the last moment. I was glad I had. As the silver and blue Canadian Pacific rushed on, I wondered if I would be the only First Nation person to enroll at Charity Hospital. The only First Nation person to answer the call for army nurses.

The only First Nation person.

I had faced that situation when Connie and Georges began dating. They always double-dated. Even for twins they were  close. I watched them whisper together, finish each other’s sentences, and laugh at private jokes. They invented a secret cryptographic code—the Twins’ Code—that Georges boasted no one could break. Another signal between them was the word tomahawk. Whenever either mentioned the word, it meant, “This is boring. Let’s get out of here.” The problem was working a word like tomahawk into ordinary conversation.

I took it all in. I watched as they were caught up in a social life, and realized this would not happen for me. I was already in high school and no white boy asked me out. Although Randy Harrison tried to kiss me when he caught me alone behind the gym.

I took to staring into my looking glass and brooding. Was I pretty, I wondered, studying my prominent cheekbones. My eyes were large and set well apart. My lashes, long and straight. My teeth white and straight, and my mouth full, even when I laughed. My nose? What can be said about noses? Mine wasn’t big, it wasn’t small. It was just a nose. Did these features add up to a pretty face? I decided to ask Mama Kathy.

“Mama,” I said that evening as I took down the dishtowel, “do you think I’m at all pretty?”

“Pretty?” She seemed startled. But I could see she was considering the question. “You’ve always been a sturdy girl. And thank goodness your health is excellent.”

“Yes, yes, but am I pretty?”

“There’s a look of Oh-Be-Joyful about you, but I see your father too. You have his strength.”

I smiled. It was hopeless.

When Connie came in, I told her I wanted a sister walk. Connie, because she was older, saw how hard it was for me to get things out, so years ago she had instituted sister walks. A sister walk is of course only for sisters. No one else can come along, because that’s when you tell whatever is on your mind.

“Connie,” I said when we were halfway to the pond where a  colony of ducks and a pair of white egrets had made their home, “I want to know, it’s important to me: Do you think I’m pretty?”

“Of course you’re pretty.”

That was a big-sister reply and it didn’t satisfy me. “What do the girls at school say about me?”

“They think you’re exotic.”

“Exotic? That isn’t pretty.”

“You have a Metis French grandfather, and that strain shows. I’d guess you were Indian, but I wouldn’t be sure. Let’s ask Georges.”

“No,” I said, suddenly shy, “forget it.”

I got an after-school job at the drugstore. I was stationed behind the soda fountain, where I mixed frothy sarsaparillas and chocolate shakes.

I was mixing and scooping and waiting tables while China was wracked by civil war. I barely recognized the names Mao and Chiang Kai-shek. When the Japanese set up a puppet government in Manchukuo, I was serving Coca-Colas and rainbow ice cream cones.

Two women sat down at the soda fountain and fanned themselves. Saying “I really shouldn’t,” they ordered double malts. A little kid, scarcely as high as the counter, undid a dime tied into a corner of his handkerchief. A couple of girls from my own grade, in circular swing skirts wearing lipstick, came in. I hardly recognized them out of our school uniform. How hard we tried to pin our middy blouses in a sexy way, emphasizing slim waists and hinting at something on top as well. When the Sisters spotted the new fashion, it was immediately abolished.

Now my classmates were young ladies, meeting boys here. Was I also a young lady?

Elk Girl came in. She had dropped out of school. I hadn’t seen  her in almost a year. She put money on the counter before uttering a word.

“I’ll have a banana split with everything on it,” she said as though we had parted that morning.

“How’ve you been, Elk Girl?” I asked as I sliced a banana, added three scoops of different ice creams and three sauces, sprinkled on nuts, and finished with a dollop of whipped cream and a maraschino cherry.

She followed these preparations with an eagle eye, then put her question to me. “Have you ever eaten one?”

“No,” I admitted.

“That’s what I thought. You fix ’em, but you don’t eat ’em.”

I felt uncomfortable. How did she know that, since the Depression, banana splits were considered too expensive around our house?

With great deliberation Elk Girl took out a pack of Old Golds and offered me one.

“No, I don’t smoke.” I was horrified that she did.

She contemplated me with the look that had disconcerted me since I was seven. “You should smoke, you know. Smoke is holy. Bet you didn’t know that.”

“Who says it’s holy?”

“The Creator.” She laughed at my expression. “Can’t go higher than that.” With concentration she blew a smoke ring in my direction.

I brushed it away.

“Won’t your white mama let you smoke?”

I pretended to be busy counting out paper napkins and filling containers.

“Oh-Be-Joyful understood smoke.”

This pronouncement shook me. What did she know about my mother?

