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A Cree translation for the North-West War of 1885.1


Literally, “when bad things happened.”


“I wanted to treat them as we would have buffalo.”


Gabriel Dumont discussing the Canadian soldiers at the Battle of Tourond’s Coulee/Fish Creek.


For more, see Marilyn Dumont’s


poem in The Pemmican Eaters.2




Footnotes


1 North-West War refers to the concurrent Métis conflict and Cree insurgence with Canadian forces in the District of Saskatchewan in spring 1885, usually called the North-West Resistance or North-West Rebellion. This text uses North-West War to respectfully acknowledge the consequential legacies of these conflicts on Indigenous Peoples across the Northern Plains.


2 Marilyn Dumont, “I Wanted to Treat Them as We Would Have Buffalo,” in The Pemmican Eaters (ECW Press, 2015).
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Bishop’s North-West war map. Library and Archives Canada/e010771656
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NOTE TO READERS


This novel contains descriptions of physical and sexual violence and of abusive power structures. Please take care in your reading..















CHAPTER 1


WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPENED
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WEDNESDAY, MARCH 18, 1885. LAC-AUX-TROIS-PISTOLES, DISTRICT OF SASKATCHEWAN.


Everything turned to shit when Cousin got took. It all happened like this: I rode Pony bareback, Cousin marched beside me. We was walking the trail from the burn scar in the forest back to the homestead after playing buffalo hunters. Me and him was making chit-chat about how good of buffalo hunters we would’ve made. Then I seen a coyote startle in the bush.


“Cousin! A coyote!”


I looked to Cousin beside me. He was gone. Me and Pony spun around and around looking for him. Couldn’t see him nowhere. Couldn’t even find his tracks in the snow.


“Niko! Run!” Cousin yelled from deep in the bush. A hand smothered his mouth.


I tangled my fingers into Pony’s mane, clicked my tongue, and clapped my heels against her sides. I held on for dear life. We raced home.


I led Pony straight to the corral where Nimama watered and fed Auntie’s horse and our mule with help from our three-legged mutt, Barney. Pony trotted with her hooves high to not squish the squirrels scrambling beneath her.


“Whoa! Where’s Guille?” Nimama stabbed a pile of hay with a pitchfork. Her springtime breath cast swirly shadows on the mud.


“Cousin’s gone!”


“Gone? Where?”


I slipped off Pony’s back and splashed the not-as-froze-as-it-looked mud all over my moccasins.


“Me and Cousin was playing buffalo hunters in the burn scar and I was riding Pony and Cousin was walking beside me and I seen a coyote but Cousin wasn’t there then I heard him scream but I couldn’t find him, it’s not my fault, I’m sorry, it was all on accident!”


“Whoa… Niko…” Nimama grabbed my arms. She looked me square with them bright eyes of hers. Blue as my own. She calls our blue eyes “Desjarlaises” even though me and her is Eriksens by last name. I don’t get why she won’t call them Eriksen Eyes. Only Chapan’s last name is Desjarlais. And Chapan’s peepers ain’t even blue.


“Take a breath. Tell me what happened.”


I took a big inhale and outhaled slow. A hunk of heartache blew up in my throat.


Nimama bent closer to my height. I’m pretty small for a twelve-year-old—not much over four feet tall.


“I was riding Pony and Cousin was walking beside me. We was coming home from the burn scar. We was talking the whole time. Then I seen a coyote in the bush. I went to tell Cousin. But he was gone. Then he yelled for us to run. So me and Pony raced home.”


Nimama tugged me into her. I wiped my nose all over the shoulder of her tweed jacket she’d won at the Fleury Hotel and Saloon playing faro. “Is Guille okay?”


I tried to say something. Harder than I ever tried saying anything before. But nothing came out my mouth. I tried breathing through my gagging heartache. But my lungs jammed shut.


I buried my face into Nimama’s burn scarred neck. I cried until nothing was left. Someone stole Cousin.


Nimama grabbed my hand and dragged me to the homestead. I stumbled over my feet.


“Joséphine!” Nimama called to Auntie. “Kokum!” she called to Chapan. “Get out here!”


“What’s going on?” Chapan stepped onto the boardwalk of our two-story, white-like-angel-wings homestead. Félix the cat and Miss Kitty scurried out from between Chapan’s legs and bounced into the bush. The homestead has “circus windows,” we call them—windowpanes so droopy, everything looks melty and gooey through them.


“You need to take Nikosis.” Nimama pushed me toward Chapan with her palm. Soft like a breeze. I waded into Chapan’s bosom and wrapped my arms around her. “Guillaume disappeared not five minutes ago. I’m getting my sister. We’re headed to the burn scar. Niko stays with you until we all come home.”


