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For Gary David Socquet, 1969–2018

Joyce had Dublin. Faulkner had Lafayette County, Mississippi. Hemingway had the Upper Peninsula, the Keys, and, of course, Paris. Steinbeck had Salinas and Monterey. And we, my brother, had a dying, decaying mill town perched on the edge of a river.

Places as desperate obsessions, grimy windows on the near world.




 

 

Rags

Make paper

Paper makes money

Money makes banks

Banks make loans

Loans make beggars

Beggars make

Rags

—ANON., CA. 18TH CENTURY

Maine Sucks.

Tell All Your Rich Friends.

—BUMPER STICKER FOR SALE AT DEBBAHS CLOTHING & GIFTS,
BAR HARBOR, MAINE, 2024




PART ONE




PRÉLUDE

August 27, 1984

A hot, humid, and intermittently thunderstormy day, latest in an endless string of them, the kind of Maine summer that left you feeling moldy, like there was zero point to bathing or washing your clothes or doing much of anything other than lying as still as possible somewhere shady and waiting until the calendar flipped to October. In this weather you never started or stopped sweating but were just sweaty, it was a state, an immutable fact of your existence, like the color of your eyes or the size of your feet, and everything—bath towels, sofa cushions, the floor—was and remained ambiently damp to the touch. It was fucking gross, in a word. Every time you turned your head you caught a faint whiff of blue cheese, moldy shower curtain. Blackflies and mosquitoes ruled the streets and laid relentless siege to window screens, found gaps and holes, attacked when you thought you were invulnerable. Days like this, it was hard to believe Maine was the same place that five months of the year was as pitilessly cold as Siberia.

Your name was Babs Dionne, and for the first time in your twenty-nine years of existence, you had reason to worry you might be losing your mind.

The thing threatening to displace your mind was, of course, the Mill. What else could it be? Nothing else mattered as much. Nothing else mattered at all. Sickness or health, good times or bad, all were meaningless except in the context of the Mill. Since 1900 it had rolled out every page of every newspaper in the United States: 240 tons of paper a day, 365 days a year, for nearly a century. The Mill had fed and clothed everyone in your family for generations; its power was so absolute that even during the Great Depression not one person in Waterville had lost their job. It burned your lungs with sulfur and, when the wind was right, coated everything in weightless bits of particulate like black snow. The Mill’s smokestack loomed over all, casting a shadow that moved steadily across the downtown every day like a sundial.

Put most plainly, the Mill was God. And like God it sometimes grew angry, turned deaf to prayer, demanded blood sacrifices. You and your neighbors and the generations who came before you had done all that the Mill asked, without question or complaint. And now it had forsaken you.

What were you without the Mill? Any of you? The answer, which you all had become too acquainted with in the past year, was: Nothing. You were nothing without the Mill.

And so you sat swatting bugs in the heat, trying to figure a way to hold everything together now that the Mill had cast you all out, growing ever more convinced you were losing your mind. You were home alone. Home being the modest bungalow, in the Little Canada neighborhood of Waterville, Maine, where you were raised. The house had belonged to you since your mother died of Huntington’s disease when you were nineteen. Your husband, Rheal, had gone to the north woods the day before, to take a break from the tension and sadness that had enveloped the neighborhood for the last year and a half, canoeing the Allagash River and drinking whiskey by firelight with the Saucier brothers. And so you had the place to yourself. Or at least you did until your mother, Rose, showed up and took a seat at your kitchen table as though, rather than having been dead for a decade, she’d merely been out having her hair set for an extremely long time.

There was precedent, of a kind, for this haunting. You’d always had a sort of sixth sense that gave you glimpses, whether you wanted them or not, of things you could not otherwise know. For instance, on the first day of February 1968, when you were thirteen, you’d awakened with the knowledge that your older brother, Jean, had been killed by sniper fire at Da Nang, hours before the first reports of the Tet Offensive reached American eyes and ears, and three days before grim-looking men in army dress showed up at the front door and set your mother to wailing like a wounded animal. More recently, in late March 1977, you had a vision of a dog floating down the swollen Kennebec atop its doghouse, and three weeks later, that very image was printed in the Central Maine Morning Sentinel, as part of their coverage of the worst flood the area had seen in a hundred years.

There were other examples. You’d always been tuned, for good and for ill, to a frequency other people didn’t seem to pick up. But you’d never had a visit from the dead, until today.

Your mother appeared to you much as she’d looked just before her death: nearly skeletal, eyes sunk in their sockets and clouded as if made from smoked glass. Now, though, despite looking like literal death, and despite actually being dead, your mother had the vigor of someone very much alive and well. The first thing she did, after appearing at the table, was ask for a cup of coffee.

“What will you do with a cup of coffee, Maman?” you asked. “You’re not even here.”

“Of course I’m here,” she said. “You see me, don’t you? You hear me?”

“I do.”

“Then don’t argue with an old lady.”

“You’re not old. You’re dead.”

“Barbara. Coffee.”

You rose from your seat and went unsteadily to the Mr. Coffee on the counter next to the stove. Pulled a mug from the cabinet, lifted the carafe, gazed back at her for a second before pouring.

“Noir, oui?” you asked.

“Same as always,” your mother said.

You nodded, poured half a cup, and replaced the carafe on the hot plate with a clatter. When you turned away from the counter with the mug, you saw that your mother already held an identical mug between her thin, veiny hands.

“Why did I just pour you a cup,” you asked, irritated, “if you already had one of your own?”

“But I didn’t,” she said. “Not until you got it for me.”

You stared silently.

“It’s complicated,” your mother said. “Suffice to say the dead need help from the living with certain things. But none of that matters. Come, sit.”

You did so, leaving the mug of fresh coffee on the counter. “You need me to light you a cigarette, too?” you asked.

“Oh, that would be heaven. It’s been an eternity.”

“It’s been a decade.”

“Time passes differently when you’re dead. I don’t know what I want more, the coffee or the smoke.”