“I live with a power woman. Sarah is very very old. She is a wind shifter and she knew Mamanowatum.”

“Who’s that?”

“Your mother, Oh-Be-Joyful. Mamanowatum is the way it’s said in Cree. Sarah, the woman I live with, knew her, she knew Jonathan, she knew about you being born . . . and she knew what would happen.”

“How? By divination? By magic?”

Elk Girl said complacently, “She looks into smoke and it shows her things.”

“What things?” I couldn’t help asking.

“Herself.”

I frowned over the answer.

“You have to know yourself first, before you can know anything else; that just stands to reason. By the way, how do you get on with your pawakam?”

“My what?”

“Your wolf tail.”

“I still have it, if that’s what you mean.”

She seemed pleased with this answer. “You make a good split.” She carried her sundae to one of the tables and proceeded to eat with obvious relish, making sure to get every bit.

“There ought to be a law,” one of the girls from school whispered in a voice meant to carry, “no ice cream for You-know-who above the fiftieth parallel.”

This raised a laugh from her friends, but Elk Girl did not choose to hear. She had not come for ice cream. I knew enough about magic from my brother to know that. Georges was fascinated by things that appeared to be one thing and were in fact quite different. “The science of misdirection,” he called it. Elk Girl had come because of the pawakam. 

ELK GIRL WAS my only link with my Indian self. My only link to Oh-Be-Joyful’s Daughter. She seemed to know a lot about me. I knew nothing about her, not even where she lived, except it was with a wind shifter called Sarah. Elk Girl had always been aloof, distant, and unknowable, like my Indian heritage. I decided to make her a friendship bracelet. I’d made one for Connie’s birthday. It involved a lot of rummaging—tiny glass beads, seed pearls from a pair of outworn gloves, covered buttons from a torn jacket, segments of a broken watch band, strung together. I was still thinking about the possibilities of a second bracelet as I walked home from school. I wondered if I could find enough items.

Because I lived farther out than most of the kids I generally walked home alone. I turned at the sound of my name.

“Kathy!” It was Phil Dunway on his bike. Phil Dunway was the boy at school that I liked. I’d liked him since fifth grade when he stood up for me on the playground. He was a senior now, and after graduation I wouldn’t see him again.

Phil caught up to me, got off and walked his bicycle. “Kathy,” he said again, “I’m going your way.”

I was surprised at his friendliness. At school we didn’t speak. “Fine,” I said. Neither of us could think of anything further to say, then we spoke at once. I laughed and took a breath. “Are you visiting someone?” I asked, because he’d never taken this route before.

“No.” There was a short pause. “I just thought maybe you wouldn’t mind.”

Was he saying that he took this path deliberately to walk me home? My heart raced with excitement. He liked me. Phil Dunway, the cutest boy in school, liked me.

The pause between us lengthened, and I searched for something interesting to say, but could only come up with, “Lucky you, you’ll be graduating in a couple of months.”

“Yeah.” He smiled but had nothing to add.

“So, do you have something lined up? A summer job?”

“My dad wants me to go into the contracting business with him, but things are pretty slow just now.”

“You ought to think about being a Mountie. If I was a man that’s what I’d be.”

“I’m glad you’re not.”

“What? A Mountie?”

“A man.” And he took one hand from the handle of his bike and laid it over mine. The wheel immediately turned, bringing us to an abrupt halt. “Can we maybe sit down somewhere and talk? If you don’t have to get home, that is.”

“No, I don’t have to be home.”

There was shade not far off, and we sat with our backs against the large oak. Phil took my hand again. “This is better,” he said.

I let my hand stay in his.

“I never see you with any of the fellows at school.” He threw this out tentatively.

“No. I’m not going with any of them.”

“That’s what I was hoping because . . .” He leaned over and kissed me. He did it very deliberately as though he had been nerving himself to it. Then he did it once more and this time I cooperated.

It felt heady. His touch awakened me to new knowledge of myself. In Phil Dunway’s arms I sensed what it was to be a woman. His fingers lightly followed the outline of my cheek, my throat, and, dropping lower, my breasts.

I drew back frightened that I had allowed so much, afraid I would allow more. “I have to go.”

“Can I see you again tomorrow?” he asked, getting to his feet. “Right here? Can this be our place?”

I hesitated. I wanted to, but . . .

“I’ll be here,” he said persuasively, “right after school. Will you?”

Words choked in my throat, but I nodded.

I thought of Phil all night, analyzed every intonation, action, and gesture. In English class I went over it all again. In mathematics I got totally lost, thinking not of square roots but of the soft, waving texture of his hair, remembering my fingers in it.