“I still don’t know what’s going on.” Chapan looked terrified.


“Look after Niko until we get back.” Nimama burned past us into the house. She cussed to herself as she lifted the Winchester repeating rifle off the mantel—a family heirloom, she calls it, even though the rifle’s same age as me and Cousin. She stuffed her pockets with bullets. “I’ll be back with Guille and Josey.”


Nimama ran off with the gun to the old cabin near the corral where Chapan lived before the homestead got built. Auntie uses it as her workshop nowadays. It’s where she hides with her beads and books and sewing kits. She paints there too.


Chapan led me to the table. Before I could sit down, I heard Auntie scream from inside her workshop. I ran to the window and watched Auntie crash out the old cabin with the door swinging behind. Barney raced after her. Auntie tripped in the snow and mud and bounded into the corral. She leapfrogged over her horse’s rump and gave him three solid kicks to the belly. She held his mane. He zipped up the trail. His hooves hurled waves of slush behind. Nimama mounted Pony and clambered after them with the rifle slung over her back.


Arf! arf! arf!


Barney raced after them.


“What’s happening…” I said to the window.


Chapan hopped outside and closed the corral gate before Huckleberry the mule could take off. I pulled a chair at the table and sat down in front of a cup of elderberry tea Chapan had made for herself.


I leaned over the steamy tea. I thought about how them dried elderberries turn my tongue blue. How them seeds crack! between my teeth. How someone stole Cousin.


Hard as I tried distracting myself, Cousin was all I could think about. Tea was useless.


Who’s to say we won’t find Cousin? Auntie and Nimama will scour everywhere for him—even if the bush is endless from Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles to Buffalo Narrows to Fort Battleford.


My thoughts felt heavier than lead. I looked around the homestead. Smelled wood everywhere. Wood boxes nailed to wood walls to make wood cabinets. Wood staircase to the wood upstairs with wood beds. Wood bookcases chock-full of maps, letters, newspapers.


Almost every nook and cranny in the homestead is stuffed full of books and maps and letters and everything papery in between. Everyone calls the homestead “la bibliothèque” because we got so much to read and share. La bibliothèque always smells woody and lived-in at the same time. Like Maman Earth, smudge, lumber, and old paper breathing together. On the walls, Chapan nailed old snowshoes for decoration, newspaper headlines, whitetail and muley antlers, medicines for drying, lots of old paintings of prairies and people and everything pretty.


“Pray a cigarette never falls from your lips,” one of Nimama’s guests once said. “Or this place’ll be razed.”


Ever since forever ago, Chapan’s been the one trusted to use fire to change the forest. Burning them spots here to make better blueberry bushes. Burning them spots there so there ain’t no fuel nearby for when the Big Fire happens. When lots of other half-breed people from this place called Red River moved to Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles in the 1860s and ’70s, they hired Chapan to clear land along the Beaver River or in the bush near the lake so they can live like they did back home on the open prairie.


Most farmers didn’t have no money to pay Chapan. So a few years before me and Cousin was born, Monsieur Xavier Fleury got everyone in L-T-P together to build Chapan one of the nicest homesteads in all the North-West—a proper two-story house big enough for her whole family. They fund-raised to buy Chapan pretty things like glass windows and a stove. Even built a bazillion bookshelves for Chapan, giving her proper space to store her library.


People didn’t leave Red River because they wanted to. They left because buffalo was disappearing and lots of folks from Out East was settling the prairies. New Canadian law said our land in Red River didn’t belong to Indians or half-breeds no more because Canada bought all the North-West from the Hudson’s Bay Company. Ottawa wanted to fill the prairies with European farmers. Indians and half-breeds had to go.


It started a big uprising before Christmas in 1869. This guy called Louis Riel took over Fort Garry and made a government for half-breeds in Red River to keep our land. They even executed a guy from Ontario. Everything was bad. No one knew what would happen next.


Then Ottawa got involved. Agreed to turn Red River into the Province of Manitoba when it all ended in 1870. But Manitoba became dangerous for Indians and half-breeds. Posses of vigilante soldiers from Ontario got violent. Men was murdered. Women and girls too. Chapan even framed an old newspaper article all the way from Minnesota calling it a “reign of terror.”