“They’re only properly enjoyed together,” you said, shaking a cigarette from your pack. The moment it was lit, a Marlboro appeared between the fingers of your mother’s left hand.

“Merci, chérie,” she said. She shut her eyes and dragged on the cigarette slowly, emaciated cheeks so concave her face resembled, for a moment, little more than a bare skull. You lit another cigarette for yourself and watched as your mother held the smoke in, exulting. When she finally breathed out and opened her eyes, they were wet with tears.

“You’ve made me so happy, Barbara,” she said. “You always did.”

“That’s a slightly different tune than you sang when you were alive, Maman.”

“What can I say?” she asked, flicking her cigarette in the ashtray. “Death has a way of sharpening one’s perspective. But even when you were a pain in the ass—even when you broke my heart—you were always a joy.”

“Now you tell me.”

“Are you saying you didn’t know?”

“Am I hallucinating?” you asked. “Have I lost my mind somehow?”

“Hardly.”

“Then what is this? How did you come to me? Why am I seeing you now?”

“I’ve always been here, Barbara,” your mother told you. “The difference is in you, not me.”

“What does that mean?”

“You’ll find out soon enough. It’s not my place to say.”

“I don’t need riddles right now, Maman. I need answers. I’ve lost the ground under my feet. So please, tell me: Why are you here?”

“I’m here because I’m your mother, and because you need to know the biggest test of your life is on its way.”

“Bigger than Sacha?”

“Sacha prepared you for what’s coming next.”

“That’s a generous way to describe raping me.”

Your mother sipped her coffee. “I’m only speaking plainly,” she said. “You want sympathy, go to your father.”

You laughed. “Oh good, is he around here somewhere, too?”

“We all are.”

Something about her tone made you go silent for a moment.

“My point,” your mother said, “is I never had the luxury of telling you anything other than what is. That was my duty to you. Fathers can coddle their daughters. Mothers—we know too much.”

You gazed at her a moment, then rose from the table, cigarette dangling from your lips, and refilled your cup. “Fair enough,” you said. “So tell me what is.”

“Things are about to get much harder,” your mother said.

“Difficult to imagine how that could be possible,” you said.

“Don’t feign naivete, chérie,” your mother said. “You know better than most that it can always be worse.”

You returned from the counter and sat at the table once more. “Yes,” you said. “Which is why I don’t need to hear about it.”

“But you do,” your mother said. “Because your neighbors are going to need you to lead, in the way only you can. So you have to be ready.”

“Ready for what?”

Your mother sat back, dragged on her cigarette, exhaled the smoke with a sigh. “To be the woman Sacha made you.”

You blinked at her. “A victim?” you asked.

Your mother stared. “Saint-ciboire de tabarnak,” she said. “Don’t be stupid. If you were a victim, it was only for the few seconds between when Sacha finished his business and you stabbed him in the lung.”

“I swore I wouldn’t hurt anyone again,” you said. “I promised.”

“Promised who?”

“Myself.”

“Good. No kind of promise is more easily broken.”

Your mother stubbed her cigarette in the ashtray, folding the filter over the cherry and pressing down with her thumb to smother it.

“It’s too easy for me to be cruel, Maman,” you said.

Your mother laughed. “You say that as if I don’t know for myself.”

“It scares me,” you said.

“That it scares you is a good thing,” your mother said. “It shows you’re the right person to decide when it’s time to be cruel and when it’s time to be merciful. For the good of all.”

“I can’t do it,” you said. “I can’t go back to being that way.”

“There’s no can or can’t,” your mother said. “Sacha made you a killer. The only choice you have is whether to accept what you are, and what you must do. Knowing it will make you hated, and hunted. Knowing it will eventually cost you your life.”

You said nothing, afraid that if you opened your mouth you would begin to weep.

Your mother gazed at you for a moment and her face softened. “Your burden, chérie,” she said, “is to be someone bursting with love who is also capable of terrible things. The world needs people like that. Because you have what it takes to protect us from the true sadists.”

You stared at her a moment, then blinked hard several times to clear the tears away. “You never talked like this when you were alive,” you said. “This is just me having a conversation with myself, isn’t it?”

“It’s natural you would think that,” your mother said.

“I don’t think that,” you said. “I know it. I’m like Scrooge, hallucinating after a bad meal. There’s more of gravy than of grave about you, Maman.”

Your mother smiled. “Believe whatever you need to,” she said. “But like it or not, now you can see. And you will see others, assuming the change in you holds.”

“What change?”

Your mother finished her coffee and rose from the table. “I hope we’ll speak again, chérie. But if not, know that you are loved. That was always the thing you had a hard time believing.”

Then she was gone.

You sat there for a minute after, your breath coming fast even though you’d done nothing more vigorous than drink your coffee. You were frightened and confused but the promise you’d made to yourself, alone in the woods with Sacha’s stiffening corpse, remained. Even when pushed, even when it would have been more than justifiable, you hadn’t hurt anyone since that day. And you were not about to start now just because of a hallucination brought on by the heat.

Instead, you got up from the table and carried your coffee mug and the ashtray to the sink. You dumped the butts in the garbage, hit the hot tap, and rinsed the mug and the ashtray and put them in the dish drainer. Then you reached for the other mug, the one you’d poured for your mother and left on the counter, but when you turned it upside down over the sink you found that it was now impossibly, inexplicably empty, just a few drops of coffee tapping against the stainless steel of the sink.




CHAPTER ONE

When the guy with the chain saw walked in, Babs’s husband, Rheal Dionne, was seated alone at the Chez Paree Bar and Nightclub, three whiskeys deep and lost in a stir of thoughts. It was slow for a Thursday, or at least would have been considered slow for a Thursday before the strike; now it made sense that Rheal was the only person at the bar, given that it was two in the afternoon and most people in the neighborhood couldn’t afford to eat, let alone drink. The jukebox was silent for want of a few quarters and the only other people in the place, besides Jeannie the bartender, were a couple in a booth against the far wall, whose conversation Rheal could make out over the hum of beer coolers behind the bar. So when he heard the squeak and clang of the door opening Rheal half turned toward the sound, on reflex, and spotted the guy with the Stihl as he crossed the threshold, headed straight toward him.