While I was still debating whether or not to meet him, I found myself there. Phil was leaning against the old oak and at sight of me his face lighted and he came forward. Without a word we put our arms about each other. This time there was no fumbling, his mouth was deliciously open and his hands sure. He continued where he had left off. He slid his hands under my shirt. I rallied from dreamy acquiescence determined to say no.

He didn’t ask, just opened my shirt and stared. “I never saw a girl before,” he said.

I got to my feet, pulling my shirt around me. “You shouldn’t have done that, Phil.”

“I’m not sorry, Kathy. I should be. And I apologize. Don’t go away sore.” He caught up to me. “How’d you like to go to the senior prom?”

That stopped me. I’d never been to a school dance or any other kind. No one had ever asked me. The senior prom. I’d fantasized about it forever, Cinderella at the ball.

“Well?” Phil asked. “What do you say?”

I forgot I hadn’t answered him. I nodded before I could get the yes out.

“Can I have another look, then?”

I closed my eyes and stood in front of him, my face burning as he unbuttoned my blouse.

That night I took down my wolf pawakam. I felt it held the answer to my question. “Guardian,” I whispered, “does he feel what I feel? Does he love me? Really love me?”

The talisman replied sooner than I expected. Sooner than I wanted. I lived a very short time in my Cinderella dream. After school the girls were whispering to each other, speculating who was taking who to the prom. Some had already been asked, and they preened themselves before the wallflowers.

I didn’t say anything. Marlene was keeping count at the drinking fountain. She said, “So far, Ev is going with John Boyle, Gwen with Danny Thompson, and Cindy with Phil Dunway . . .”

She went on, but I didn’t hear. I left her standing there and walked down the hall and out to the ball field where I knew he would be playing lacrosse. It was baseball season, but a bunch of the fellows got up their own lacrosse game so they could charge and block and work out their hostilities.

“Phil!” I called. “Phil.”

They were taking a break, and Phil was showing off, cradling the ball. He looked up. The other boys did too. They were startled and one of them mimicked, “Phil, oh, Phil, Pocahontas wants you.”

He looked at me. It was a long look. Then he turned his back, laughing.

The public humiliation pinned me to the spot. I couldn’t walk away from the shame any more than I could walk away from the anger. I wanted to run, but I was chained where I was. I knew I could never tell anyone, not Mama Kathy, not Connie either.

I had brought this on myself. I had forgotten I was Indian. Remembering released me, gave me strength to walk past my classmates looking neither to the right nor the left, my ears closed to comments.

At home I got out the wolf tail and stared at it a long time. I  hadn’t known who I was. Now I knew. I would braid wolf hairs into the friendship bracelet.

 
I DIDN’T GROW up until Papa died. He wasn’t sick. Something broke inside him and we couldn’t get him to a hospital. It had rained for days and the roads had turned to muskeg.

I heard his voice in muffled cries, hoarse and desperate, from the bedroom.

When Mama Kathy came out she staggered against the door. I rushed to her, led her to a chair, and pushed her gently into it.

“The Luminal, Kathy. He asked for it. It’s in a small silver packet in the medicine chest.”

“Yes, Mama, I’ll get it.”

“Oh, God, the pain, Kathy. It’s terrible.”

“I’ll get him the Luminal, Mama. It will be better.”

She nodded, and I went into the bathroom, found it, and, filling a glass of water, took it to him.

The covers were knotted into a corner of the bed. Papa’s eyes had glazed over like a sick cat’s, sweat rolled along his face, and his body was rigid. I poured some of the water on a towel and bent over him, wiping his forehead, murmuring as I worked. “I’ve brought you the Luminal, Papa. It will relax you.”

He was in no condition to swallow anything. A spasm bowed his body and blood gushed, splattering the wall, ejected with the same terrible force that had taken over his body.

I rushed to the bathroom for a clean towel, passing the door to my room. There, in the closet on the top shelf, was my guardian. I couldn’t see it, but I didn’t need to see it.

“Help me,” I whispered. “Help him.”

When I returned, Papa was stretched out on his back, sleeping.

I stroked his hand, his capable, strong-fingered hand. What good was his strength to him now? What good were dampened  towels and Luminal, even if he could swallow it? What was needed was large decisive steps. Something had gone wrong inside. He needed stitching together, he needed an oxygen tent to help him breathe. He needed a hospital equipped to help him.

His eyes opened. He looked at me and said in a voice that I bent to hear, “You’d make a good nurse, Kathy.”

Those were his last words to me. Mama Kathy came in. Her red hair was pinned neatly back; she had taken hold. I relinquished my place.

I went out and sat on the porch steps. Connie and Georges came and sat beside me. No one spoke. Then Connie gave a quavering little laugh. “You know what I was thinking? Do you remember, Kathy, when you were little, about five, I think? You use to spend hours making concoctions of dirt and grass, all mixed up with seeds and baking powder from the kitchen.”

“I remember that,” Georges said.

“Do you remember what it was for?” Connie challenged him.

I knew. It suddenly came back to me. I was making a medicine so Mama Kathy and Papa would live forever. “It didn’t work,” I muttered.

We learned it was peritonitis that took him, a burst appendix. Sergeant Mike looked after the whole province. If a job needed doing, there was Mike Flannigan of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police to do it. He was game warden, inspected traps and settled disputes. He kept illegal drugs out of his territory and was responsible for immigration violation and sabotage. And when he’d time on his hands, he repaired the telephone wires and vaccinated a village. He would turn his hand to anything, help anyone, and in the end no one could do anything for him.

Elk Girl explained it to me that night. I was exhausted, out of my head with grief, and had thrown myself across the bed without bothering with a cover. Elk Girl came in, covered me, brought the pawakam and laid it beside me, then opened the  window and sat there, looking out. She stared up at the stars, and they, serene and wise, looked down on us. Elk Girl didn’t speak. She didn’t say that the stars were where they belonged—but they were.

 
WE THOUGHT IT would be a small funeral, just the family and a few friends from the town. But word was carried on the newly extended phone lines and, when these quit, by moccasin telegraph penetrating deep into the woods. People came, white and Indian, from all over the province, people we didn’t know but who had known Sgt. Mike Flannigan.

The Royal Canadian Mounted Police were well represented, their scarlet dress uniforms punctuating the somber attire of the others. Among the guests was Jonathan Forquet. He came not only for Papa Mike but to stand beside Mama.

On the day of the funeral she leaned on his arm. He himself was a compelling figure, spare almost to the point of emaciation. His eyes, when he turned them on you, burned with the intensity of a soul about to leave the body, an arrow ready to quit the bow. When the prayers were finished and he spoke I could understand why the Indians regarded him as a holy man.

“This Mountie we lay to rest today arrested me, kept me jailed for a murder I did not do, refused to give his blessing to my marriage. Yet I am here from across Canada, from Quebec Province. Why? Because when I was starving in body and soul he fed me at his table. He travels now to the west where our people have always traveled. But if he was here he’d laugh in our faces. As he saw it, he did what anybody would do. His own kids died in the diphtheria epidemic, and he was still bringing soup and medicine to people too ill and weak to manage for themselves. But don’t think he wouldn’t go after a trap thief and bring him in, Mountie style. He was there to fight a fire, or pull  an abscessed tooth. He entered our lives, one way or another. Look in your heart to see which part of him you carry.”

Before he left, my father called me to him. He acted as though he had a right to do this, as though he had been here. But it was Papa. Papa was the one to oil my skates, to show me the beaver dam, to explain the migration of birds—it was Papa’s lap that was always there for me.

Jonathan Forquet never bothered about me, never inquired about me. He was never part of my life. He was off somewhere being holy, preaching to unlettered Indians who were in awe of him.

Well, I wasn’t in awe of him. I followed him reluctantly, my feet scuffing leaves.

He walked a little way into the woods, and the musky smell of decayed vegetation under loamy earth made me think of the grave.

He began speaking again in an intimate way, as though I was his daughter. “You have grown up well. Mrs. Mike is right, there is a look of your mother about you. There is also a look of sadness. Not only because of Sergeant Mike’s death, but it has been in you, I think, a long time. It comes from the way you look at life.”

“Don’t lecture me. Did you find the beaver dam? Did you fix my skates? I don’t even know you. And you don’t know me.”

“I do know you. I brought you your name.”

“You show up once. One time in sixteen years. Well, you know what I wish? I wish it was my papa I was standing here with.”

A slight smile hovered about the corners of his mouth. “And that I was where he is?”

I turned away.

“Oh-Be-Joyful’s Daughter—”

I stopped. I wasn’t used to anyone addressing me by this name.

He went on in a detached tone, but I felt the urgency behind it. “When I think of you, when I dream you, when I speak your name, you are with me. Far things are just as near. Didn’t you ever feel this?”

“No. Either someone is here with me, or they’re not.”

“A namer is never far.”

“You were. To other people you brought religion and all that, but there was nothing for me. And you can’t start now, I won’t let you.” I was angry to find I was crying.

He went on as though I hadn’t said anything, “You must remember who you are. You must learn to be joyful.”

“You haven’t the right to expect anything of me. Go take your good works somewhere else.” I turned and ran. The joyfulness he tried to force on me seemed dreadful. At school I’m not accepted—it doesn’t matter, be joyful. At work I serve sundaes I can’t afford to eat—be joyful. My papa, whom I love more than anything in the world, dies—be joyful.

We didn’t speak again. I was glad when he left.
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