So lots of Indian and Métis people moved from Red River to all over the North-West where their ancestors worked and lived—Fort Benton, Pembina, St. Paul, Qu’Appelle, Batoche, Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles, Île-à-la-Crosse, Fort McMurray, Fort Edmonton—to build new homesteads, to meet new people who looked and talked like them, to reconnect with old family, to marry new family, to trap in the bush, to farm riverlots. Nowadays there’s about a hundred or so people living within ten miles of Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles in cabins and homesteads in the bush, then another hundred-fiftyish people living on riverlots along the Beaver River. We live in the bush just east of town. Chapan’s lived in L-T-P damn near all her life.


Since the uprising ended, Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles has become one of the biggest towns in the whole District of Saskatchewan. So big that the North-West Mounted Police started converting the abandoned fort on the north side of the lake into a police outpost last fall.


Chapan misses olden days when Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles was nothing more than traplines, the lake, and the fort. But she also adores how much town has grown up with her. Nowadays there is lots of French-speaking families, Cree-speaking families, English-speaking families, many-language-speaking families, trapper families, horse-boarder families, trader families, farmer families, freighter families, devout families, traditional families, Catholic families, Protestant families—even a few “Not-estant” families.


“Kate McCannon calls me a Not-estant,” Chapan once said. I ain’t never understood. Chapan comes to Mass and ceremony. Smudges and prays. Goes through all the motions. But, in secret, she don’t believe in God. “But don’t ever say that in front of Père Brisson. Okay?”


Cousin couldn’t’ve disappeared at a worser time. No siree. Chapan says she didn’t hear of no family in all Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles who didn’t lose at least a third their crops or gardens to drought and frost last year. There was even less game than Nimama’d ever seen. Chapan’s been cooking up ham hock soup all week because that’s all that’s left of our poor pig, Percy.


We got a fancy root cellar in the homestead—a latch in the floor covered with a bearskin rug so nobody trips on it. Usually the cellar is stocked full of potatoes, sacks of flour and sugar, bottles of vinegar, seeds, dried berries and meats, pork pemmican, bear grease, duck fat, pickled eggs and carrots and onions and cucumbers. But there ain’t much food this year. To make it worser, half our in-the-ground carrots was spoiled by rabbits this summer, half our in-the-cellar potatoes was spoiled by a family of rats Cousin discovered around Christmastime, and half the in-the-sack pork pemmican was spoiled by the same rats who made babies we didn’t know about.


Chapan used to say no animals in the house. But after them rats broke her rule, she started keeping the cats inside. Problem is Félix and Miss Kitty always sneak outside whenever Chapan opens a window or door.


We finished building the church two springs ago. Nimama says the church got finished right when we needed it most. Life’s got awful dark for us in the North-West. The church gives us a place to be together. Gives us a symbol of hope.


Chapan says them buffalo hunts was a time for all half-breeds to be together for a few months on the prairie. Even for us bush-breeds in Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles, there ain’t enough coyotes or martens to make good money selling furs to feed everyone without meat from buffalo hunts. Me and Cousin ain’t never even ate buffalo meat before. We was little kids when the buffalo died in Saskatchewan forever. Chapan says when we lost the buffalo, we lost a family member.


Chapan’s afraid we’ll have another death in the family soon. She says the North-West is real sick. We need each other more than ever.


For one thing, nobody’s sure how they feel about Louis Riel being back in Batoche. There’s talk he’ll lead another uprising. Bigger this time. Holier. Some folk say he’s a saint. Others say he’s insane. It’s like half the families in Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles think Riel’s come to save us from tyranny like Jesus Hisself; the other half think he’s bound to damn us all to Hell.


Like I said: Cousin disappeared at the worst time ever.


I opened my eyes. Chapan rubbed my tight neck muscles. I cupped my tea like a fledgling. Brung the porcelain to my lips. Devoured a mouthful of elderberries. Each and every seed crick-crack!ed between my teeth.


A few minutes passed like this—me sipping tea and Chapan massaging my shoulders like they carried the weight of the world. It was peaceful. Almost like Cousin never got took. Like he was napping upstairs.


I would’ve stayed like that forever. God as my witness.


When all the tea was drunk and them elderberries was in my belly, I left the table and hankered upstairs to the loft where most the beds is. Me and Cousin sleep in bunk beds: me on the top bunk and him on the bottom. My bunk begged me to crawl up the ladder and cuddle myself in the blankets. But I was too dang tired. So I tumbled into Cousin’s bed instead.


Sometime in the night, when I lay trapped under Cousin’s stinky blanket, I heard the door downstairs open and Nimama and Auntie hop inside. Nimama told Chapan they searched well past sundown. Even recruited some of the neighbours to help. She said all the footprints in the bush got so tangled together, the snow looked like a marching ground. There was no doubt Cousin got stole. But no sign of his kidnapper.