This was new. Rheal’d been shot at, stabbed, beaten with a baseball bat on two occasions. He’d been punched and kicked more times than he could count. He’d had his nose broken twice, lost five teeth, and once got his forearm snapped in two when Denny Albert took a swing at him with a pressure-treated two-by-four after hearing an erroneous report that Rheal had fucked his wife, Carrie. Rheal even had three pieces of steel shrapnel in his neck from a mortar round that’d had at least half his name on it fifteen years earlier. But on all the occasions somebody had tried to kill, maim, or simply beat the ever-loving shit out of Rheal, no one had ever come after him with a chain saw.

The novelty of it brightened his mood a bit. He rotated on his stool and watched, smiling and still holding his whiskey glass, as the man closed the distance between them and came to a stop five feet away.

“You Rheal Dionne?” the man asked.

“I am,” Rheal said.

The man nodded and made a show of yanking the saw’s starter cord several times—to no avail. He paused, looked down, fumbled with the choke, then started pulling again, glancing up at Rheal and appearing more than a little embarrassed.

“Take your time,” Rheal said, lifting the whiskey to his lips. Over his shoulder, he could hear Jeannie on the phone out back, calling the police.

More adjustments to the choke, more yanking on the cord. The man was breathing hard now. Rheal imagined the skin on his fingers was starting to sting and blister.

“A friendly word of advice,” Rheal said. “If you’re going to attack someone with a chain saw, you may want to get it tuned up beforehand.”

“Just—hold on a second,” the man said. “It works fine.”

“You gas it up?”

“Yes, I gassed it up. You think I’m an idiot?”

Rheal shrugged and finished his drink while the man continued to pull and curse. Finally the saw sputtered to life, hacking out a cloud of two-stroke smoke that billowed upward and spread across the ceiling like a black liquid. The motor was running, but barely; it chugged and hiccupped, threatening to stall.

“Hit the choke!” Rheal yelled over the racket. “You’re going to flood it!”

“I know how to run a goddamn chain saw!” the man hollered, fumbling for the choke as the engine paused mid-chug, seemed for a second to quit, then turned over again and continued to cling to life. Behind the man, the couple in the booth got up and ran out; Rheal waved cheerfully to them as they went.

The man finally got his fat fingers around the choke knob and opened it up, and the saw’s motor smoothed out and idled at a growl. The man took the saw by the handles and goosed the trigger a few times, trying to approximate a menacing glare. He said something to Rheal, unintelligible over the grind of the saw.

“I can’t hear you!” Rheal said, cupping a hand behind one ear.

The man let the motor come back to idle and yelled, “What happened to the lady behind the bar?”

Rheal looked over his shoulder toward the door to the kitchen. “She probably ran outside, don’t you think?”

“Well, go get her back in here,” the man said.

Rheal gazed at the man for a moment, then shook his head. He reached back and pulled the bottle of Jameson from the rack and poured himself another drink. “Let’s just walk through this, step by step,” he said. “I assume you’re here to cut me up, right?”

“That’s right,” the man said.

“That being the case . . . if you let me go outside, what makes you think I’m foolish enough to come back just so you can take that saw to me?”

The man didn’t have a ready answer for this. He stood there mute, the chain saw still rattling in his hands.

“Let’s try another line of inquiry,” Rheal said, placing the bottle back in the rack. “Why is it so important that Jeannie be behind the bar to see you chop me up?”

“Because I’ve got a message someone needs to hear.”

“Why not just tell it to me?”

“Because you’re going to be dead.”

“Oh, right,” Rheal said. He took a long drink of whiskey and made a show of pondering, rubbing at the stubble on his chin. “Well, it’s just the two of us in here, and you can’t send me out to grab Jeannie, because no way I’m coming back,” he said. “Seems like you’ve got yourself one heck of a dilemma.”

“Shit,” the man said. “I told them I should just use a gun. But no, they said, it’s gotta be a chain saw, has to be scary and bloody and all that.”

“Way I see it,” Rheal said, “there are two possible solutions, and neither of them is perfect. One—and this is probably the better of the options—you could just write the message down. You know, for someone to find after I’m dead.”

The man looked doubtful about this, and Rheal realized he must be illiterate.

“Or two,” Rheal said, “and you’re really not going to like this one—you could wait for the cops to show up, which I’m guessing they will within two minutes at this point, and give them the message.”

“The cops?” the man said. “Who called the cops?”

“Jeannie,” Rheal said, hooking a thumb over his shoulder. He finished his whiskey. “Tick-tock, friend. What’s it gonna be?”

The man dropped the saw and turned to run the way he’d come in, but Rheal was quicker, he was always quicker, he was in fact a grand master when it came to life and the violence it visits upon us, having learned everything he needed to know and then some from his own father, and he leaped up and grabbed two fistfuls of the man’s hair, hauled back hard enough to lift him clean off his feet, and slammed the back of his head into the bar.

The man went slack but Rheal held him upright, depositing him on a stool and leaning over to turn off the saw. He straightened up again and slapped the man’s face a few times, lightly, to bring him around.

“What’s the message?” Rheal asked.

“Huh?”

“Listen, you seem like a hapless shit caught up in something you don’t understand,” Rheal said. “I want to get you out of here before the cops show, but first I need to know who sent you.”

The man finally focused his gaze on Rheal’s face. “Harold Aucoin,” he said.

“That was my first guess. And what message, pray tell, did Harold want you to give us?”

The man put a hand to the back of his head; it came away slick with blood. “That this town is his now, by order of both God and Clay Sutton.”

“I see.” Rheal brushed off the man’s shoulders, clapped him on the arms. “Okay. You good? Can you walk out of here?”

“I think so.”

