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Each and every one of us is broken, though not in the same places.


The thought occurred to Jack Devereaux as he stood in the black and waterlogged ruin of yet another burned-out building. For nearly twenty years he’d been doing this – trawling through the smouldering debris of extinguished lives, trying to answer questions that were rarely asked, trying to make sense of things that would never be understood.


This time there was a little boy, too. The father strung out on God only knew what, the child – no more than four or five – screaming from the top of his smoke-filled lungs, then finally conceding defeat. The boy had lain down beside his unconscious father, and they’d died in one another’s arms. The bodies had been taken away less than an hour ago.


Jack waved at his colleague, Ludovick Caron.


‘Ludo,’ he said. ‘It’s here.’


Ludo made his way through the charred remnants of furniture, careful to avoid the incessantly dripping skeleton of beams above them. He crouched to look at the place Jack was indicating. The tell-tale emanation point, the scorching pattern, the faint swirls of colour in the floor from melted wires. These things echoed a story that was already told.


‘Space heater,’ Jack said.


Ludo nodded. ‘Looks that way.’


‘Can you mark it up? I’ll get the camera.’


‘Sure thing,’ Ludo said.


Jack’s cellphone rang. He stepped away, took it from his pocket. ‘Yes?’


Minutes later, Jack stood quietly on what little remained of the front porch. He breathed slowly, purposefully, as if to quell some inner turmoil. In the bitter cold, his breath obscured the details of his face. It was dusk. The streets were empty. Somewhere in the far distance a siren wailed. Perhaps another fire. Perhaps another life extinguished.


Down on the sidewalk, the crews were rolling hoses. Men with black hands and black faces, their eyes burdened with so many things a man shouldn’t see. They said little, they went through the motions, they prepared to leave.


Jack Devereaux wondered if some people were consigned to wrestle with darkness for ever.


At the other end of the line a stranger had asked if he was Jacques Devereaux.


It was the name on his birth certificate, but the French in him belonged to a history he wished was not his own. A different name from a different life.


‘Yes, this is Devereaux,’ Jack said. ‘Who is this?’


‘My name is Bastien Nadeau. I am calling about your brother, Calvis.’


‘What about him?’


‘I’m with the police in Jasperville.’


With those words it had all come back. The Torngat Mountains, the far-distant forests. The smell of wood fires, scorched metal, wet oilskin jackets hanging in the hallway. Damp garments frozen as brittle as slate in the morning. Crazed ice patterns – layer upon layer – on windows and walls. The bleak horizontal emptiness of the past; nothing to see but distance.


‘Monsieur Devereaux, you are there?’


‘Yes. Yes, I’m here. What about my brother?’


‘We are holding him here in the police station, Monsieur Devereaux.’


‘Holding him? Why?’


‘I don’t know how to tell you this. He’s like a man possessed by something. Like a wild animal. He attacked a man. He tried to kill him. We don’t know if the man will live.’


Jack Devereaux closed his eyes and breathed deeply.


There were few details shared over the phone. Nadeau, a sergeant with the Sûreté du Québec, had been unwilling to divulge the name of Calvis’s intended victim.


Jack had listened, and when the sergeant was done talking there was silence.


Eventually Nadeau had said, ‘You don’t have any questions, Monsieur Devereaux? Or perhaps you have some explanation for what has happened to your brother?’


Jack hadn’t replied.


‘Are you coming to help him?’


‘Does he need my help?’


‘From what I have learned, your father—’


‘I haven’t seen my father in a long time.’


‘Then you know that your brother is alone in this,’ Nadeau had said.


‘Yes.’


Again, a tense silence that spanned the seven hundred miles between them.


Jack hadn’t voiced the words in his mind.


‘And . . . and he says these terrible things, monsieur. The most terrible things about—’


‘Yes,’ Jack had replied, cutting the man off before he could say anything further.


‘So, you will come to help your brother?’


‘Yes,’ Jack had said abruptly, knowing that his concession was inevitable. Never a question of if he would return, but when. Perhaps also the reason for going back.


‘I will come as soon as I can,’ Jack had said, and ended the call.


The abiding memories of Jack’s childhood were hurt and hunger. Sometimes the hurt was born out of hunger. Other times, the hurt was a thing all its own.


For him, even now, they were strong words. Evocative words. Words that could be folded and twisted and manipulated in so many ways.


Beyond the purely physical, the hurt was sadness, longing, a profound sense of loneliness. The hunger was just a yearning for freedom.


As a child, Jack had known all these things – with the same familiarity as the contours of his face – and yet, despite their once-seeming permanence and inevitability, he’d also known that one day he would escape. And escape he had.


But Calvis had stayed. More accurately, Jack had left Calvis behind.


Calvo. Cal. Pipsqueak, Dwarf, Kiddo, Junior, Little Man, Peanut, Shortie.


And then there was Juliette. Big Sis, Jules, Julep, Juju, Etta, Ettie. Dead for all these years.


The simple truth was that bad things happened to good people. And the past was a country with its own language, a language so very many people learned to forget. The words of that language were like songs once known by heart. Reminded, they returned, and the melody was as familiar and haunting as it had ever been.


Jasperville. A million miles from nowhere. A million miles too close.


Jack looked back at Ludo working away in the guts of the house. Ludo had the camera. Sudden flashes illuminated everything for a fraction of a second. Jack was aware of the cold on his face and hands, so much so that it stretched his skin taut. He guessed it was minus eight, maybe minus ten. Summer compared to Jasperville. He wanted to smoke, but had been quit for three years. Still he hankered for the burn in his throat, the taste in his mouth. He’d heard the first forty years were the worst.


He buried his hands in his pockets, and headed towards his friend.


No matter the road taken, it would always lead him home. Jack knew this, but didn’t want to believe it.


And now, at last, the time had come. Get all the way out to Sept-Ilês, ten hours of ice roads and heart-slowing cold, then a twelve-hour train journey with no stops. Or fly out of Montréal to Wabush, take the last hundred or so miles by bus. Be there in a quarter of the time. But that would be a quarter of the time to try to understand things that still made no sense.


No, he would not fly. He would drive. He would take the train. He would be there in two, maybe three days.