I got out of bed and snuck down a couple stairs, careful to hide in shadows. Nimama, Auntie, and Chapan sat around the candlelit kitchen table with numb faces. When I seen Auntie’s dark eyes sunk in deeper than two wells to Hell, I knew she was going to be bonkers forever—or at least until we bring Cousin home.















CHAPTER 2


HALF-BREEDS ARE NOT PEOPLE!
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THURSDAY, MARCH 19, 1885.


In the morning, I eavesdropped on Nimama and Auntie from the stairs while they talked to Chapan and sipped their coffees. A plate of bannock and a pot of lard and saskatoon berry pudding goop steamed in the middle of the table. Two sloppy cigarettes rested on an ashy saucer next to two burned braids of sweetgrass and sage. Chapan must have prayed with Nimama and Auntie—them to God, but Lord knows who Chapan prayed to.


Auntie shook her hair out its bun. Her hollow eyes examined the tips in the sunlight. She snipped the split ends with her nails.


Nimama pulled one of the cigarettes off the saucer. She lit a match. Smoke flowed out her nostrils. The paper looked extra white on her radishy skin.


Even though they’s a tad sunburned looking all the time, both Auntie and Nimama got milky skin compared to Chapan’s. In the summertime, the skin on Nimama’s hands drinks up sunlight, making her brown and raspberry-like come August. Auntie’d look like that too, but she prefers hiding from the sun in her workshop. She likes to say she got dark white skin. But Chapan says her and Nimama is both creamy brown.


I don’t know what Nimama thinks about the way she looks. Maybe it’s because them flaming blue eyes make her look kind of Europeanish. But the sun don’t scare Nimama like it scares Auntie. Out in public, Auntie’s careful to keep her bun pulled tight so no one can see she got “wily half-breed hair,” she calls it—a mess of blackish-brown curls that feels more like a fistful of moose fur than anything else. Nimama though, she braids her hair, then mats the fuzzy top down with Oncle’s Stetson hat. Oncle—my kokum’s older brother who disappeared just before me and Cousin was born—gave it to Nimama for an Easter present.


It’s pretty neat: me and Cousin was born not two weeks apart after New Year 1873. But we ain’t got no clue who our papas could be. Ain’t even allowed to ask about them. Nimama and Auntie don’t like talking about being so young and pregnant. They don’t even talk much about their own papa. All me and Cousin know is their papa was some Norwegian fur trader with the surname Eriksen.


But I know Nimama and Auntie grew up in Dakota Territory with their papa and maman until their house burned down. They was just kids then. Chapan says that my kokum died in the fire. But Nimama says that’s a lie. She says my kokum got so angry at the world she burned the house down and ran away when everyone else was sleeping inside.


After the fire, Oncle invited Nimama and Auntie and their papa to live with him on his farm in Red River. He needed a new business partner.


When they got to Red River, Oncle and my grandpapa farmed and traded furs together. That meant Nimama and Auntie went to be schooled at the Couvent-des-Soeurs-Grises.


School was hard. Between Nimama and Auntie, people always said Auntie was the homely one. I don’t see it. But it don’t matter what I see, I guess. When Auntie was getting educated at the convent, some of the nuns called her “Joséphindienne” in a not-so-nice way—to her face even.


Nimama and Auntie was home for summer after the uprising in Red River ended in 1870. Oncle and my grandpapa was one bad day away from losing their business. Auntie asked Chapan in a letter if her and Nimama and Oncle and my grandpapa could move home with her to Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles. Chapan mailed back a handmade postcard. Her response was one word.


oui


When Monsieur Fleury heard that Chapan’s son, son-in-law, and grandgirls was coming, he ordered everyone who owed a debt to Chapan to build her the finest homestead in the North-West. Even got all his nephews who worked at the livery to help.


Nimama and Auntie was happy to be with Chapan. Oncle and my grandpapa operated a new trading business out the old cabin that Chapan lived in before the homestead was built—the one Auntie uses as her workshop. Everyone says it was a quiet couple years. Stable too.


Then something real bad happened. Christmastime 1872. Just weeks before me and Cousin was born. Oncle chased our grandpapa off with a hatchet. They found their horses and bloody coats by the riverbank. Red splatters all over the ice. Cracks and exposed water. Both presumed dead since.


The pink morning shined through the windows. I scooted to my corner at the top of the stairs, careful not to make so much as a peep.


Everyone around the table sat quiet. Cougar quiet. The only hearable sound was the cigarette burning between Nimama’s lips.