“You give old Harold a message for me,” Rheal said. “Tell him we’ve got enough problems without him trying to poison our neighborhood with drugs. And if he keeps sending people our way, we’re going to start sending them back to Lewiston in body bags, regardless of what God or Clay Sutton has to say about it. Got all that?”

“No.”

Rheal hauled the man to his feet. “Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Tell Harold I said to get fucked. Now scoot.”

The man wobbled out the door, and Rheal turned to the bar and poured himself another couple fingers of Jameson. Two minutes later, Jeannie came back in with Captain Daryl Bates in tow.

“Did you kill him?” Bates asked.

“Kill who?” Rheal asked without turning around.

“The guy that saw belongs to.”

“No idea what you’re talking about, Daryl. I was cutting some dead branches off an elm in my backyard when I got thirsty.”

“Uh-huh.” Bates looked to Jeannie, who’d resumed her spot behind the bar. “That how you remember it?” he asked.

Jeannie shrugged. “If that’s what Rheal says.”

Bates slid between two stools and leaned against the bar top, facing Rheal. “I want to help you,” he said, “but I can’t if you won’t talk to me.”

“If and when I need help from a no-good Anglo cop,” Rheal said, “you’ll be the first call I make, Daryl.”

Even a quick glance at the classics demonstrates that, throughout human history, going home after a long absence has always been at best a mixed bag. Odysseus came back from twenty years at war to find a bunch of guys trying to bed his wife; the Prodigal Son’s return, celebrated by his father, was received with considerably less joy by his older, more responsible brother. The very word home, for most of us, is freighted with ambivalence, and certainly that was the case for Rita Doyon as she came down the steps of a Greyhound bus and emerged into Little Canada, the place that had birthed and weaned her, for the first time in five years.

Rita had gotten word about hard times at home during the paper mill strike—that was, in fact, part of the reason she’d returned. But the squalor and decay she encountered as she walked south on Water Street and shifted her suitcase from hand to hand far outstripped what she had imagined. It looked like some kind of natural disaster had hit the place and no one could be bothered to clean up. Stores that had thrived her entire childhood were closed, display windows covered with plywood and FOR LEASE signs pleading from their front entrances. Trash cluttered the sidewalks and gutters, drooped from power lines and tree branches. Most ominously: every third house had a sign in the front yard offering it for sale at a price one would expect to pay at a tax auction. It was more important to people, evidently, that they flee Little Canada as soon as possible than get anything resembling a fair price for their homes. And it seemed it was a struggle even to give them away.

As Rita walked and the scope of the damage wrought by the strike sank in block by block, she was surprised to find herself weeping. But there was little time for such things, because here now was a home stolidly not for sale, a home that, unlike the ones around it, had been kept up with great care and precision. This was the home that Rita’s best friend, Babs, lived in, the home Rita herself had grown up in after Babs’s parents had rescued her from her drunken, sadistic father. And inside that home, now, awaited a reckoning.

She climbed the front steps, set her suitcase on the porch landing with a thump, and wiped the tears from her cheeks. Not for the first time since getting on the bus at Forty-Second Street in Manhattan, she wondered if this had been a mistake. Things were far worse than she’d realized, and not only did there seem to be nothing Rita could do to help—whatever she’d imagined she could do was lost to the destitution on display—but now she had to face the prospect of Babs’s ire at her having left in the first place. The two of them hadn’t spoken since that day in 1979 when Rita had followed her ambitions south, and if she meant to be a part of this community again, she would first have to settle accounts with her best friend and adoptive sister.

Lacking the energy to walk all the way back to the bus stop, not to mention the money to pay the return fare to New York, Rita took a breath, fixed her posture, and knocked.

A few seconds later the door opened and there stood Babs, indelibly herself. The only difference five years had made being the length and cut of her hair—it was below her shoulders now, and aggressively feathered. Before she had a chance to catch herself, Babs’s eyes went wide at the sight of her best friend, and in an instant Rita found herself enveloped in an embrace that lasted long enough for her to consider that this was not at all the reception she’d anticipated.

“Come on,” she said finally. “It’s not like I’ve risen from the dead.”

Babs pulled back and looked her up and down. “No,” she said, “and I can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re not dead. Because it means I can kill you.”

That was more like it, Rita thought.

“Should I translate that as ‘Great to see you, come on in’?”

“Has it been so long,” Babs asked, “that you’ve forgotten my words never require translation?”

“An elephant’s faithful one hundred percent,” Rita said. She lifted her suitcase again. “I assume there’s coffee on?”

Several minutes later the two sat together at Babs’s kitchen table, cigarettes sending up smoke signals and mugs of black coffee steaming. Famished after more than a dozen hours on the bus, Rita worked over her second slice of Babs’s tarte au sucre, alternating bites with drags on her cigarette.

“I saw you were in some plays,” Babs said.

“Off-off-off-Broadway,” Rita said. “Don’t be too impressed. How’d you hear about that way up here?”

“You’re my sister,” Babs said. “I kept tabs. So why are you back?”

“Blunt as always.”

“You chose to leave. Those of us who’ve been here all along have a right to ask why you returned.”

Rita looked at Babs for a moment. “I knew there was trouble. I wanted to help.”

Babs squinted. “How, exactly?”

“Not sure,” Rita said. “I thought I had some idea, but it blew away on the ride up.”

“Of course it did,” Babs said. “Because you didn’t come home to help.”

“No?”

“You said it yourself. Whatever idea you had fell apart when faced with the reality here. So what really brings you home?”

A pause, the two of them staring at one another. “Because,” Rita said finally, “I need to regroup. I took my shot. It didn’t work out. And here I am.”

“Good,” Babs said. “Now you’re being honest. And that’s the bare minimum for getting back in my good graces.”

“Babs, I don’t need forgiveness—from you or anyone else—for trying to live my life.”

“No you do not,” Babs said. “But you do need my forgiveness if you want to be part of this community again.”

“Such as it is,” Rita said. She dragged on her cigarette and tapped it in the big glass ashtray on the center of the table. “From what I’ve seen, you should be turning cartwheels that anyone wants to move back here.”