And then he would find out why it had taken so long for Calvis to lose his mind.
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The Devereauxs had once been a family. A father, a mother, three siblings, a grandfather in tow because there was no other place to send him. The history of that family was broken and wrecked, scattered in pieces and parts to the four corners of nowhere. The last one, Jacques – the boy once known as Jackrabbit – was now a man in hiding from that history.


Blood so often binds those who should never have been bound. Blood is a trail, a thread of shared experience, and – like wool unravelling from a skein – it forever attaches you to the place of origin.


And that place was Jasperville.


The name was an irony in itself. J’espère-ville. Bastardized over years by immigrant workers, non-French speakers. Now called Jasperville, and had been that way for as long as anyone could remember. Town of hope, and yet a more hopeless place it would have been hard to find.


Quebec. Three times the size of France. Indigenous Innu, Inuit and Métis peoples in communities and villages, hunting and trapping and wrenching survival out of a land that should never have been settled. The immigrants came for the iron ore, raping the land, paying no heed to what the aboriginals had to say.


By the mid-1960s, the population of Jasperville neared five thousand. There was a main street with saloons and general stores and a place for saddles, harnesses and hitches. Behind it was a small farrier’s workshop. The farrier was second generation, as good as his father ever was, though known as a drunkard and a liar. There was a veterinarian, a schoolhouse, lodgings for visiting surveyors and other transients, a medical centre for fractures, severed fingers, burns and stitches. Anything more serious and you were in the hands of God, his sole representative a minister of uncertain denomination with three fingers missing on his right hand. The church tilted awkwardly to the left, but remained standing through one winter after another. There was a baker, a butcher, a pawn shop, a repair shop for electrical and hydraulic equipment, a post office that got letters to the train every ten days or so. Weather permitting, it was the same train that carried the quitters, the unemployables and the widows back to Sept-Ilês, then onward to whatever fate awaited them. Finally, there was the police station. A one-storey brick-built affair with a basement for the crazy-drunk, the sleeping-it-off drunk, the brawler, the thief, the adulterer who needed sanctuary while the cuckold simmered down and thought twice about murder. There was one officer of the Sûreté du Québec, and the SQ had the good sense to rotate him every two years.


The people who died in Jasperville died of natural causes and Nature herself. There was hypothermia, pneumonia, frostbite that became gangrene; there were heart attacks, livers that failed, tetanus, septicaemia, severed limbs and arteries that bled out before anyone had a chance. Sometimes there were folks buried alive beneath tons of earth, and Canada Iron, the mighty colossus that it was, would deign to compensate the widow and orphans with enough to get them out of Jasperville and never to return.


Jasperville was founded on exposed igneous rock. The winter was eight months long and bone-chillingly cold. Weeks could pass without sight of the sun. Summer saw a plague of flies and mosquitoes, and then the sun would never set. Little more than five miles from the Labrador Peninsula, it was not accessible by main road. By any road, for that matter. A half-mile out of town was a narrow airstrip, now weathered and cracked. Times past, Canada Iron had flown in geologists, metallurgists and rail engineers from the city, but once the mines, manufacturing and means of transportation had been established, there was little reason to maintain it.


To the east, the Torngat Mountains formed a peninsula that separated Ungava Bay from the Atlantic Ocean. Torngat was an Inuktitut word. It meant place of evil spirits. A child – a child just like Jacques Devereaux – looking out through frozen ice-crazed glass towards those vast hulks of shadow, where billion-year-old coal seams wound their way through the oldest rocks on earth, could so easily believe that such a place was the perfect home for dark and twisted things.


The Devereaux family didn’t have a history in Jasperville. Jacques’ father, Henri, was Montréal-born and raised, and his paternal grandparents – Cédric and Clodine – were first-generation French who’d imagined a better future across the ocean. Disappointment killed Clodine before the outbreak of the Second World War. Cédric, meanwhile, hated the notion of being a father so much that he drank himself to death to avoid it. It took more than ten years of cheap, hard liquor. Henri was an only child, and by the age of fifteen he was also an orphan.


Through the subsequent six years, Henri Devereaux worked the kind of jobs that were reserved for those who didn’t read and write. He’d sworn against drink, but perhaps a slug every once in a while might have smoothed off the edges of his awkward personality. He was all kinds of mad at most everything, and seemingly afraid of no one. Irrespective of height or girth, if Henri believed a man had eyed him any way that displeased, he would unpack his fists and let loose. By the time he reached nineteen, Henri had twice broken his nose, busted a half dozen ribs, cracked a clavicle, shattered some knuckles, even suffered a fractured skull.


Henri believed that the only time violence didn’t solve things was when you didn’t use enough. Only a woman would be capable of taming and corralling such a whirlwind. Fortunately for Henri, such a woman existed. Her name was Elizabeth Swann. The daughter of a banker who’d fled London in the midst of an embezzlement scandal, Elizabeth taught English at a school in Montréal and tried not to think about the future.


In the winter of 1956, when the temperature went south, the pipes cracked in the school basement. A man was sent for, and that man happened to be Henri Devereaux. Elizabeth volunteered to wait on. If the pipes were not repaired, then the school wouldn’t open the following day.


Elizabeth’s first impression of Henri Devereaux was tempered by the fact that Henri, despite his aggressive nature, was intimi­d­ated by women. The prettier they were, the more intimid­ated he was, and Elizabeth – though perhaps not beautiful in a ­classic sense – possessed an elegance that was so unlike the women with whom Henri was familiar.


‘Pipes,’ Henri said. His accent was laboured, his voice gruff, and – for just a moment – she was confused. It was as if he’d said Papes.


‘I beg your pardon,’ she said. ‘Your name is Papes?’


Henri looked at her, frowned for just a moment, and then he started laughing.


Elizabeth didn’t understand, but laughed with him.


‘I am here to fix the papes,’ Henri said.


Elizabeth, realizing her misunderstanding, laughed even harder.


Once in the basement, Henri produced wrenches and grips from a canvas holdall. Elizabeth watched him work for a few minutes, and then said, ‘I will leave you to it, Monsieur Papes.’


Henri was still howling with laughter as she reached the top of the basement stairs.


An hour later, Henri appeared in Elizabeth’s classroom.


‘It is good,’ he said.


‘That is really wonderful,’ she said. ‘Monsieur—’


‘Devereaux.’


‘I’m so pleased you could repair it, Monsieur Devereaux.’