“The police have to help us.” Chapan shifted in her chair uneasy. She rested her hand on Nimama’s wrist. “Look, the Ducharme boys will be here after lunch. When they get here, take Niko and your sister to the outpost and report Guillaume missing. I’m sure the pol—”


“You really think they care about some missing half-breed boy?” Auntie tossed her hair and glared at Chapan. “They say we’re all in it with Riel.”


“How do you know that? You haven’t even met them yet.”


“Haven’t you been reading the Herald?” Auntie snipped harshful. “We’re one gunshot away from war!”


“The police’s job is to look after the people of Lac-aux-Trois-Pist—”


“Half-breeds are not people!” Auntie knocked her chair flat on the floor as she blasted to her feet. She panted like a dog and clenched her fists. “They treat us like animals. If Ottawa thought half-breeds were people, they wouldn’t fill our land with settlers!”


I sat on the stairs a long time. I didn’t know what to think about what Auntie said. Them words bounced around my brain over and over and over and over: “Half-breeds are not people! Half-breeds are not people!”


Auntie ain’t never escaped the shame of being Indian or Métis. Won’t talk Cree in public. Won’t wear her own bead-work out the house neither. She spent all her money on men’s boots even though she makes me and Cousin warm moccasins with rabbit fur on the insides and beaded flowers on the outsides. I know it hurts Chapan’s feelings when Auntie calls the old ways “their ways”—as if they is someone we ought to be ashamed of. As if we ain’t them.


“Any sign of Cousin?” I walked down the stairs pretending I just woke up. I rubbed my eyes and yawned until real tears dripped down my cheeks.


“Niko! You’re awake.” Nimama met me at the bottom of the stairs with a bear hug. The kind she’s famous for. She looked tired from up close. Smelled tired too. Like the only reason she was awake was the hot coffee and cigarettes boiling her blood. “No sign of Guillaume yet. We’re going to find him though. Okay? Eat some bannock.”


Nimama led me to the table where I hugged good morning to Chapan and Auntie. I rubbed their backs a long time. They needed some good hugging.


I sat beside Auntie. At the table I smeared a hunk of goop all over my bannock. But, for the first time ever, I wasn’t hungry. Cousin disappearing took my appetite.


“What d’you figure, Guille?” Auntie rubbed my ears and twirled my hairs. She didn’t notice she called me Cousin’s name on accident. Which was good for her, I suppose. She’d go even bonkerser if she knew she called me Guille.


I didn’t want to finish my bannock. But I did anyway. I hoped I wasn’t about to give myself a tummy ache. That’s the worst part about being hungry all the dang time: it’s like your body punishes you for starving, then it punishes you again once you eat just for good measure. Chapan tries her darnedest to keep us well-fed—puts extra lard in all her cooking, lots of sugar from the store so our tummies don’t growl so much. It makes her feel bad seeing her babies being hungry. She wishes there was more food to cook us.


I cleaned up the plates and scrubbed pans with Chapan. Auntie tied her boots with her mittens by the door. Nimama slipped into her tweed jacket and Stetson. She slung the repeater over her shoulder.


“We’re going looking for Guille. We’ll be back for lunch.”


“Can I come?” I set a handful of plates on the table.


“You’re safe here with Chapan.”


“I get to come to the police outpost though. Right?”


Nimama buttoned her jacket slow. She looked at me suspiciousful. Auntie waited at the door. I knew I was about to get myself caught for eavesdropping. But I need Cousin back.


“We’ll see what the Ducharmes say after lunch.”


Nimama and Auntie stepped into the cold morning. I watched them ride off through the window. Chapan drank tea and read the latest Saskatchewan Herald at the table.


After a few minutes, I went upstairs to the loft to grab some stuff for me and Chapan. I brung down a deck of cards and the cribbage board Oncle made out of a moose antler for Auntie’s thirteenth birthday. If I couldn’t be out looking for Cousin, I needed something to take my mind off him being gone.


“Want to play?”


Chapan folded her newspaper and wiped her fingers on her apron. I set the cribbage board on the table and handed her the cards to shuffle. I reset the pegs on the board from when me and Cousin played yesterday—a lifetime ago. It felt wrong pulling the pegs from where Cousin played them last time. Felt just as wrong putting them back at the beginning to start a new game without him. Like we was moving on without him.


Me and Chapan played for hours. Then Nimama and Auntie came home for lunch—without Cousin.















CHAPTER 3


GUN SMOKE IN THE HALL OF MIRRORS
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Even after all the coffee she drunk and them cigarettes she smoked at lunch, Nimama fell asleep in her chair with her head pillowed on her arms on the table. Auntie made it to the downstairs bed by the wall near the fireplace at least. She lay with her back to us reading Leatherstocking Tales. The pages rustled when she turned them like a windchime telling us she was awake. Me and Chapan splashed water as we washed the bowls and knives.