“Are you moving back here? Or just using us as a pit stop while you ‘regroup’?”

Rita leveled her gaze. “I’m here right now,” she said. “Take it or leave it.”

And it was, improbably, Babs who broke off the staring contest. She looked down at the nub of her cigarette, took one last drag, and crushed it out in the ashtray.

“Since we’re being honest with each other,” Rita said, “I don’t know what I’m doing, or how long I’m going to be here. Might be two weeks. Might be the rest of my life. I may or may not go back to New York and try again.”

“You’re still young enough,” Babs said, “to think you can walk through a door without it locking behind you.”

“What are you, five months older than me?” Rita said. “Give me a break.”

“Killing ages a person,” Babs said. “That’s why I swore off it.”

“Babs, get serious. What’s going on? What’s happening with the strike? Why is everyone leaving?”

“Each of those questions has the same answer, and it’s a long one.”

“Just tell me how I can help,” Rita said.

“Do you still pray?” Babs asked. “Because I’ve got a very important meeting this afternoon, and I don’t think it’s going to go well.”

“I do pray, as a matter of fact,” Rita said. “And in the meantime, I’ll give you a bit of free advice: Stop trying to do everything on your own. You have friends. Or at least you did, last I knew.”

An hour later Babs was at her very important meeting in the basement of the Forest J. Paré post of the VFW, which had served as the de facto strike headquarters from the beginning. No one at the meeting had yet spoken beyond preliminary hi howyadoins, but nonetheless, as she’d predicted, it was not going well. Mostly because five minutes before it began Babs had been waylaid by what felt like a sudden fever, and now she sat shaking and sweating and trying her damnedest not to puke up the chicken salad sandwich she’d been eating before Rita had knocked on her door.

Babs sat alone on one side of a folding banquet table. Opposite her: five representatives from the United International Papermakers Union, of which the twelve hundred striking employees of the Hollingsworth & Whitney mill were dues-paying members, Babs included. She served as the president of Local 116 and was there in that capacity. This made the men at the table ostensibly her allies, but they felt every bit like enemies, peering at her with a mixture of disinterest and distaste. These men had smooth hands and looked like they’d never once needed a shower after work. They’d arrived from the Portland airport in separate late-model rental cars, two of them convertibles, as though on vacation, as though they’d never once had to consider the value of a dollar. If the strike failed, none of their lives would change a whit. They would not need new jobs, or wonder how they’d feed their children. Nothing they’d planned on or hoped for would be lost. The only world they’d ever known would not suddenly cease to be.

As she eyed the union brass and swallowed hard against the turmoil in her belly, Babs mused that for all the complex and minute ways people organized themselves into tribes, there was really only one distinction that mattered: you either had money, or you did not. When it came down to it, you could only ever share common cause with the people on your side of that line. Yet here she was with these men who were pretending to have her interests, and those of her neighbors, foremost in mind.

“Coming here, I have to drive past Connie Fecteau’s place,” Babs said finally. “Do you know Connie? ’Course you don’t. Connie’s divorced, got two little girls. She crossed the picket line last week. Couldn’t take it anymore. Couldn’t feed her girls one more meal of buttered noodles. Strike fund’s dried up, the company’s not budging, and you guys are doing jack shit about any of it. So she crossed over.”

Babs observed the men, who remained as impassive as God.

“So just now, when I drove past Connie’s,” Babs said, “I see someone’s taken a can of spray paint to her place. On one side of the porch, in letters six feet high, it says ‘Superscab.’ On the other side it says ‘Putain.’ Do any of you speak French?”

Heads shaking on the other side of the table—vigorous denial, as though Babs had asked if they were into pederasty.

“It means ‘whore,’ ” Babs told them. “Her girls have to see that. And kids are smart. They’ve been in this with us. They know one of their neighbors did that to their mother’s house.”

The oldest of the men, the only one Babs knew by his name, which was Robert Reynolds, spoke up. “Mrs. Dionne,” he said, “it’s not clear to me what this has to do with us, or, I guess, what you expect us to do about it.”

“I expect you to expand the strike to International Paper’s mills in Memphis and De Pere,” Babs said.

“How will that help Miss . . . Fecteau, is it? And why should we want to help her? You said it yourself—she crossed the picket.”

“She crossed the picket because she lost hope,” Babs said. “And she lost hope because the company’s got no reason to negotiate. The Mill runs day and night. Paper goes out and money comes in. We’re losing everything, and the company hasn’t skipped a beat.”

“Mrs. Dionne,” Reynolds said. “We cannot make other Locals strike. That’s for their membership to decide.”

“Then we need the national union’s support in convincing their membership,” Babs said.

“And you’ve had it.”

“So you say,” Babs said. “But when we sent a contingent of Local 116 members to Memphis, they didn’t even know we were coming. We spent two days trying to set meetings on our own, and when we finally did get one, they booed us out of the auditorium.”

Reynolds put his hands out in a shrug. “It’s hardly within our ability to control how you are received by other Locals,” he said.

“They believe the lies the company tells them about how we’re soft and greedy,” Babs said. “And they’ll keep believing those lies, because you haven’t told them the truth. That the contract the company offered was designed to cause a strike. That when the company’s finished with us, the other Locals are next.”

An impasse. Babs was quiet for a moment, looking at each of the men in turn.

“When this strike started,” she said finally, “you told us we had to do things the ‘right’ way. It’s been a year, and what has that gotten us?”

Silence from the men.

“Anyone?” Babs said.

Still nothing.

“I’ll take your silence to mean you agree it’s gotten us nowhere,” Babs said. “The law is written to benefit the company. We follow the law, the company wins. It’s that simple. As such, I can’t promise my membership will have patience for the ‘right’ way much longer.”

Reynolds’s eyebrows knitted. “That sounds like a threat,” he said.

“No, it’s just a fact. I’m not the only person in this town who remembers how our fathers and grandfathers dealt with strikebreakers. People got hurt. People got killed. As someone who knows all too well what violence looks and feels like, I want to avoid it even more than you do. But you’re giving us no choice.”