‘It was not a big problem.’


‘If you give me your name and address, I can arrange for the bursar to send your payment.’


Elizabeth produced a pen and paper, and set it down on the desk.


‘Please,’ she said.


Henri looked momentarily flustered. ‘I will tell you,’ he said.


‘It would be better if you would just write it for me,’ she replied. ‘And that way we can be sure of no mistake.’


Henri didn’t move. His expression didn’t change.


‘It’s okay,’ he said. ‘No payment.’


Elizabeth paused, and then she understood. ‘You can’t write, can you?’ she said.


Henri looked at Elizabeth as if she’d laid bare the fragile core of his soul.


‘Can you read, Monsieur Devereaux?’


Henri said nothing.


‘Do you read French?’


‘I didn’t finish my school,’ he said. ‘My father died and I had to work.’


‘And your mother?’


‘My mother has been dead for a long time.’


‘I lost my mother, too,’ Elizabeth said. ‘In England. But I came here to Canada with my father.’


The teacher seemed like a nice lady, but still Henri wanted to leave.


‘But you speak English,’ Elizabeth said. She could see that she was making the man uncomfortable, but she had a curious nature and had decided to dig.


‘To work you need English,’ Henri said. He smiled and shrugged. ‘Enough English to say papes, anyway.’


‘But you cannot read a newspaper, nor a book. And you cannot write a letter.’


‘A little in French, yes, but it’s not necessary for me to know these things to do the work I do.’


‘Do you want to learn, Monsieur Devereaux? I could teach you to read and write.’


‘I have no money for this. I cannot pay you.’


‘I have an idea,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Could you return here at five o’clock tomorrow?’


Henri paused, wondering perhaps what feminine wile was being deployed. ‘I could, yes.’


‘Then please do that, Monsieur Devereaux, and I may perhaps have an arrangement that would suit us both.’


Henri touched the peak of his cap. He smiled.


‘Au revoir, madame,’ he said.


‘Au revoir, monsieur,’ Elizabeth replied.


Henri returned the following day. The arrangement was simple. The school would give Elizabeth a fee for teaching Monsieur Devereaux in her own time. Monsieur Devereaux wouldn’t pay for his lessons, but he would maintain the boiler, the pipes, and other matters relating to the general upkeep of the school building. The demand on his time wouldn’t be great, nor the demand on hers. Everybody won.


The lessons commenced and continued twice-weekly. Elizabeth found Henri both challenging and charming. Henri found good manners and diligence he didn’t know he possessed. It was not so long before the relationship moved beyond teacher and pupil.


Elizabeth Swann – uncomplicated, trusting, fiercely intelligent yet emotionally naïve, and Henri Devereaux – tough, dependable, a man’s man, awkward and unschooled in so many human matters, were married in September of 1957. William Swann, drawing on some of the money he’d embezzled, paid for the wedding. He didn’t much care for Henri Devereaux. Possessed of only one daughter, he wouldn’t have cared for any man save a younger version of himself. The fact that he was a widower, a fugitive from the law, a man of weak will and narrow spine, was quite beside the point. As was the case with most people, he viewed himself in a light that others couldn’t see.


Within three weeks of the marriage, Elizabeth was pregnant. Juliette was born prematurely in May of 1958. Frail beyond description, there was a chance she wouldn’t survive. Nevertheless, whatever she lacked in physical strength was more than ably compensated for by her spirit. It was that resolve, seemingly present from her first breath, which kept her alive for a great many more years than seemed possible. Had Juliette Devereaux known the kind of future that lay ahead of her, she might very well have given up the ghost in the crib.


In October of 1964, Elizabeth – already conscious of the degree to which her husband’s moods and manners were changing – became pregnant once again.


Life had already brought pressure to bear on her. She suspected that Juliette’s temperament – skittish and perpetually withdrawn – was attributable not only to the girl’s basic nature, but also the overbearing way in which her father spoke to her. Juliette was afraid. That was the only way to say it. Afraid of speaking, of making mistakes, of reprimand, of loud noises, of animals, of other children. Of life. Coaxing Juliette Devereaux to engage, socialize and participate was like coaxing a sleeping tortoise from the shell.


And then there was Elizabeth’s father, William, now living alone in the house he’d rented when they’d arrived in the city. The speed with which his psychological condition had deterior­ated was matched only by the extent of the deterioration. It was as if parts of his mind had fallen away and been left behind. Elizabeth’s concern for her father’s well-being grew ever more intense, and finally – just a month before the second baby was due – she convinced her husband that it would be best for all concerned if William came to live with them. Henri didn’t want the man, but was reconciled to it when Elizabeth suggested that Henri manage William’s finances. Perhaps only William himself would know the full amount he’d stolen from his previous employers. Even as he took up residence in the attic room, he was still a man of considerable wealth, and Henri willingly assumed control of the numerous bank accounts William had established.


Henri and Elizabeth Devereaux’s second child, Jacques, was born in June of 1965. He was neither premature nor frail. There was a visible sea-change in Henri’s manner and attitude. He had the son he’d always wanted. Even William seemed to surface from the darkness. He became a doting grandfather, and by the time the boy was six months old, both Henri and Elizabeth were content to leave Juliette and Jacques in William’s care. Henri, drawing on William’s considerable financial reserves, spent more and more time with his family, less and less time working, and – at least for a while – life assumed an aspect that satisfied them all.


By the time Jacques was three – long since used to Little Jack, Jacky-boy and Jackrabbit – the tide turned once more and took the Devereaux family in a very different direction.


The money had run out, near as dammit, and when Henri started pawning things to pay the rent, Elizabeth sensed that their troubles had only just begun.


She loved her husband. There was no doubt about it. However, she’d fallen in love not only with Henri as he was, but also the man she’d believed he would become. Problems arose when it became clear this belief would never be realized.


Elizabeth was filled with anxiety and trepidation. She thought about how things had been, about how things could be, but most of all she thought about how things were.


‘This is not how I imagined our life together,’ she said.


‘What do you want me to do about it?’ Henri replied.


‘You need to find work.’


‘There’s no work. Times are hard for everyone.’


‘But we can only go on like this for so long. I would teach again, but I have Jules and Rabbit and my father to look after.’


Perhaps another man would have lost himself in drink. Not Henri. He was determined not to follow the same path as his own father. There was also a streak of pride, something akin to a sense of duty when it came to the welfare of his family.


Opportunity knocked in early 1969.


‘Canada Iron,’ Henri told Elizabeth. ‘They’re mining in a place called Jasperville. They will give us a house, a good wage. There’s a school, a hospital, everything. It will be a change from here.’


‘Where is this place?’


‘In the north-east,’ Henri said. ‘A long way, but perhaps a long way is what we need.’


Henri showed her a map. She looked closely, wondering what kind of life she could make for herself and her children in such a wilderness. She looked at her husband, her father, and then to cupboards that hadn’t been well stocked for a long time.


‘Very well,’ she said. ‘I came all the way from England for a new life. Perhaps I just need to go a little further to find it.’
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Ludo Caron looked at Jack Devereaux and frowned. ‘I didn’t know you had a brother.’


‘You know now,’ Jack replied matter-of-factly.


‘How long have we known one another?’


‘The fact that you didn’t know I had a brother isn’t any reason to question the nature of our friendship.’


‘Guess that depends on how you define friendship.’


Jack set down the gas cans and leaned against the back of his truck. ‘I guess it does.’


‘In fact, it’s probably fair to say that I know almost nothing about your life before we started working together.’


‘What do you wanna know, Ludo?’


‘Do you have any other brothers?’


‘No.’


‘Sisters?’


‘One,’ Jack said.


‘Older, younger? Name? Where is she?’


‘Older. Juliette. She’s been dead for thirty years. My mother’s been dead for over twenty-five. My father . . .’


Jack paused. His shoulders ached. His eyes hurt. He wanted a drink, a smoke, a reason not to go.


Ludo didn’t say anything.


‘Anything else you want to know?’ Jack asked.


Ludo shook his head.


‘I guess some people don’t talk about the past because they’re ashamed or traumatized or . . . hell, I don’t know. People have their reasons, right?’


‘What’s your reason?’ Ludo asked.


‘I ain’t figured that out yet,’ Jack said. He picked up the gas cans and put them in the bed of the truck.


‘What did Caroline say?’


‘I haven’t told her. She’s due over at my place tonight.’


‘It’s strange, man.’


‘What’s strange?’


‘All of it,’ Ludo said. ‘I’m helping you load your truck for some godforsaken horror of a trip up north because you’ve got a brother I didn’t know about who’s in jail someplace I never heard of. You also got a dead mother—’


‘Your mother’s dead, too.’


‘Sure she is, but you met her, didn’t you? You had dinner with my family a whole bunch of times. You even came to her ­funeral, for Christ’s sake. I guess what’s really strange is that it’s only now that I appreciate how little I know about you.’


‘It’s not so important,’ Jack said.


‘I know it’s not so important, but it’s kind of important.’


‘What can I say? Some questions don’t have a good answer, just like some stories don’t have a good end.’


‘Fuck it,’ Ludo said, and smiled. ‘It doesn’t matter. We are who we are, right?’


‘Help me finish packing,’ Jack said. ‘Then we can get drunk.’


Seated in a booth at the back of a bar downtown, Jack was already three sheets to the wind when Ludo started asking more questions.


They’d been acquaintances, then work colleagues, then friends. That history alone ate up the better part of twenty years. Fire insurance investigation was where they’d met, both new to the profession, both stumbling out of one thing into a new thing like the new thing would be easier. It wasn’t. It was a lot of study, and what they achieved at the end was an awkward no man’s land of a job. Neither cop nor forensics nor straight insurance agent, it was a cousin of all three. The remit covered everything from failed businessmen torching properties to attempted murder. One case involved a woman dousing her adulterous husband in a litre of aged small-batch whiskey and setting him on fire; yet another a pair of siblings working on a life insurance angle that required the deaths of both parents and an aunt. Theirs was a job that required stout boots, a strong stomach, and a dispassionate view of all people, no matter how they appeared to be. In time, Jack Devereaux was good, as was Ludo Caron. Cases had seen them assigned as a team, and out of that had grown the kind of friendship realized in unplanned circumstance or necessity. Jack was the more laconic of the two, a reticence that many translated as unfriendliness. That was not the case. He was just of a mind to say only those things that needed saying. Ludo was married, a father of two girls, caught up in a whirlwind of school runs, grocery shopping, ferrying one to dance classes, another to piano. His life engendered conversation about routine and responsibility. Jack listened attentively when no one else would. It was a life that Jack believed his own parents might have had if things hadn’t gone awry.


‘So,’ Ludo started it. ‘This younger brother of yours. You say his name is Calvis?’


‘Calvis, yes.’


‘How much younger?’


‘Seven years.’


‘So you left this place . . . where was it?’


‘Way up in the north-east. August ’84. Calvis had just turned twelve.’


‘And you’ve not seen him since.’


‘No.’


‘Was there some—’


‘It was an escape, Ludo. I hung in there as long as I could, and then I got away.’


‘Got away from what?’


Jack smiled, but there was no humour in the expression. ‘Everything,’ he said.


‘So this cop. He says that your brother beat the shit out of someone, yeah?’


‘Enough questions. Give me a cigarette.’


‘No. You quit.’


‘Then get me another drink.’


Ludo headed for the bar.


Jack leaned back and closed his eyes. He merely had to think of Jasperville and it tightened the knots within. For someone who didn’t know the place, it would be hard to understand how so much horizon could become such a prison.


Ludo made his way back to the table, inelegantly balancing two glasses of beer and four shots on a small tray.


‘So how’s Florence?’ Jack asked.


‘My wife is the same as always,’ Ludo slurred. ‘My ruin and my salvation.’ He raised his glass. ‘To Florence.’


Jack raised his glass, too. ‘To Florence.’


‘Hey, you gonna marry Caroline?’


‘Marry? No, I will never marry. I told you already.’


‘Marriage is a good thing. If you don’t want to marry Caroline, then you should marry someone else.’


‘You’re too drunk to give me advice about anything.’


Ludo turned to Jack as if any movement of his head was a challenge. ‘You’re gonna be okay?’


‘Fuck knows. I always knew I’d have to go back. Maybe when my father died, you know? Now this has happened, it kind of feels inevitable.’


‘Inevitable that your brother would do whatever he’s done?’


‘Sure,’ Jack said. ‘I’m surprised it’s taken so long.’


‘Man, everything you say makes me feel like . . . Christ, I don’t know, like you have this fucking nightmare of a past that no one knew anything about. You could have talked to me about it.’


‘To what end, Ludo? It’s the past. Digging around and sharing it out serves no purpose.’


‘Whatever, man. I was just saying, you know?’


Ludo reached for his glass. He knocked it, and beer spilled across his hand.


‘Come on,’ Jack said. ‘We’ve both had enough. Let’s walk you home.’


‘I ain’t leaving drinks I paid for,’ Ludo said.


‘Then spill some more so you don’t drink so much.’


They tumbled out of there a half hour later, skidding like novice skaters on the icy sidewalk. Half a block away, Ludo fell into someone’s trashcans. Jack hauled him up, and they went slowly up the hill to Ludo’s house.


The noise they made as they crashed along the veranda was sufficient to bring Florence out.


She glared at Jack. ‘Tu es une mauvaise influence,’ she said.


‘Me?’ he said defensively. ‘Your husband is the bad influence.’


‘Go,’ she said. ‘Get out of here before you wake the girls.’


‘Je suis vraiment désolée, Florence,’ Jack said.


‘Don’t talk French,’ she said. ‘Especially when you’re this drunk.’


‘Au revoir, Ludo,’ Jack said, and clapped him on the shoulder.


‘Safe journey, my friend,’ Ludo said. ‘Whoever your brother fucked up, I hope they deserved it.’


Jack reached the end of the road and looked back at Ludo’s house. Lights burned. Children were asleep. Ludo would be explaining himself to Florence. A real life. Real people.


Jack thought of Caroline. She would hate him when he told her he was going away. He could hear her words already, like nails being hammered into something hard and unforgiving.
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The Devereauxs arrived in Jasperville in April of 1969.


Eisenhower was dead, Bobby Kennedy’s killer was bound for the gas chamber, and the death toll in Vietnam had exceeded that of Korea. The wider world, however, couldn’t have been more distant and unknown for the Devereauxs.


Alighting from the train after an arduous twelve-hour journey on the Quebec North Shore and Labrador line, Henri, his wife Elizabeth, their two children, Juliette and Jacques, and William, now sixty-two years old, stood on the platform and took stock of the decision they’d made.


There was no doubt that Jasperville was a town, but the sole reason for its existence was iron ore. Established in 1954, it had then taken seven thousand people three years to lay the rail track from Sept-Ilês. With the mines so came the workers, and the town had grown and grown again throughout the subsequent decade and a half. With a population now exceeding five thousand, the houses were like scattered building blocks between southern boreal forests and the tundras of the northern Canadian Shield. There were treeless ridges, forested valleys, numerous lakes, and in the three or four months of summer the ground was carpeted with a sea of moss and lichen.


At the station, the Devereauxs were met by a representative of the company.


‘Name’s Wilson Gaines,’ he said. ‘Housing Supervisor for Canada Iron.’ Heavy-set, jowls like a bulldog, his entire bulk wrapped in a thick hide coat, he grinned at them as if they were long-lost relatives.


Gaines indicated a young man who stood by a car ahead of the station. ‘That there’s my boy, Robert. He’ll help us ferry everything over to your place.’


Robert was rake-thin, his hair fine and sandy-coloured. He said nothing at all, merely nodded in acknowledgement of his father’s introduction.


The house had been built as one room alone, and then more rooms added haphazard and unplanned. The sense within was of a maze of odd-angled corners and irregular walls. Between landing and bedroom, the floor dropped six inches, the rooms themselves like stacked orange crates, perhaps a box intended for shoes, another for blankets, the collection all hammered together yet held more by gravity and tension than bolts and screws.


The interior – defying dimensional logic – seemed of greater size than the exterior. The kitchen was substantial. Centring it was a long and wide wooden table with benches either side, on the left a cooking range, a sink with running water, cupboards to the right, a dresser, an alcove for hats and coats and boots. The floor was stone, the wooden walls possessed of a sheen that came from years of wood resin bleeding from the grain. It had solidified, and thus gave an amber hue to the interior. Beyond the kitchen was a parlour with a fireplace, to the left of it a bookshelf, ceiling-high, shelves loaded and sagging. Many of the volumes were in French, but there were others in Portuguese and Spanish, a good few in English, too. Atlases, picture books of faraway places, half an alphabet of encyclopaedias, almanacs, recipe books, a biography of Captain Cook with hand-engraved plates of sailing ships, distant shores, unknown peoples. Holding three-year-old Jacques on her hip, the ten-year-old Juliette traced her finger along the battered spines. It was a wonder that so many books could exist.


‘Juliette, please don’t touch,’ her mother said.


‘Oh, those have accumulated over years,’ Wilson Gaines said. ‘You sort of inherit them with the house. However, if you’ve no use for them I can arrange to have them all taken away.’


‘No,’ both Juliette and her mother chimed in unison.


‘We would be happy to take care of them,’ Elizabeth said. ‘Thank you kindly, Mr Gaines.’


The top of the stairs gave onto a wide landing with four doors. There were three substantial bedrooms, a fourth room too narrow for a bed but ample for storage and the like.


The house appeared unstable, but later, as winter broke down all barriers between inside and out, when the wind howled and screeched, when blizzards were keen enough to strip the shingles right off and spin one Devereaux after another into the howling weather, that strange house held, and held firm. No matter the fury of the storm, the headcount was always the same come morning.


‘And that’s all there is to it,’ Gaines said. ‘Simple but sturdy. Please furnish as you see fit, and don’t hesitate to let me know if there’s any issues arising with water or electric. Robert here is very skilled with his hands. He can make and mend anything he sets his mind to.’


Robert looked awkward for a moment, as if embarrassed by his father’s compliment.


‘The boiler and tank?’ Henri asked.


‘Out beyond the kitchen,’ Gaines said. ‘Looks like it was built before Noah was a babe, but it’s as dependable as you’ll get. Get that going and the place’ll be plenty warm enough. Oil is supplied by Canada Iron. Never a shortage, so don’t be concerned about that.’


‘That’ll do just fine,’ Henri said.


‘Good. Tomorrow morning you report up to the administration office. No later than nine o’clock. They’ll have prepared your documents, your work detail, your training programme and all that.’


Gaines extended his hand. Henri took it and they shook.


‘Welcome to Jasperville,’ Gaines said. ‘Welcome to the Canada Iron family. We’re glad to have you, and we hope you’ll be truly happy here.’


William held out his hand.


Gaines seemed momentarily uncertain, and then reached out and took it. ‘And welcome to you too, sir,’ he said.


With that, Wilson Gaines put his hat back on his head, corralled his son, and left the Devereauxs to unpack their belongings.


‘What do you think?’ Henri asked his wife.


Elizabeth smiled, took her husband’s hand. ‘A building makes a house, but people make a home.’


With almost everything still in suitcases and canvas bags, Henri walked on up to the main drag and found the general store. He bought sufficient provisions for two or three days. Upon his return, Elizabeth lit the stove and started preparing dinner.


‘How is it?’ she asked.


‘Busy,’ Henri said. ‘A lot of people. Mostly French-speaking, but there’s aboriginals too. Don’t understand a word they’re saying.’


‘Montagnais-Naskapi,’ Elizabeth said. ‘I looked it up. They have radio out here, and the company even has its own television station. It all sounds very civilized, considering how remote we are.’


‘You think we made a mistake?’


Elizabeth turned and looked at her husband. She was both level-headed and wilful. The past would remain where it was. Regret was about as much use as a busted watch. Less, perhaps. At least a busted watch gave up the correct time twice daily.


‘People spend their whole lives wondering about what might have been, Henri. We made the decision. Now, whatever comes, we make the best of it.’


Henri reached out and took her hand. He kissed it.


‘You’re like an anchor for me,’ he said.


‘Well, that would make you a boat, would it not? And we have found this safe harbour together.’


Later, after nightfall, Jacques in his crib, Juliette lay awake. She was unsettled by the strangeness of this new place. Through the small window above her bed, she could see a handful of lights, mere flickers and flashes, like promises of gold in the depth of the riverbed. So unlike the city where she’d been born and spent the first ten years of her life, this place was a wild country, a place for pioneers and outlaws. Who would want to live here, so far from anywhere and anyone? People who wanted a different life, perhaps. Or those who wished to escape some former life.


She wondered which of these best described her father. She loved him, she trusted him, but not in the same way that she loved and trusted her mother. Hard to fathom, it was as if two men resided in the same body. That was the only way she could understand it. Her father and his shadow, no longer separate, but pressed together within the same mortal frame. Perhaps there was a battle between the two, she thought, and then she turned her mind to other things.


Elizabeth also lay awake. She listened to the sound of her husband’s breathing. Beyond that there was nothing but the groaning and shudder of the heating pipes, the yawing and creaking of the timber, the ghosts of wind, the far-distant whoop and shrill of unknown birds. They were faraway sounds, unfamiliar, somehow unwelcoming. She was here because of her husband. She was in Canada because of her father. She was no anchor, despite what Henri said. She was the boat – cast adrift, without compass or sail. She had no idea of how the tides would carry her, nor to which horizon. Never one to succumb to superstition, she nevertheless felt a strange sense of disquiet when looking toward the future.


Elizabeth worried little for her father, and not at all for herself. She worried for the children, what this strange new present would hold for them. Most of all she worried for her husband, and the man he might become.
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Jack had been home less than half an hour when Caroline came through the door.


‘Who were you drinking with?’ she asked.


‘Ludo.’


‘Celebrating something without me?’


‘No, Caroline. I wasn’t celebrating anything.’


Jack sat down at the kitchen table.


‘I have to go away,’ he said.


‘Go away? Go away where?’


‘Up north. Something has happened with my brother.’


Caroline’s expression was one of concern. ‘The brother you never talk about, right?’


‘Only one I got.’


‘So?’


‘A cop called me. They have him locked up. Apparently he beat someone half to death.’


‘And after God only knows how many years, you’re going to see him?’


‘Yes.’


‘So take me with you.’


Jack Devereaux looked at the woman with whom he’d maintained some semblance of a relationship for the last two and a half years. Caroline Vallat was thirty-eight years old, the same age as Calvis, seven years Jack’s junior. Jack believed he could have loved her, but he didn’t really believe in love. She was a strong woman, a fighter. She’d wrenched herself away from a difficult past. She deserved better than Jack, but she didn’t know it.


‘You don’t have a dog in this fight,’ Jack said.


Caroline frowned and shook her head. ‘Only you would say something like that. What does that even mean?’


‘It means it’s not your business. More importantly, it’s not something I want you to get involved in.’


‘If I’m involved with you, then I’m involved in every part of your life.’


‘The things I have to work out with my brother don’t concern you.’


‘How long are you going to be away for?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Have you spoken to your superintendent?’ she asked.


‘It won’t be a problem. I’ll take compassionate leave for a week. If needed, I can use some vacation time. Ludo can cover my existing cases.’


Caroline folded her arms. Her expression was defiant. It was a familiar stance. ‘It’s not right. This isn’t the way a relationship is supposed to be.’


‘Okay.’


‘What do you mean “Okay”? What the hell does that mean?’


‘Doesn’t mean anything, Caroline.’


‘Well, it should mean something. You should want me to go with you.’


‘Why?’


‘Just because.’


‘That’s not a reason,’ Jack said. ‘There are plenty of reasons for you not to come.’


‘You promised me a vacation. If you’re going to use vacation days, then you should absolutely let me come.’


‘No one goes to Jasperville for a vacation. You think it’s cold here? Out there is a wilderness. Winter is eight months. There’s times when the sun doesn’t rise for days, sometimes weeks on end. Minus twenty, minus thirty. It’s just an empty frozen hell, Caroline, and within a day, within hours, you would be begging me to get you back to the city.’


‘This isn’t how I want things to be.’


‘You think I want it to be this way? My brother’s in jail.’


‘I was talking about us.’


Jack felt the tide of his thoughts slow to a crawl.


‘Whatever you’re trying to work out, it doesn’t concern me,’ he said.


‘You know, you’re just unbearable sometimes. Truly unbearable. Christ almighty, even when I’m here you spend most of the time with your nose in some damned book.’


Jack didn’t rise to the bait.


‘So what has to happen before something happens?’ Caroline asked.


‘Depends what you expect.’


‘Consistency, reliability, the truth, maybe?’


‘The truth about what?’


‘About you and me. About what we’re doing. About where we’re going.’


‘I’m going to Jasperville, Caroline. I have to get up real early, so it’s probably best if you go home.’


Exasperation emanated from every pore of her. Jack could feel it thickening the air between them.


‘You have to be the most stubborn man to ever walk the face of the earth,’ she said.


Jack doubted that, but didn’t challenge her.


‘You’re going to call me, right?’


‘If the lines are down, then—’


‘You have a cellphone, Jack. You can call me with your cellphone.’


‘Out there a cellphone is about as much use as a square wheel. Most of the people who live out there haven’t even seen one.’


‘So correct me if I’m wrong. You’re going without me. You have no idea for how long. I’m not going to hear from you, and there’s no way to find out when you’re coming back.’


Jack shrugged. He was thinking about Calvis. Last time they’d spoken, Calvis was twelve. Just the thought of how things had been, what he’d left behind, everything from which he’d fled, gave him a deep sense of unease. Jasperville represented the sum total of his fears.


‘I need to get some sleep,’ Jack said. He took a step toward Caroline. He intended to hold her close, perhaps just to remind her that he was real. They had a history together, even though both of them would tell it a very different way.


Caroline’s expression spoke of hope, followed swiftly by betrayal.


All you need is patience, he wanted to say. Give it enough time and everything good goes bad.


‘To hell with you,’ she said. ‘We’re done.’ With that she turned. She grabbed at her coat in the hallway. It fell to the floor.


‘Fuck,’ she said, snatching it up. The door opened. The outside hurtled in with a frigid blast. She slammed the door behind her.


Jack stood there. He was not a gambler, but he knew plenty. They didn’t bet to win, but to lose. They didn’t stop until everything was gone. Then they’d go find more and lose that, too. So maybe he was a gambler after all, but a different kind.
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It got cold, and then the cold never stopped.


The Devereauxs’ first winter was as harsh as any before. Most mornings, with ice packed against the window frames and doorjambs, it seemed unlikely they would escape the house. After Christmas, the weather became so bad that two or more days a week would see the school closed. Even with the boiler running full tilt, it was necessary to keep both the fire and the stove stoked.


Once a teacher always a teacher, Elizabeth sat with Juliette and tutored her: times tables, long division, trigonometry, algebra. Juliette had a tongue for languages, took to English like a native, enjoyed long conversations with her grandfather about this small island where her mother had been born.


Juliette, eleven years old, sharp-minded, hammered away with endless questions.


Where does the Queen live? Did you ever meet her? Why do English people eat so much for breakfast? How did such a small island build such a grand empire?


Together, Juliette and her grandfather read of Captain Cook, and with the large atlas they traced the routes he took, the islands he discovered. They hefted down the encyclopaedias, pored over the history of Abyssinia, the formation of the Alps, the history of the Americas in all their violence and beauty. From there they learned about Babylon, the Bayeux Tapestry and the Bible.


Jacques, four years old, was an undemanding infant, seemingly content in his own company. He chattered away, often to himself, and Elizabeth would stand in the kitchen and watch her daughter and her son, acknowledging to herself that the children had never been anything other than a blessing.


Yes, the weather was unforgiving, the landscape bleak and formidable, but they were a family, and they were together. Spring would bring longer days, lighter skies, and an improvement in all things. Of this she felt sure.


As if Fate had been tempted, she began to see signs of further and more significant mental deterioration in her father as the weather changed and Juliette’s twelfth birthday approached.


Despite the bitter climate growing incrementally warmer, William had taken to wrapping himself up in two or three blankets and sitting out on the porch. For hours he would seem motionless, moving only to take another swig from his flask, but then, without any forewarning, he would launch into a whispered monologue. It seemed that his mind was inhabited by a dozen other people, each of them clamouring to take centre stage.


‘There’s no time for this . . . let me in and I will tell you everything . . . but he was scalded and his skin fell clean away . . . and then it never stopped raining, and it rained for a month and the trees just drowned . . . but when the child lied to his father, they all knew there was no way to undo the damage that had been done . . .’


‘Who is Papi talking to?’ Juliette asked her mother.


‘People in his imagination, my dear,’ she said. ‘Here, come sit with me.’


Juliette took a seat at the kitchen table.


‘Sometimes there are illnesses you cannot see,’ Elizabeth explained. ‘People get older, they forget things, they imagine things that happened to other people are things that happened to themselves.’


‘Is he mad?’


‘A little, yes. But we don’t say that. It’s called dementia. It’s just a nervous disorder, and there’s nothing to be afraid of.’


Elizabeth looked away for a moment. There was a palpable sadness around her.


‘Will he get worse?’


‘I think that’s more likely than improvement.’


‘I love him, Maman. I don’t want to lose him.’


‘We won’t lose him, my dear.’


‘But the things he says sometimes. They scare me.’


Elizabeth reached out and put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. She wondered how much of her father’s dementia was rooted in guilt. The reason they’d fled to Canada weighed on her conscience, but William’s burden would be greater. Seeing no other means of evading reality, perhaps people lost their minds and memories as a final means of escape.


‘You need to understand that Papi is always there, Juliette. No matter what he says, he’s still there. When he says scary things, just pretend it’s someone else.’


‘Like someone else is controlling his thoughts and his body?’ Juliette asked.


‘Perhaps, yes,’ Elizabeth said. Such a notion chilled her to the bone, for such a thing seemed altogether too possible.


Juliette looked at her for further explanation, for words of consolation. Between them, for those few moments, there was an awkward silence.


‘Maybe the person that controls him is not such a good person,’ Juliette said.


‘Oh, my darling, no . . . you cannot think like that. Papi would no more harm a hair on your head than he would take off right now and fly to the sun.’


Juliette looked out towards the blanket-clad shape in the rocker on the porch.


‘It’s not Papi I’m scared of, but the one who takes over,’ she said, and she said it so quietly that Elizabeth was uncertain if she’d heard her daughter correctly.


Elizabeth’s attention went to the other side of the room. Jacques was sitting bolt upright on the floor, his expression one of bemusement, as if something was happening for which he had no explanation.


‘Jacques,’ she said, but the child didn’t even blink.


‘Jacques!’ she repeated, her voice raised a little.


Jacques looked momentarily surprised. His lower lip quivered, his brow creased, and then the tears came.


Elizabeth went to him, picked him up, comforted him. He settled quickly, his attention easily distracted by a toy. All the while Juliette’s expression was strangely distant, as if she understood what was happening with greater clarity than anyone else.


‘Maybe he saw it,’ Juliette said.


‘Saw what, dear?’


‘The thing inside Papi’s body.’


Later Elizabeth told Henri what had happened.


‘I’m not surprised your father is going crazy,’ he said. ‘However hard he tries, a man cannot outrun himself.’


‘You wish him dead so you don’t have to care for him, don’t you?’


Henri looked at his wife as if she were a stranger. ‘Is it the case with all women that what they hear and what they think they hear are never the same? All I’m saying is that he’s punishing himself for what he did. He ruined people’s lives. He left people with nothing.’


‘Do you think God is punishing all of us?’


‘No,’ Henri said. ‘Men create their own punishment. God is just someone to blame.’


Elizabeth was unnerved. Children were sensitive and vulnerable. Their perceptions weren’t clouded with cynicism. Though attributed to imagination, the things they saw perhaps had nothing to do with imagination at all.


She wondered then if she herself was the cause of these anx­ieties. Or perhaps it was something else, something real, something tangible. Perhaps it was something that had expected their arrival in this bleak and terrible place.
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In the cold gloom of early morning, Jack Devereaux drove to Caroline’s house. He parked up, then walked down and laid a bunch of flowers outside her door. She would know who they were from. She would know why.


Looking back from the truck, Jack couldn’t help but see this small gesture as symbolic, like laying flowers on a grave.


Before Caroline, years before, there had been another girl. She had quit on him too. Something she’d once said really hit home.


Your heart is like an empty building. Anyone who chooses to live there is going to live alone.


At the time, it hadn’t made a great deal of sense. Now it seemed to make more sense than almost anything else.


A strong relationship was built on strong foundations – communication, openness, honesty – but when one person possessed no foundations, how could it work?


He knew he was at fault. To have subjected Caroline to so much distance and silence had been cruel and unfair. Perhaps, for both of them, a semblance of something had been better than a reality of nothing. There had been moments of closeness, but few and far between. A man who doesn’t know his own feelings will struggle to share them. A man who fears himself will fear what he can do to others. There were so many things he could’ve tried to explain to Caroline, but he didn’t understand them himself.


Whether Caroline would hear him out when he returned – if he returned – was one thing. Whether he really wanted her to hear him out was a different matter altogether. For both their sakes, it might be better to let the thing die.


Jack headed out of Montréal. He had sandwiches, a flask of coffee. There was no reason for him to stop. The jerry cans in the truck bed were for the long haul at the end, the last few hundred miles of endless forest, no gas stations, not a living human soul. He would make Sept-Îles by darkness, stay over in a motel, take the train out of there for Jasperville on Sunday evening. Had it been summer, he perhaps would have driven at night, but now, with temperatures dropping into the minus teens, getting stranded was a death sentence. Even inside the vehicle, the heaters wouldn’t stop the cold. Hypothermia would set in, poor circulation to the heart, the brain, the limbs. He would last two, maybe three hours at best. He knew of the confusion that set in, the utter disorientation, men with blue faces and blue fingers believing they were on fire and stripping off their clothes and running headlong into the freezing darkness. However his life would end, that wouldn’t be it.


As he drove, thoughts of Calvis folded seamlessly into memories of his grandfather, of his mother, of the way Juliette’s life had come to such an abrupt and horrific end.


Jasperville was all their history, and a history he’d tried so hard to forget. Little reminders were everywhere – a sound, a smell, a few seconds of a song on the radio that he hadn’t heard in years. He’d left just three months after Elizabeth’s body was found. Twenty-six years ago. For more than half his life he’d been away from that place, and yet it was right there, within arm’s reach, still possessed of all its power.


He remembered Papi William’s illness, how it seemed to invade not only his own mind, but everyone else’s. Juliette did all she could to persuade both himself and Calvis that their grandfather was not a monster. To them, he seemed like one. As old as the ocean. As old as nightmares. Black eyes; no more life in them than still water. Fists like knots of twisted bone as he gripped the arms of his chair. During those rambling, seemingly incoherent spells, he spoke of dark and disturbing things, things that seemed both terrifying and altogether too real. And then he would change once again, and whatever it was that had stolen his mind just gave it back. He was Papi again. Nothing more, nothing less.


Jack focused his mind on the present. The road was empty but for log haulers, tractor trailers, the bigger pick-ups that could hold to the road through a blizzard. The predominance of vehicles was headed back towards the city. The air was a thick gunmetal grey, the light like a yellow bruise.


Even though he wasn’t hungry, he ate a sandwich. He balanced the cup from his flask on the passenger seat and got three or four inches of coffee into it before he lost his nerve. He wanted a cigarette more than he could ever remember.


Jack thought of his father, how the violence crept up on them so slowly, so insidiously. Finally, it seemed as though it had never been any other way. As he remembered these things, he watched the landscape change. The changes were slight, but perceivable nevertheless. It was not so far before the landscape was beyond the reach of Man. Too hard, too cold, too desolate to be tamed. And if the people left the city, the wilderness would swiftly recover the land and leave no trace of them at all.


They never should have gone. That was the truth. His father should never have agreed to work for Canada Iron. They never should have taken William. What else could they have expected but his slow descent into solitary madness? And for himself, Juliette, Calvis, the place itself was an invitation to be afraid – lightless, lonely, nothing but strange sounds in the black of night, the ever-present sense that something dreadful lay beyond their line of sight.


Jack remembered nights he couldn’t sleep, standing there on the edge of the bed and peering through the frost-crazed glass. There were things out there in the darkness, holding their breath, biding their time. Their eyes were a dull, gleaming blacklight that didn’t give them away. They could hunker all night, low and squat on their haunches, their nostrils twitching to the rhythm of children’s hearts. Sensing dawn below the horizon, they would skulk away, covering their tracks as they went, patient enough for a better time to steal the young. Eventually, inevitably, they would find sufficient courage to get inside the house, and they would spirit all of them away – one by one – and devour them.
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