I felt wound tighter than a fiddle waiting for the Ducharme boys to show up. We hoped Cousin would be with them. Even if we didn’t expect it.


Arf! arf! arf!


Outside, Barney barked his poor lungs out. Some young voices greeted him and told him how good a boy he was. A few seconds later we heard them at the door.


“Madame Desjarlais?” I turned my attention to Georges Ducharme standing at the doorway with his little brother, Charlo. Georges tipped his head to me and Chapan. He looked over to Nimama sleeping at the table and Auntie in the bed and tipped his head to them too. “Mademoiselle Eriksen. Mademoiselle Eriksen.”


Even though Georges was sixteen and Charlo was eleven, they was about the same looking. Excepting in size. From afar they looked like twins in different phases of development. They shared the same reddish burned wood colour all over their skin. Even their black hair carried charred strands of red.


“Madame Desjarlais, we’re sorry. We seen no sign of Guillaume.”


“What time is it?” Auntie rose from the bed. She ambled to the table. Her toes stepped lazy-like over each other.


“Half past noon, Mademoiselle Eriksen.” Georges glanced at a watch in his pocket.


“I made tea. Let’s make chit-chat. You boys must be exhausted.” Chapan waved for the Ducharmes to come into the house. She waddled to the stove.


Georges sat next to me. Charlo sat across the table next to Nimama. His face looked like he thought she was dead.


Auntie glared at Nimama sleeping beside Charlo. She balled her fist and bonk!ed the table next to Nimama’s head. “Sara!”


Nimama shot up in her chair. Her braids was loose and fuzzy. She nodded sleepy hellos at Georges and Charlo. “Sorry, boys.”


“No problem, mademoiselle.” Georges nodded at Nimama. He loosened his collar’s choke hold and swallowed. “Listen: I think it’s reasonable to conclude that… well… There’s no sign of Guille nowhere. We need help. We need bona fide search parties.”


“Absolutely.” Chapan brung over a couple cups. She poured each boy some tea with a fancy smell I ain’t smelled in months—a tea made from dried muskego leaves, currants, saskatoons, blueberries. “We have to tell the authorities.”


“Funny you should propose just that.” Georges raised his cup to thank Chapan and blew a wave into the bluish-gold tea, shooing the steam away before he brung the china to his lips. “Me and Charlo thought we could go report Guillaume missing on your behalf. You’d have to ride past our place to get to the outpost anyway. Me and Charlo will head out after tea if that works.”


“That’s kind to offer. But Josey and Sara should really go with Niko. He was there. Besides: we need to speak to Père Brisson.”


“Why don’t we take Charlo home on our way to the police outpost?” Auntie asked. The room fell quiet. “Georges can summon Père Brisson.”


Georges and Charlo looked tensionful at each other. Charlo nodded subtle.


“Sure…” Georges wiggled his jaw and gestured to Nimama and Auntie with his chin. “… if you take Charlo home.”


Chapan nibbled her lip. Her eyes bounced between Georges and Charlo. “I’ll wait for the girls and Niko to come home from the outpost. Then we’ll all go to the rectory together.”


“It’s okay, madame.” Charlo sunk into his shoulders as he reassured Chapan. “Georges can go.”


“I don’t know.” Chapan ran her fingers over the lip of her teacup. “I don’t want him alone out there.”


“I’ll be fine.” Georges sat up in his chair like he was a little taller than he truly was. Stuck his chest out like his shoulders was a little broader. Raised his chin like he was a little braver. “If you’re anxious about me riding by myself, lend me your gun. Honest: I’m the spottest-on shot on either side of the Beaver River.”


Georges was right. He was the finest young marksman in the whole District of Saskatchewan. His papa, a seventy-orso-year-old buffalo hunter by the name of Nishecabo Ducharme, taught Georges when they moved here five years ago how to drain a repeater in twenty seconds, all while nailing a flying pigeon damn near every shot.


Georges wasn’t always the best marksman in L-T-P. For ages that distinction belonged to the boy’s legendary father hisself. Nishecabo was one of the greatest buffalo hunters in all Indian Country.


Last spring, Nishecabo got struck with his malady. Made him not able to talk no more. Not able to walk neither. Even made part of his face slump to the side.


Everyone around L-T-P gets right anxious talking about Nishecabo. Me included. I confess. It ain’t right the way we make behind-the-back chit-chat about him. Like he ain’t alive no more. Like he can’t understand us. But it’s hard not to. People say it’s tough picturing that man deserving what he’s going through. Nishecabo had it all: a young family, wartime heroics, feathers, pigs and horses and sheep, land to farm along the river, strawberry bushes. All he had against him was time.