“Babs—”

She couldn’t believe they were making her say this and mean it, that after a year of suffering, families broken like cheap plastic toys and friendships turned to dust, the strikers were going to end up doing what they should have done to begin with, bricks through windows, fists in faces, the hard way, the only goddamn way, the way she’d sworn off while listening to Sacha gasp his last.

But of course these men were making her say it, because it wasn’t their windows or teeth that would be broken, same as it wasn’t them queuing up at the union food bank or buying five gallons of kerosene with rolled change to keep their pipes from freezing. These men weren’t the ones who would end up in jail, so they didn’t care.

“Mrs. Dionne,” Reynolds said now, “I hate to be the one to say this, but it must be said: The national union is withdrawing its support for your strike. And our strong recommendation is that you call an end to it yourself.”

Babs had known this was coming, had known it in her heart even before she’d arrived at the VFW today, and yet hearing the words still took her breath away, made her gasp audibly. And looking at these men now, seeing on their faces the smug certainty that this decision would not hurt them one bit, Babs felt the first stirrings of a long-dormant beast in her chest, the animal that could make these men pay for their treachery and double-dealing. It wanted out. It wanted to taste their innards, burn their houses and their vacation homes and make their children wail. And this horrified Babs even more than the prospect of Little Canada being no more.

Her stomach heaved suddenly into her throat, and she rose from the table and walked out of the room with as much composure as she could manage, glad that it would appear as though she was storming away on a wave of righteous anger. She hit the vinyl tile in the hallway and lurched right, soles slipping and squeaking, toward the sign, hanging over a doorway fifteen feet distant, that read LADIES. Her head swam and she kept her jaw clenched against the insistent acid surge, her diaphragm knocking like a landlord looking for three months’ back rent. She hit the bathroom door with both forearms, opening her mouth before she even reached the nearest sink, an electric, liquid rush—and twenty seconds later her vision cleared and she was breathing hard over the basin, holding herself up with hands on either side, staring down into what had been her lunch, wondering, Oh my God what is wrong with me?




CHAPTER TWO

Rheal had a meeting of his own, but because he was intent on continuing to drink (particularly given the nature of this meeting), he sat in the basement at You Know Whose Pub, nursing a Schlitz that had started warm and only gotten more so as he waited for Claude to show up. On the floor, next to his stool, rested the chain saw he’d taken from Aucoin’s errand boy, which Rheal had every intention of keeping. His mind should have been on Claude, not to mention Aucoin and the fact that the two-bit gangster from Lewiston was apparently working for the company, but instead he was thinking about his wife, Babs. In the previous year, they’d lost each other. This was the simplest, most honest way to think about it. That peculiar thing where you lived with somebody and shared just about every significant experience but, despite all that, one day you looked up at them and realized you had no earthly clue who they were.

The reason Rheal felt distant from Babs seemed straightforward enough: they were so preoccupied with the strike that even during the few hours a day when they (a) found themselves in the same place and (b) weren’t asleep, they rarely talked about anything but the strike itself: how it was going (poorly), what they might do to improve things (not much), who among the strikers was getting antsy to either cross the picket or murder a scab (just about everyone).

But that wasn’t all of it. Something else was at work between them, some lever ratcheting them apart. Rheal couldn’t name it, but he could feel it unmistakably. His wife was becoming a stranger to him, and he to her. And there seemed to be little he could do about it.

Rheal finished his Schlitz at a pull and motioned to Remy the bartender for another. At the same moment this fresh pint hit the mahogany, rude sunlight blasted the basement as Claude Rancourt, Rheal’s best and oldest friend, came in.

Claude mounted the stool to Rheal’s left and pointed at Rheal’s beer to indicate to Remy he’d have the same. Rheal and Claude had been so thick for so long that the two of them, knowing they’d be drafted before the ink dried on their high school diplomas, had volunteered for the Marine Corps on the buddy program back in ’68. They did two tours together, the first with the 5th Marines and the second with the 3rd Force Recon, both out of An Hòa, though with recon they were in the bush so often and for so long they barely saw the village that served as their base. As one might imagine, serving together for two years in the place where North Vietnamese Army units regularly infiltrated the South via Laos meant Rheal and Claude did and saw and endured some unthinkable shit together. Throughout, they remained loyal friends, which was why Rheal still had a hard time believing the conversation he was about to have was actually necessary.

“Salut,” Claude said.

“How’s things?”

“I haven’t had a paycheck in forty-seven weeks,” Claude said. “That’s how things are.” He took his Schlitz from Remy before the bartender had a chance to set it down.

“Beer’s on me,” Rheal said.

“Merci mille fois.”

“Sophie worried about money?”

“No,” Claude said. “We’re not broke. Yet. It’s not about that.”

“What’s it about, then?”

“The way it all feels,” Claude said. “When you wait long enough for the other shoe to drop, eventually you find yourself wishing it would. Get it over with, tu vois?”

Rheal did, in fact, know the feeling Claude was talking about. To keep struggling, you had to hope. And hope was a burden—one so onerous that Rheal and Claude had abandoned it fifteen years before, discarded in the An Hòa valley along with the cigarette butts and empty bug spray cans.

“And then the other thing,” Claude continued, “is you worry the shoe has already dropped, and you’re just too stupid to realize it.”

Another feeling Rheal was familiar with. But he was not here to commiserate with Claude, particularly over when and how the struggle should be abandoned, so he kept his agreement to himself.

“What’s the word with our friends at the police department?” he asked.

Claude’s brother-in-law was Daryl Bates—the young captain on the Waterville police who had wanted to “help” Rheal. Bates fed Claude information about the department’s posture regarding the strike, and how that posture shifted day to day and incident to incident. Generally, because the strikers were mostly Franco—which was to say poor and Catholic and thus disregarded—and the company was the alpha and omega of the local economy, the cops deferred to the company and leaned in their favor when making decisions. For example, in the first few weeks of the strike, seemingly decades ago now, chief Roy Davies decreed that no more than two dozen picketers could gather at the gate to the Mill at any time. This, of course, kept most of the strikers sidelined, and hamstrung their ability to draw media attention to the cause. Three or four hundred picketers made for good copy; a couple dozen did not.

“They’re nervous about the rally,” Claude said. “Bringing in off-duty bodies from Fairfield and Winslow. Sheriff’s deputies, too. State police are on call in the event of trouble. Davies’s talking tough. Zero tolerance for shenanigans of any kind, is the word.”

“And how do they define ‘shenanigans’?”

Claude snorted. “I’d tell everyone to avoid jaywalking, if they can help it.”

“There’s a good chance people will get up to worse than that, depending on how Babs’s meeting with the union honchos went,” Rheal said. He lit a cigarette and ashed in one of the little disposable aluminum ashtrays scattered around the bar.

“Why? Are they refusing to expand the strike?”

Rheal turned and peered at Claude. “I don’t know yet,” he said. “But I’m not sure I’d tell you if I did.”

“Quoi?”

“You heard me.”

“What is this bullshit, Rheal?”

“People think you’re talking to management.”

“Who said that?”

“Doesn’t matter. Are you?”

“I’m not going to dignify that with a response.”

“Why?” Rheal asked. “Because it’s not true and never would be in a thousand years? Or because you don’t want to lie to your best friend?”

The two men tested each other’s gaze, Rheal dragging on his Pall Mall.

“This is your one chance to come clean,” Rheal said finally. “After today, I think you’re working both sides, it’s your ass. You know how this goes.”

“Yeah, I do,” Claude said.

Rheal drained his beer, then looked at his friend again. “One last chance, Claude,” he said. “Be straight with me.”

“Fine,” Claude said. “Guilty as charged.”

“Tabarnak,” Rheal said. “Why?”

“Un centime,” Claude said. “Why else?”

“You just said you weren’t broke.”

“Exactly,” Claude said. “That’s why I’m not broke.”

“You’re betraying us all for money?”

“Must be one hell of a view from up there on your high horse,” Claude said. “It’s simple: my wife’s kidneys are shit and without money she would die. I give the company nothing. Just because they think the information is worth paying for doesn’t mean it actually is.”

“An example. I’ll decide whether it’s nothing.”

Claude drank from his beer, thought a moment. “Last week I told them Peter Chasse was planning to take water samples from up around the sludge dump, try to prove the company didn’t line the dump the way regulations said.”

“You gave them his name?”

Claude scowled at Rheal. “Of course not. I’m using his name with you. I told them ‘someone’ was going to take water samples—on Thursday.”

“And Peter went to the dump Tuesday.”

“Exactly,” Claude said, lighting a cigarette.

“It’s still dangerous, what you’re doing,” Rheal said. “They normally have one guard up there, asleep in the gate shack. Peter said he saw half a dozen, walking patrols, carrying goddamn carbines.”

“Chasse’s slick enough to deal with that.”

“Not the point, as you damn well know.”

“I’m not a fucking turncoat, Rheal,” Claude said.

“No. You aren’t. And you’re going to prove it.”

“Meaning what?”

“For starters, you’re going to cease and desist telling the company anything.”

Claude shook his head. “I need that money, Rheal,” he said. “Do you have any idea how much dialysis costs? I didn’t either, until we went on strike and I lost our insurance.”

“We’ll figure out how to pay for Sophie’s treatments.”

“How?”

“I just said we’ll figure it out.”

Claude dragged on his cigarette and rounded the cherry against the wall of the ashtray. “I don’t know, Rheal,” he said.

“You don’t know?” Rheal said. “Let’s talk about what you do know. You know I’m not much of a crier. If I was, you’d understand how much this conversation has hurt me. You broke my fucking heart, Claude.”

Claude looked down into his beer. “I know,” he said. “And I’m sorry. I was doing what I had to do.”

“We’ll take care of Soph and the girls, one way or another,” Rheal said. “But I have to know you’re going to toe the line.”

There wasn’t much left to talk about after that, and the two men passed several minutes in silence. Then Claude finished his beer and left without a word. When he was gone Rheal rubbed at his eyes and asked Remy for a shot of Canadian Club. He tossed it back, put a ten on the bar, then rose from his stool, hoisted his new chain saw, and headed for home.

Bernette Bergeron had always thought of marriage like a sine wave: Sometimes you were up, sometimes you were down. The cycle repeated itself at more or less regular intervals and you learned to ride the wave and made it—or you didn’t, and didn’t. Bernette and her husband, Hugo, had, like any other couple still together after a decade, for sure ridden the wave. Married when she was seventeen and he eighteen, they’d had three kids and made it through the lean times when Hugo pieced together a living slinging eggs in the mornings and loading long-haul trucks at night, and the flush times after he’d gotten hired to run a log picker at Hollingsworth & Whitney. Through that decade, Hugo had been several nautical miles from perfect, but he was on balance a good husband and father, and Bernette had never had reason to question whether she loved him. Until now.

Like most of the other men in the neighborhood, Hugo had been out of work for over a year, and like most of the other men in the neighborhood, he’d been slowly transformed by the erosive force of the strike into someone whose chief personality trait was self-pity. This was, needless to say, from his wife’s perspective, not sexy. Still, at first Bernette had been sympathetic. But as time went by and Hugo spent more and more of his waking hours staring forlornly out the kitchen window or pretending to read The Wars of America, sympathy was incrementally displaced by impatience.

And then impatience had turned to disdain, which didn’t seem to Bernette at all compatible with love. Thus her misgivings about the state of her and Hugo’s sine wave, which from her perspective had crashed headlong into the earth like an airplane missing a wing. In recent months she’d found herself thinking more and more about how every man she’d ever known—her father included—had invariably behaved like a big fat baby whenever anything didn’t go their way, while simultaneously never seeming to notice the gigatons of shit the women in their lives managed and tolerated without complaint. More recently, she’d found herself considering what had previously been unthinkable—taking the kids and moving somewhere else. Lewiston maybe, or north to Bangor. Hugo could stay or he could come along, his choice. By the time Rita showed up at her front door that morning, Bernette had just about decided to leave what was left of Little Canada, come what may.

“Which is ironic,” she said to Rita as they sat at the kitchen table sharing a jug of Carlo Rossi Chablis. “Because here you are.”

“You’re not really going to leave,” Rita said.

“Why not? You did.”

“I didn’t have a husband and three kids.”

“If you were still in New York, and we were talking on the phone,” Bernette said, “I could see why it’d be hard for you to understand how bad things are. But you’ve had a look for yourself. There’s nothing left for us here. That’s the plain fact.”

“Bernie,” Rita said, “since when do the women of this neighborhood just up and call it quits?”

“Since no one’s husband has pulled a paycheck in a year.”

“Please,” Rita said. “Let’s not get evangelical about money. On the rare occasion my father had a paycheck, he drank it. My mother still found a way to feed us.”

“Sure, but you left home in grade school.”

“Not because my mother couldn’t feed us,” Rita said. “And anyway, you’re making my point for me. I’m tired of leaving. I want to do what I have to do to stay.”

“You picked a hell of a time to decide to grow old here.”

Rita laughed. “Yeah, well, what can I tell you? My timing has always been impeccable.”

They were quiet for a minute. Bernette poured more wine while Rita gazed out the window, adrift in memory.

“My mother stole,” Rita said finally. “From the supermarket, the gas station, the department store. She stuffed lunch meat in her bra and frozen dinners down her pants. She jimmied open the change dispenser at the laundromat. She figured out how to rig a pay phone to make free calls. She stole bags of bottles from behind the redemption center and walked them back in the front door to cash them in a second time. She was a goddamn bandit. Butch and Sundance had nothing on her.”

Bernette lit a cigarette, a smile her only response.

“When all else failed, she even sold her body a few times,” Rita said. “Of all the things she did to provide, not one of them was legal, but she worked harder than anyone I ever knew with a job. She raised five kids with no paycheck and a husband who beat the piss out of her on the regular.”

“So what are you saying?”

“She did all that alone. Imagine what she could have done with a few other women as tough and smart as she was?”

Father Clement Thibault, who Babs had chosen to save her on the day she killed the cop in 1968, and who as a result had become her spiritual caretaker whether he liked it or not (and he didn’t), was seated at his desk in the rectory across the street from Notre Dame du Perpetual Secours when he heard the doorbell ring.

He looked up from the photographs on his desk, trying to remember if anyone had ever rung the rectory doorbell in the two decades he’d been living there. When people wanted to see Clement they sought him following Mass, or Saturdays after CCD; all other inquiries and entreaties came via telephone, without exception. Which made sense, when you thought about it—just walking up and knocking on God’s door unannounced seemed impertinent, if not downright sacrilegious.

When the doorbell rang, Clement had been feeling melancholy for days. God seemed so distant as to not exist, a palpable absence that came over Clement from time to time and which he could only admit, ironically, to God Himself. When Clement doubted God he naturally doubted the life he’d chosen, and when that happened he often would find himself going through old photographs from another life altogether, which no one in Waterville knew anything about. A life that only a handful of people in the world knew about—because most who’d been central to it were long-since departed.

Here was a black-and-white of his parents, 1935 or so, posed in the gravel driveway of their modest Cape in Madawaska where Clement would be born a year later. His older brother, Richard, stood between them, the crown of his head level with the belt on their father’s high-waisted pants. Scarlet fever would ensure that Clement had no memory of his only sibling, but he didn’t need a photo to confirm his brother had existed—as the firstborn son Richard had been owed to God and thus slated for the priesthood, and on the day he died and every day since, Clement had taken his place.

Farther down in the scattering of photos, the pine trees and smokestacks of Madawaska gave way to the gleaming vertiginous towers of postwar Manhattan. As a young man in his twenties Clement looked no older than fourteen, jeans cuffed and hair duckassed, carrying his trumpet case down a crumbling sidewalk in Harlem, as far from the cassock and crucifix as one could imagine. Mon Dieu, all the incriminating, godless shit in these photos: Clement performing behind a scrim of cigarette smoke at the Palm Cafe, the only white face in the joint onstage or off; laughing with friends at an after-hours bacchanalia, fine-hewn drinkware in hand; standing on his wedding day at the eastern foot of the Brooklyn Bridge, in the same black suit and skinny black tie he wore to play, arm in arm with Simone, the woman who had died and taken their baby with her.

Married and with a pregnant bride, yes, these were among the biggest secrets in Clement’s secret unpriestly past, that lost decade when he ran as hard and as far from his obligations to his parents and his brother’s ghost as he could. And then Simone’s death had sent him running right back, all the way to the seminary.

The doorbell rang again, and Clement shuffled the pictures together and stuffed them into the Phillies Perfecto box (itself a relic of that other life), which went atop the hutch in the dining room where no one shorter than six foot six would be able to see it. As he put the stepladder away the doorbell rang a third time, and Clement finally went to the entryway, wondering who in hell would be so insistent, then realizing the answer with abrupt certainty just as his hand hit the doorknob.

And sure enough, it was Babs he found standing on the rectory’s top step, smoking and looking impatient. “Mind if I bring this in?” she asked, waving her cigarette absently and striding past Clement before he could answer.

“’Course not,” Clement said to her back. “Why would I mind?” He closed the door again and followed Babs to the dining room, found her pulling a teacup from the hutch for use as an ashtray.

“I was really hoping to see you in confession this past Sunday,” Clement said.

“Don’t start.”

Clement smirked. “What’s up, Babs?”

“I assume you plan to be at the meeting tonight?”

“As I have been at every weekly strike meeting to date.”

Babs sat in one of the sturdy, modest oak chairs at the table and pulled the teacup to her. “Tonight will have to be different, Father.”

Clement sat opposite her.
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