I ain’t convinced Nishecabo prays for hisself like other people pray for him. For all I know, maybe he ain’t one to think of his life as “right tragic,” like some call it. Maybe for Nishecabo this is just the way his life is and there ain’t nothing wrong with it unless God Hisself says so.


Then again, maybe not. God don’t make much sense nowadays.


Nimama says it’s hard on them Ducharme boys with such a sick pa. She can only imagine. She says I better remember that because they must be struggling.


It ain’t fair. I deserve a papa to struggle over. Me and Cousin’s papas should be in our lives. At least Nimama and Auntie had a papa, even if he wasn’t no good. Someday I will be the best papa in the world. Total opposite of my father.


“That okay with you, Mademoiselle Eriksen?” Georges waited for Nimama to wake up a little. He pointed at the repeater on the mantel with his chin. “Lending me your gun for the day?”


“You didn’t bring yours?”


“Maman donated our guns to the men in Batoche,” Georges said, frustrated. “She says I got to stick around and look after papa.”


Nimama lit a match and smoked a cigarette she lifted from the saucer. She pointed at her Winchester repeating rifle on the mantel. “Bring it back tomorrow morning.”


“Sure thing.”


Chapan walked to the fireplace and took the rifle off the mantel. A standard Winchester Model 1873. Nimama’s favourite. Chapan carried it like a newborn to the table.


“Shooting pigeons ain’t like shooting people,” Chapan said to Georges. “Killing people hurts the soul. Kipapa knows what I mean.”


For a sixteen-year-old, Georges ain’t got much of a soon-to-be-a-man type body: the coppery whiskers on his chin is thin like Charlo’s; Georges’s Adam’s apple is still a seedling.


Georges shuffled in his chair. He brung his tea to his lips and slurrrp!ed. “You can trust me: I won’t be shooting first. Not unless there’s immediate danger.”


Chapan laid the gun on the table soft as a bundle. She grabbed a braid of sweetgrass, lit a match, and laid the smoky braid down.


Smoke flowed to the ceiling. Chapan washed her hands in the stream. She splashed plumes over her head, her ears, her eyes, her lips, her heart. She grabbed the gun off the table. She bathed Winnie over the smudge smoke. Washed the barrel, the stock, the lever, the trigger.


Chapan laid Winnie between her and Georges. “Take care of each other.”
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THE FAMOUSEST GUN IN ALL LAC-AUX-TROIS-PISTOLES IS KATE McCANNON’S gun—a side-by-side shotgun with the stock and barrels sawed off like a pistol. She calls it “Li P’chii.” Li P’chii never leaves Kate McCannon’s side. She’s the only person in all Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles who walks around with a loaded gun and a bandolier of shells—only person in L-T-P who, like Kate McCannon herself says, “carries fire.”


Not everyone in L-T-P is keen on Kate McCannon bringing Li P’chii with her everywhere. Papa Brisson’s devoutest followers scoff at Kate McCannon. They don’t shine on seeing a sawed-off shotgun in public. On a woman in particular.


Truth be told, before Cousin got took, I didn’t think there was no need for carrying fire. But Kate McCannon’s always had her reasons, I suppose.


One time in February when me and Nimama was at Cunningham’s store buying flour and coffee and such, I overheard a couple women say Kate McCannon wearing her gun around town is nothing short of a scar on Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles’s wholesome nature—a reminder of what she done to Papa Brisson.


“Fitting how she chopped the barrels off,” said one woman as she inspected a tin of candy, pretending she could afford it. “As if seeing the father isn’t reminder enough of Kate McCannon’s penchant for chopping.”


“Truer words were never spoken,” the other replied, thumbing her nose. “Makes me worry for poor Tom.”


“I wonder what he knows.”


“About the cuckoldry?”


“Yeah.”


“I doubt anybody who likes their hands will say much else,” said the nose thumber, turning to Cunningham behind the counter.


Me and Nimama loaded Oncle’s old Red River cart and squeal-wheeled back home. I hate riding in that thing. Can’t hear nothing. Stupid cart wails like a mermaid fighting a rougarou.


Screeeeeeech! screeeeeeech!


I asked Nimama what the women at the store talked about, what cockledoodlery was and why it made Kate Mc-Cannon’s husband, Tom, so poor. But I couldn’t hear Nimama explain nothing over the awful screech!ing of the wheels. Didn’t help none Huckleberry got a habit of farting wet-like on the regular. No regard for us in the back. Poor guy made the whole ride home a stinky, screechy, cold-as-hell trip to buy only enough goods to half-fill our bellies.


Kate McCannon’s only ever drawn Li P’chii on someone once. They say one of them new Mounties pulled his pistol on Kate McCannon when they argued at the saloon around Christmastime. The bald, moustachioed policeman said something about her being a pagan and a whore. He wagged his gun like he shook his pissing pinger at her.


Kate McCannon snatched the barrel of the pistol with one hand. She whipped Li P’chii out her holster with the other. While gripping the barrel of the Mountie’s gun, she swung Li P’chii high like a hatchet and hacked his wrist, severing the revolver from his mangy hand.


“Next time won’t be so lucky.” Kate McCannon re-holstered Li P’chii. She tucked the revolver into her bandolier. Then backed out the saloon doors and faded into the early-evening winter moonlight.


Kate McCannon’s been on the lam ever since.
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WE WAS ON THE TRAIL HEADED TO TAKE CHARLO HOME BEFORE GOING TO THE OUT-POST. It was a cool, breath-be-seen afternoon. Springtime sun shined hot on my black hair.


Lac-aux-Trois-Pistoles is shaped like a revolver with the grip of the gun on the west arm of the lake and the barrel on the east. Inside the west arm is Fleury Avenue—home of the livery and hotel and saloon and town’s heart. Monsieur Fleury opened his livery and saloon and such after Chapan cleared bush for him and his family when they arrived before me and Cousin was born. Now Fleury Avenue’s home to a couple general stores, a smith, even an icehouse.


Inside the east arm of the lake is the community’s soul—the church and rectory. Then southeast of town in the bush is where us and the Ducharmes and a few other families got our homesteads.


At the hammer of the revolver on the north tip of the lake, overlooking Fleury Avenue and the church to its south, is the new police outpost at the old fort. Tall wood walls surround the place like a castle. You can only get there by fording the river east of the lake. Otherwise the outpost blends in with Maman Earth.


Me and Nimama rode Pony—me in the front of the saddle and Nimama in the back. She wrapped her arms around the blanket over my shoulders.


Auntie swayed back and forth in the saddle of her stallion, Viking. Viking’s real high-strung, but a pleasure to ride. A handsome steed too: solid white with black spots and a black mane and tail, and eyes darker than Auntie’s.


Charlo sat silent behind Auntie’s saddle with his arms wrapped around her waist. He stared empty at the trail below him.


We dropped Charlo off at home with his maman and papa. Then we continued back up the trail a long time. The trail ended at the wide ford in the river. The water was froze. The ice was bunchy and trying to thaw. Hoofprints from all kinds of animals dotted the snow crossing the river.


We dismounted the horses and led them careful across the ice. Once we was safe on the other side, we mounted back up and continued the trail to the fort.


We seen the fort from afar. It looked like a wood castle perched high up on a hill, away from the muskeg, overlooking the lake across Fleury Avenue and the church. A tall fence surrounded the buildings. I couldn’t say how many buildings there was because some of them was being tore down. It was clear that back in olden days, the fort was busier than anything them Mounties would ever need. A Union Jack waved way up high on a pole.




OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
A

=

ALGONOQUIN





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pxi.jpg
BISHOP' S

NORTH-WEST WAR MAP.

3 ey - T « =~

Jack River 10,

il
859X
S g 3

R PR ssTS ,'IJS

PRIGE, 10 GENTS.






OEBPS/images/Art_Pix.jpg
Marguerite

Alexandre
Desjarlais
0.1856

Desjarlais
(Chapan)
D.18?7

Guillaume Geneviéve

? Eriksen
(Grandpapa)
d.1872?

Eriksen
(kokum) :
D.1841

Desjarlais
(Gncle)
- 183818727 -

Joséphine
Eriksen
(Auntie)

Sara Eriksen
(Nimama)
D.1859

Guillaume

Eriksen
(Cousin)

h.1873

\ikosis Eriksen
(me)

D.1873






OEBPS/images/Art_chorn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_Pxiii.jpg
LAC-AUX-
TROIS-PISTOLES

1885

YJEAVER RIVEp

SCALE IN MILES

L —

T

SCALE IN MILES

DESJARLAIS
TOMESTEAD

< %ﬂ?%/)

ATHABASCA

#

UNITED STATES






OEBPS/images/Art_in2.jpg
b | Y"b[ bx





OEBPS/images/Art_in1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781643756820.jpg
T
Mlir:

Bufls






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
TREAT
THEM AS
BUFFALO

ANOVEL

Blair Palmer Yoxall

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL
LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL





