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We have to live in English, it’s impossible to live in French. This is the secret thought of the Canuck in America.


— JEAN- LOUIS LEBRIS DE KEROUAC,
LA VIE EST D’HOMMAGE


I am the prophecy


I did not come from nothing


And nothing came from me


I took your name in vain


I burnt your effigy


— IDLES, “CAR CRASH”









PART ONE









PRÉLUDE


1668 – 1968


Think of generations as a chain, one link leading to and binding the next, and all of them—even the most distant—forever connected and inseparable. Forget about ancestors the way we usually talk of them, as if they are somehow less real than we are. Those who came before are not footnotes to the Very Important Life you’re living now. They are real people, and still. They breathe through you. They bleed and cry and dance, pull their rotten teeth with pliers sanitized in bootleg rye. They plow fields and pray for rain. They sing their children songs at night: Frère Jacques, Frère Jacques, dormezvous, dormez-vous. They clutch their sheets in fever. They run great machines that make cloth and paper for the whole world. They fight in wars. They tell lies. They sit awake long after everyone they love has fallen asleep, a hand-rolled cigarette pinched between their fingers, waiting in desperation for first light, eternally.


Their ghosts are all around you, clamoring to be seen and heard, like Marley rattling his chains. And like Marley, they have things to teach you.


So: Think of them all as yourself. A single entity, spanning centuries. Finding its current but by no means final iteration in you.


Once, for example, you were a woman named Evangeline LeNormand: Parisian orphan, ward of the church, survivor, and cynic. You came to Nouvelle-France in 1667. Many of the girls who traveled with you believed the promises the priests had made—handsome husbands of noble birth, the riches of the New World theirs for the asking. But you knew better.


The boat smelled of shit and wet rot, rolling for months over endless waves. After the first week both passengers and crew began to get sick, clawing at rashes and grabbing their skulls in agony. You waited your turn, watching as ten of the other filles du roi died, their corpses wrapped in cotton cloth, given a box-check blessing, and dropped overboard. A dozen others went insane with fever. Yet you somehow remained healthy, dumb luck—though whether this luck was good or bad, considering how things would turn out, was debatable. By the time the ship docked in Quebec there were twenty-one girls left, each still somehow convinced that fortune smiled broadly as they promenaded off the ship. Then there was you, pulling up the rear and dragging your chest through the mud, trusting no one to carry it but yourself.


The other girls went fast, married and pregnant and drying beaver skins before you could say tabarnak. In a place where men outnumbered women eight to one and winter lasted six months of the year, it was inevitable someone would claim you. His name was Joshua Currey. He traded tools for furs with the Mi’kmaq, and because he was Scottish you did not understand him and he did not understand you. As was his right, he took your trousseau and the fifty livres and when the money was gone he left you in the fall of 1673 with two daughters, Dominique and Madeleine.


Ahundred years after that you were Madeleine’s great-grand-daughter Aimee, your hair an unruly black corona just like the women before you, and as with the women before you, men were drawn by that hair and the desire to tame it. You did your part to resist the British by cutting two Redcoats who thought they could take what they wanted from a canadienne whore without paying.


English-speaking Protestants ruled now, people who hid their prejudice and evil intent behind proper manners. The lies began anew, the same lies they’d told the Acadians before burning their farms and scattering them to the wind, lies they would tell again and again to all you wild-haired Frenchwomen still to come: You can keep your Pope. You can keep your customs and your language. We will not kill you. We will not drive you out. We will not herd you into ghettos and let diseases burn. We will treat you as equals. We will not tar and feather your priests. We will not rape you. We will not, for generation upon generation, make your lives miserable, and then harrumph at society dinners when you behave as miserable people do.


And so, after two hundred more years of lies, you were Barbara Levesque, the eighth-great-granddaughter of Evangeline LeNormand. Everyone called you Babs. The year was 1968, and at fourteen years old you had a head of hair as black and round and gravitydefying as Evangeline’s had been centuries before. You lived in Waterville, Maine, and had never known the Quebec of your forebears, because your grandfather Leonard Levesque had traveled by train to Waterville in 1918, braving the Spanish flu and the Klan to work at the Hollingsworth & Whitney paper mill. Leonard and his ten sons, including your father, André, all worked at H&W, and between them had lost four fingers, a right hand at the wrist, and most of a right foot to the mill’s pitiless, grinding machinery. That accounting did not include your father’s youngest brother, Paul, who was crushed from the knees down when a picker pulled the wrong stick from a pile of spruce logs in the H&W lumberyard and the whole thing came rolling down in an avalanche of timber. Paul had been paid two thousand dollars apiece for his legs, and used the money to open Levesque’s Variety on the corner of Water and King Streets in the heart of Little Canada, the low-lying neighborhood that always flooded first when the river jumped its banks in spring, the neighborhood where French was spoken on every street corner, the neighborhood you called home.


That February your brother Jean had traveled home from Da Nang in a flag-draped casket, the first of your family buried in Waterville’s Saint Francis cemetery, which was not its own cemetery at all but just a back lot in the larger Protestant graveyard. The Catholics were granted half a dozen acres of crabgrass at the edge of a hill where people dumped their trash, and from Jean’s grave that summer, you could see one rusty corner of a discarded washing machine poking up over the crest of the hill. That April, Martin Luther King had been shot in the head, like your brother, and now it was June, and Bobby Kennedy had just been shot in the head, too, and though the country heaved and burned, you were preoccupied only with your new summer job, that of minding the register at Levesque’s Variety from eight in the morning until two in the afternoon each weekday.


A reality of life for Franco business owners like your uncle was that the Waterville police took whatever they wanted, whenever they wanted, a plain, long-standing fact about which no one complained if they were smart. Beat cops carried the keys to every store, hotel, and car dealership in town, ostensibly to do inspections and investigate reports of break-ins—except more often than not, they were the ones breaking in. Their larceny ran the gamut from petty to profound. Sandwiches from LaCroix’s Hamburger Haven, mary janes for their daughters from LaVerdiere’s Clothing. The past two years a rumor had circulated that a shift sergeant had opened the gate at Boucher Marine and driven off with a brand-new Carver runabout, 225-horse inboard with sleeper cabin, a gossip-bold heist even for the cretins of the Waterville PD. And gossip people did. Waterville was corrupt as shit and oddly proud of the fact; being known as a hub of scandal and intrigue in a landscape of homogeneous little mill towns carried, after all, a certain cachet.


Two pairs of cops patrolled Little Canada through the week, and both came regularly into Levesque’s while you worked the counter. Mondays and Thursdays brought Jimmy Hamlin, thin and ashen with a nose like an eagle’s beak, and Kevin Smyth, whose belly muffled the jangling of his utility belt. On Mondays they each took a carton of Pall Malls, and on Thursdays Jimmy took another carton for the weekend, while Kevin helped himself to Banana Flip cakes and Pop-Tarts, which he ate straight from the box as he considered other items he might steal, littering your uncle’s floor with crumbs.


“Souriez simplement,” your uncle Paul told you. He knew your soul, and he didn’t want any trouble. “Smile like they’re doing you a favor. Pop-Tarts don’t cost anything.”


But you couldn’t even muster a smile for your uncle, let alone the men who stole from him. All you could think of was a line from Romeo and Juliet that had burned itself into your brain the previous semester: “O calm, dishonorable, vile submission.” You hadn’t understood, at the time, why the line stood out to you as though lit in neon, but now you realized that Mercutio could have been talking about your uncle, your whole family, the entirety of Little Canada, where people anglicized their names and played by the rules of a rigged game and accepted broad-daylight theft as simply the cost of doing business. You’d been watching them submit your whole life, and “dishonorable” and “vile” barely covered it. These men stole from a cripple. Their fathers sat on the draft board that had sent your brother to his death. And now you were supposed to smile at them? Mais non! You would sooner slit your own throat. Or one of theirs.


To that end, by July you were keeping your brother’s paratrooper knife under the counter, being sure to scoop it up each day at five minutes to two, just before your uncle limped in on his wooden legs and took over the register.


Tuesdays, Wednesdays, and Fridays brought the worse pair, the pretend-to-be-sick-so-you-didn’t-have-to-work pair: Roy Davies and Scott Markee. Davies was fine. An imbecile, to be sure, a Protestant and a thief—but fine. The problem was Scott Markee, who had been born neither Scott nor Markee, but Sacha Marquette. Scott Markee had changed his name precisely so he could be a cop. He was a traitor and a fraud, eager to be absorbed and erased by a culture that loathed him. Scott knew French but refused to speak it. He’d been baptized and confirmed at Notre Dame but could be found every Sunday in the pews at First Baptist. He’d moved to the north end of town and married a woman named Matilda—Matilda, pour l’amour de dieu! And every Tuesday, Wednesday, and Friday he clanged the door open at Levesque’s Variety, scuffed the floors black with the soles of his boots, and filled a shopping basket with things for which he never paid a dime.


Whenever Scott came in that July you eyed him as he moved up and down the store’s aisles, tallying in your mind the price of what he took and entering the total in the spiral notebook that served as your uncle’s credit ledger. Hershey bar, six-pack of Schlitz, a dozen eggs, and a copy of Time: $2.07, including tax. Cake mix, a pound of sirloin, nail polish remover, bottle of aspirin, another sixer of Schlitz: $2.94. And so on. You had no reason for doing this, other than compounding your fury with each number entered in the ledger, because you could sooner lick your own elbow than make Scott pay for what he took.


Smile, your uncle Paul had told you, smiling himself despite his half-gone legs and the sores where his knees used to be, despite only having a dozen or so yellowed teeth left in his mouth, despite what was left of Jean’s body being buried in the shit part of the cemetery where garbage sprouted like weeds.


For customers who did pay, all credit came due at the beginning of the month, and you spent most of August 1, a hot, swampy Thursday, settling accounts and sweating through your Carl Yastrzemski jersey, which like many of your clothes had once belonged to your brother. You took cash and made change and erased lines in the notebook until only a few remained, and in between you fanned yourself to little avail with the local section of that morning’s newspaper, feeling sweat trickle through the downy hairs on the small of your back.


One of the last customers to settle up was Bernadette Roy, an old widow who came in once a week for cigarettes and cat food. Barely five feet tall on a good day, Bernadette had lost a couple inches to a slipped disc that spring, and the globe of her bob haircut only just cleared the counter as she hobbled up and stacked tins of Friskies, one by one, in a little tower on the checkout counter.


For a few moments the only sound was the clatter of the register as you punched numbers. Then Bernadette piped up. “I should apologize to you, p’tite Barbara,” she said.


“What for?” you asked, ignoring the diminutive, counting up the tins of cat food by twos.


“Your brother. Jean. I haven’t talked to you when I come in because I didn’t want to have to mention him.”


You snapped open a paper bag, turned toward the cigarette rack, and grabbed a carton of Bernadette’s brand, Winston Menthol 100’s. “You don’t need to apologize, Mrs. Roy. He’s dead. There’s not much to say.”


“They should leave our boys alone,” she said, helping bag the cat food. “Let them fight their own maudite war.”


And that was when it hit you: Markee instead of Marquette. First Baptist instead of Notre Dame. Police blues—instead of army olive. You froze, the last can of cat food hovering in your hand over the mouth of the bag.


“How much do I owe for last month?” Bernadette asked. “We can just add this to it.”


You didn’t answer.


“Dear,” Bernadette said.


You heard her, but dimly, as though you were underwater and she were talking to you from above the surface, her kind face rippling and unreal.


“Barbara.” Bernadette put her hand, no bigger than a kindergartner’s, over your own. “Are you okay?”


Her touch brought you back to yourself, slowly. You blinked and dropped the cat food into the bag. “Fine,” you said, looking up at the register display. “Nineteen dollars and forty-eight cents.”


“Did the Winstons go up?”


“I . . . I don’t know, Mrs. Roy. Let me check.”


You turned away from her and made a show of examining the prices on the cigarette rack, trying to gather yourself. The price of Winstons had not, in fact, gone up, but you wondered if Bernadette had asked because she was cash-poor. There were all kinds of reasons someone in Little Canada might be broke, even when their check had just come in.


“Yep, you’re right,” you lied, turning back to her. “I overcharged you ten cents a pack, somehow. So your total’s only eighteen fortyeight.”


She handed you a twenty, and with the tips of your fingers you dug two quarters and two pennies out of the drawer, handing them over along with a dollar bill. Bernadette placed the bag and her purse on the top of her walker, asked God’s forgiveness for your brother in a whisper, and left.


By the time Scott sauntered in later that afternoon, thumbs hooked through his utility belt, .38 special clacking against his hip with each step, the late sun had killed any semblance of a breeze and turned the store into a brick furnace. You hadn’t seen a customer in nearly an hour, and out on the street nothing moved; even the birds had gone silent in the heat. But here was Scott, picking through the snack aisle, careless and carefree and not even sweating, the son of a bitch; was his life was so charmed that not even a jungle-hot day like this could get to him?


On the radio behind the counter, a DJ told you the Pope had affirmed that both he and God disapproved of birth control. Big fucking surprise, you thought as you followed Scott with your gaze. Keep having twice as many kids as you can afford. Work like mules but stay poor as shit. Drink and smoke to blunt the misery. Grow old before your time and die without complaint, forever and ever, world without end, amen. Thanks a million, Pope Paul, you’re the best.


You drilled your eyes into Scott, willing him to feel your glare and look up. But he just kept perusing and pilfering: a can of Potato Stix here, a bottle of Coke there. He jammed the bottom of the Coke cap against a shelf and popped it with his fist, releasing the cap and tearing a small chunk of wood away from the shelf. Maybe he didn’t intend the vandalism, but he also didn’t regret that it had happened. No acknowledgment, no apology, no attempt to make it right. He drank half the soda at a pull, then yanked a Boston Globe off the newsstand and moved for the door.


“Sacha,” you said.


You had no idea what you meant to say or do next, but your voice had the desired effect: Scott paused, hand hovering over the doorknob, and turned his head in your direction.


“My name is Scott,” he said, his eyes lit up with the quick, righteous anger of one who believes it’s his birthright to walk through the world unchallenged.


“And my name is Tinker Bell,” you said, still not sure what you were doing. You made a show of flipping through your uncle’s ledger. “It’s the first of the month, Sacha, which means all credit accounts are due. According to my records, your balance from July is twenty-six dollars and seventy cents.”


He dropped one hand to his belt and turned to face you. “Excuse me?”


“Due and payable,” you said. “Today.”


Scott continued to glare, his eyes narrowed, lizard-like. Then suddenly he smiled, chuckled, moved toward the register. He set his Coke down and placed both hands on the counter.


“You’re a kid, Barbara, so you don’t understand how this works,” he said.


“I understand just fine,” you told him. “And don’t talk down to me.”


“I may have to discuss your smart mouth with your uncle,” Scott said. “I wonder what he’d have to say about this.”


“You know what he’d say. ‘So sorry, Officer Markee, sir. Never happen again, Officer Markee, sir.’ He’s a coward, just like the rest of them.”


Scott smiled again. “But not you, right? You, you’re braver than everyone else.”


“Brave’s got nothing to do with it,” you said. “I’m just fed up.”


“Oh? With what?”


“People like you.”


He stood back and folded his arms, feigning amusement, and in that moment you noticed a drop of sweat had gathered finally on his left temple, ready to slide down parallel to his sideburn. “People like me?” he said. “This ought to be good. What about people like me?”


“You’re a coward, too. Like my uncle. Ashamed to be what God made you. So you put on a mask with your uniform. Use flash cards to learn the Queen’s English. You figure if you fake it hard enough, they have to let you into Protestant Heaven.”


Scott’s face darkened again, and he took a deep breath. “Listen, Barbara,” he said. “I’m willing to let this go, seeing how your brother died recently—”


“You make it sound like he went in his sleep,” you said. “He didn’t die. He was killed. Shot in the head. You know how I know that, Sacha? They didn’t tell us. The casket was closed, but I opened it. I wanted to see for myself.”


“Terrible war,” Scott said, not sounding particularly vexed by either the war or its terribleness.


“Yes, terrible war, such a shame. But you’re not going to find out anytime soon, are you? Because I realized something today. Police are exempt from the draft, aren’t they?”


Scott shrugged and smiled, like: You got me.


“My brother’s dead, while you walk around this neighborhood safe as Sister Mary Margaret’s virginity. You should be in that casket, not him.”


“And what about your virginity, Barbara? Are you still as pure as Sister Mary Margaret?”


“Sorry to disappoint, but you’re too late to claim that prize.”


This was a lie.


“Eh,” Scott said, “virgins are overrated.”


“Then what are you waiting for?” You glanced at the clock. “My uncle won’t be here for another hour. It’s not like anyone else is coming in today.”


Scott peered at you, suddenly uncertain, while you kept your face expressionless as a stone.


“Going once,” you said. “Going twice . . .”


He swallowed hard.


“No sale,” you said. “What a surprise. You’ve got no problem taking whatever you want, but when someone offers it freely, you turn out to be just another limp dick.”


Something seized the front of your Yaz shirt, and after a moment you realized it was Scott’s hand, curled into a fist, lifting you off your feet. His knuckles, bone-white, jammed against the base of your nose; you could smell the tar from Chesterfields lingering on his fingers. And then, something thick and red on his hand, running like a trickle of melted ice cream on this summer day: blood, from your nose. Scott was strong, stronger than you would have imagined. He jerked you toward him, pulling you halfway over the counter, and you heard threads in the collar of your shirt tear and pop. You grasped under the counter for your brother’s knife, but it was so far out of reach it might as well have been in your dresser at home. You looked up from Scott’s fist into his eyes, and what you saw there made you realize you had miscalculated, and badly: he was going to kill you. Whatever was human in him had departed, leaving a simian rage in its place, his pupils broad and black like puddles of ink, lips peeled back from his teeth. He lifted his left hand in a fist behind his head, and you stopped searching for the knife and raised your own hands, not to ward off the blow but stretching toward him, trying to get at his eyes. But he held you fast at arm’s length, and your fingernails found nothing but air. His left fist rose higher, cocked like a claw hammer, about to come down on your head— when the bell over the door rang and Bernadette shuffled in, her walker clattering over the lip of the doorway ahead of her.


At the bell’s high chime Scott’s transformation was instantaneous. His lips closed back over his teeth, and his eyes filled again with the warmth of human consciousness. He let go of your shirt as if it were hot to the touch, straightening his jacket and offering a one-hundred-watt Officer Friendly smile as Bernadette made her way to the counter beside him.


“Mrs. Roy,” he said, tipping his cap with one hand while he wiped your blood off the other on the seat of his trousers. “Beautiful day.”


She looked at him. “It’s hot as shit,” she said evenly. Turning to you, she said, “Barbara, I went home and did some math and realized you undercharged me for my Winstons.”


Scott kept smiling. He gathered his Coke, Potato Stix, and newspaper and headed for the door as though he’d just remembered he had somewhere to be, and urgently.


“Sacha,” you said, wiping at your nose. “There’s still the matter of your unpaid balance.”


Scott turned once more to face you. “I’m pretty sure,” he said, “that we’re even steven. And my name is Scott.”


“So you told me,” you said. “But maybe I should speak in a language you understand, so there’s no confusion: Paye ce que tu dois, connard.”


His eyes narrowed—but then he smiled again. “You ladies have a nice afternoon,” he said, and then, looking directly at you: “And be careful out there.”


Be careful? You’d be damned if you were going to spend your days looking over your shoulder for Sacha. This was your home, these were your streets; he had given up any claim to them. And when you didn’t see him again for three weeks, you made the mistake of thinking you had won, that he had been sufficiently cowed and embarrassed and perhaps even frightened by his own rage to stay away.


In all the years to come, with all the enemies you were to know, you would never again assume one was beaten until they were dead.


August 26, 1968. Who knows why Scott chose that afternoon: broad daylight, Halde Street across from the playground, where at any given moment from dawn to dusk there might be a dozen witnesses. Maybe after seething for nearly a month he’d finally lost control of his anger. Maybe he really just believed he could do anything he wanted and get away with it. And maybe he would have been correct in this assumption, had he done it to anyone but you.


You were heading home from your uncle’s store with your best friend Rita, as always. You walked shoulder to shoulder on the same side of the street as the playground, a chain link fence and a narrow strip of bluegrass between you and the basketball court, where four grade-school boys took turns heaving a ball from their shoulders toward the hoop without much success. Later, you would recall this afternoon as fragmented, comprised only of discrete moments untethered in memory and stripped of context. The hollow thwop of the basketball on cracked pavement. Rita laughing at a joke you’d memorized from your father’s not-well-hidden Playboys. Yellow bedsheets hanging to dry on a tenement’s third-floor porch. Vulcanized rubber crunching over pebbles behind you. The sudden pain of Scott’s grip on your forearm, like the Indian burns your brother used to dole out when you got on his nerves. Rita pummeling Scott with both fists, screaming Let her go! and being tossed aside into the grass. Then a black space, as dark and silent as not-being, before coming around to the musk of old aftershave and cigarette smoke on the cruiser’s leather seats. The long, slow wail of the siren, neither approaching nor receding, forever overhead. Rough hands pushing you down a hill into the woods, toward the river. Pine needles stuck to your palms and pricking your back. The branches of an elm waving in the breeze overhead, flashes of blue and white beyond the fluttering leaves. An odd drowsy feeling, as though you’d been drugged, and the sense that, if not for Scott’s dull thrusting, you could have fallen asleep there under the trees.


One thought played over and over through your mind as you lay there: you lived an hour’s drive from the rocky postcard shoreline that hundreds of thousands of people visited every summer, and yet you had never seen the ocean. In that regard, you could have lived in Nebraska and it would not have been much different. The ocean that in so many people’s minds was synonymous with Maine might as well not have existed for you. This is what you thought about, lying there under Scott’s rough weight.


For decades after, time and again, you would hear skeptical men ask women, in courtrooms and on TV and in the newspaper, why they didn’t fight. Those women always cited fear—they had felt the strength of their assailant and their own helplessness in the face of that strength, and they submitted for fear that to fight would spell their end. For you, it was different. You wanted Scott to believe he had broken you. You wanted him to go on thinking the world and everything in it was his, because while he was taking something from you, he was also giving you something important: the fury that would determine the course of your life in every moment following this one.


And so, once Scott had finished: the steel of your brother’s knife in your pocket, then in your palm. The click of the blade coming open. An ancient, rust-rotted Model T nearby, abandoned in the woods for decades and sunk to the tops of its wheels in silt. Scott, spent and careless, sweat gleaming on the back of his neck, tucking his uniform shirt back into his trousers. His gasp as the blade tip pierced his back. The hitch as the knife caught on a rib. The burble of eddies in the river, nearby but unseen. The gush of blood when Scott’s lung was pierced. The sight of his face as he lay on his own back now, heels kicking weakly against the dirt, looking up at you as if for help. His mouth moving soundlessly, a doomed fish in the bottom of a boat. Air whistling in and out of the hole in his back, loud and urgent, then softer, slower, easing and accepting. Finally: silence, except for that high breeze rustling branches, a single cry from a gull.


You wiped your brother’s knife on Scott’s shirt, then noticed his key ring, still attached to his belt by a spring-loaded cord. Scott’s power, you knew, did not come from his sidearm, or from his badge and the authority it represented, but from these keys—they gave him access to, and thus ownership of, everything in Little Canada. You flipped the clasp on the key ring and lifted its weight in your hand, then turned and began climbing the steep bank away from the river, grasping trunks and saplings to pull yourself up.


At first your hands were slick and you had to be careful, but after a while most of the blood had rubbed off on tree bark, and your grip became sure. You felt no fear, either at what you had done or its consequences, and even as you climbed your breath came slow and steady. Two hundred feet up you crested the bank, emerged from the trees, and saw Scott had brought you to the end of Water Street, a part of the road largely untraveled and barren except for the new sewage treatment plant a few hundred yards farther down, where the road ended altogether.


No one around, and likely no one would happen along. This gave you time to think, but really what you needed was time to accept. You had one option. In order to stay, you had to leave. In order to claim and own the place where you were born, you had to, for a time, let it go. If killing Scott was a violent expression of your resolve to live where and how you would, first you had to give yourself over to a greater entity, one as powerful as the state that would now come for you, one that could shield you when you could not shield yourself.


So you turned right onto the road and, with Scott’s blood stiffening on your shirt and bare legs, began the long walk back into town. Past the last few straggling houses on Water Street, where no one was home because they all worked first shift at the mill. Then into the more heavily populated section of Little Canada, where it was impossible to avoid being noticed. The men were gone, as they always seemed to be, swallowed up by the brick monolith of the mill during the day and the barrooms after second shift ended, but the women were there hanging laundry, and the children were there playing in puddles from the previous night’s thunderstorms, and as you walked past slow and calm they stopped what they were doing and gawked, some of the kids following at a distance for a few steps. No one spoke. No one asked what had happened, whether you were okay, where you were going. The mere sight of you, the horror and mystery of it, precluded talk of any kind. Everyone recognized that, at least in those moments, you existed in a state beyond language. There was something holy about what they were witnessing—the solemnity, the sacrament of blood—and your people knew to surround the holy with a good deal of silence. In fact, those who saw you were reluctant to talk even to each other, at least until you had passed, and even then they gathered close and spoke only in whispers as they kept an eye on your receding figure.


You turned left onto Grove Street and climbed the hill, past the cemetery where pauvre Jean rested, your pace steady, your eyes up and on the road ahead. At the top of the hill you turned right onto Gold Street, then left onto Preston. By now switchboard operators downtown were bombarded with a rush of phone calls, and had these calls not all come at once they might have dispatched the police a few minutes sooner. But most everyone trying to report the teenage girl naked from the waist down and slathered in blood got nothing but the dull blare of a busy signal, and before the first police car made its way into Little Canada you had already passed through the doors of Notre Dame Parish and into the perpetual twilight of the nave, where no one but God could punish you for Scott’s death.


You walked to the first set of pews in front of the altar, took a seat on the right, and waited. The pew was cool under your thighs, and you could feel Scott’s blood binding wood and skin like glue. On the wall behind the altar, of course: Jesus, hanging limp and dead, stripped to the waist, a bloody gash between his ribs.


You’d spent hundreds of hours in this room. Five feet from where you sat you’d been baptized, at six days old, so small you fit in one of your father’s big, gentle hands. More recently you’d been confirmed on the very same spot, white as January in your special dress, on display for God and the whole neighborhood. In this room you’d stood for the Gospel and knelt for Communion, exchanged handshakes with your neighbors and dropped crisp dollars from your father’s billfold into wicker baskets as they passed among the faithful. But most of your time in Notre Dame had been spent ignoring homilies and mumbling through prayers while you contemplated the one thing about the entire affair that actually interested you: the Stations of the Cross.


From where you sat you could see all fourteen Stations, depicted in stained glass around the perimeter of the nave and backlit by sunlight. Over your right shoulder, Jesus was condemned by Pilate to death; over your left, his body was placed in the tomb in advance of the Resurrection. In between, on twelve windows equally spaced around the circular room, the whole of his ordeal played out in hues of red, orange, and blue. Up until today the only time you’d spent in the church that wasn’t mandated were the long moments you passed contemplating these images. Your interest was hardly devotional— you were just fascinated by how macabre and obvious the whole thing was. The blood, the agony, the melodrama. The message that to suffer is to be divine, a subtext so obvious it barely qualified as subtext. Studying the Stations, you sometimes wondered what an alien would think if you told them the central religious ritual of a third of Earth’s inhabitants involved simulated cannibalism. Instead of praying at the Stations as was expected, you would kneel and think about how if Jesus had been executed in America, everyone you knew would probably wear a little gold electric chair around their neck.


Now, though, you gazed around at the Stations from where you sat and thought about nothing.


“You look,” said a man’s voice in French, “as though you’re in need of confession.”


You turned and saw Father Clement Thibault, though at first you almost didn’t recognize him. He appeared the same as always from the neck up—brown crew cut atop a cherubic face that made him look half as old as his thirty years—but what threw you off were the jeans and madras plaid. Since he’d arrived at Notre Dame less than a year before, you’d only ever seen Father Clement in his alb during services, or in a black shirt and pants on the front stairs of the parish after Mass. Now here he was, dressed like he should be seated next to you in civics class.


“Are you hurt?” he asked.


You shook your head.


“That’s not your blood,” he said, half statement, half question.


“Not most of it,” you told him.


In the short time he’d been in charge of the parish, Father Clement had developed a reputation as easygoing and casual, a Vatican II priest all the way—which not everyone in the neighborhood, particularly older men who had a hard time seeing someone half their age as a proxy for God, cared for. He smoked openly, often right outside the door of his rectory across from the church, and was said to be a regular at Huard’s Tavern on Gold Street, always at the bar, always alone, always with a glass of whiskey, neat. He was the first priest anyone had ever known to perform Mass in French instead of Latin. Wild rumors about his life before the priesthood abounded: he’d been a jazz trumpeter, he’d had problems with drugs, he’d been married.


You hoped that in one way, at least, Father Clement would behave just like the church always had—making wayward sheep, particularly young ones, disappear when they got into trouble.


He gazed at you for a long moment, then walked briskly up the aisle and locked the doors. “Did anyone see you come in here?” he called out.


“I don’t know,” you said.


Father Clement lingered at the entrance, peering through the glass up and down the street, then came back down the aisle and walked straight past you toward the sacristy.


“Father,” you said.


“Don’t say anything,” he called over his shoulder. He passed through a door directly underneath where Jesus hung and was gone for several minutes.


As always, the church was kept cool, and you’d been sitting long enough that a chill had gathered in your legs and was now creeping up the small of your back. Outside, somewhere distant, a siren started up, wailing over the valley. It was joined, shortly, by another, a shrill, vengeful call-and-answer.


Father Clement returned with a hand towel and a rumpled pair of jeans. He approached and gave you the towel, careful not to let his eyes stray below your face.


“Use that to clean up best you can,” he said. “These pants probably won’t fit great, but they were the first thing I found in the donation pile.”


This close you could hear his breath coming fast, and see the confusion in his eyes despite his efforts to remain calm and priestly. “Don’t you want to know what happened?” you asked.


Father Clement held up a hand. “Obviously I have no idea what’s going on,” he said. “What I do know is you came to me because you need help. And I intend to help you. But we have to do this the right way.”


“Okay,” you said.


“Listen, and understand,” Father Clement said. “If you say anything out here, we’re just two people talking. Whatever you tell me I can, and maybe will have to, report to someone else. If you wait until we’re in the confessional—if we do this right—I cannot and will not tell anyone a word of what you say. Because I will know your sins as God knows them, and no man can compel God to tell what He knows.”


You cocked your head.


“That’s Thomas Aquinas,” he said. “He had thoughts on a few things.”


You just stared.


“Never mind,” he said. “Go to the ladies’ room, clean yourself up, and come find me. Comprenez- vous?”


Ten minutes later, mostly free of Scott’s blood, and hitching up the pair of men’s size 32 jeans with one hand, you let yourself into the penitent side of the confessional and closed the door.


“Good afternoon,” Father Clement said, his shape barely discernible on the other side of the latticed privacy screen.


You knelt facing the screen and crossed yourself. “Bless me, Father, for I have sinned,” you said. “It’s been eight days since my last confession.”


“May the Lord help you to confess your sins,” Father Clement said.


“Amen.”


And then, for a few moments, neither of you spoke.


“I don’t know how to start,” you said finally.


“I think,” Father Clement said, “that we can skip the missed homework assignments and unclean thoughts, and get straight to the reason you showed up at God’s house covered in blood.”


“I killed Scott Markee,” you said.


“The cop?”


“I stabbed him.”


“One would guess,” Father Clement said. “Tabarnak. Are you sure he’s dead?”


“If he wasn’t when I left him,” you said, “he is now.”


“But why, Barbara?”


“The same reason I came in here with no pants on.”


At this, Father Clement was silent for a moment. Then: “Pray for him with me.”


“What? Non.”


“Barbara. Jesus agonizes over his soul, same as yours.”


“You sure that’s the point you want to make,” you said, “when I can still feel him inside me?”


Another pause from Father Clement. Then he recited the Hail Mary alone, so hushed you could only hear the s sounds whistling faintly between his teeth.


“Now,” he said when he’d finished praying in vain for Scott’s salvation, “tell me everything.”


“God already knows what happened.”


“True,” he said, “but I don’t. And in order to help you repair a mortal sin, I have to know everything God knows.”


“A mortal sin?”


“You killed a man, Barbara.”


“He raped me.”


“Please. Just tell me what happened.”


“What happened was, Sacha forgot where he came from.”


“Sacha?”


“That was Scott’s name. Before he changed it.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Sure you do. Uppity Frenchmen change their names. Turn their backs on their own people. Sacha was stealing from my uncle’s store. I told him to stop, so he raped me. Then I killed him. The end.”


“Barbara,” Father Clement said, “if I’m going to help you, you have to be sorry for what you did. Genuinely sorry.”


“But I’m not.”


“I understand. But you—”


“You don’t, actually. You can’t.”


“I’m trying,” Father Clement said.


“Let me ask you a question.”


“Of course.”


“If Jesus died for my sins, why do I have to repent?”


Father Clement paused, and you heard him breathe deep and let it out slow. “It may surprise you to know,” he said, “that this is a question I wrestle with myself. Quite often.”


“So what’s the answer?”


“The answer,” he said, “is that there is no neat answer. Real faith, contrary to popular sentiment, is hardly blind. God’s favored children are those who struggle hardest to know Him. And in return for that favor, we must do what He asks even if we don’t think it makes sense. Particularly if we don’t think it makes sense.”


“That doesn’t make sense.”


Father Clement barked a laugh. “Fair enough,” he said. “We don’t have much time, Babs, so let me tell you how I see things.”


“Okay.”


“I have a friend with the Sisters of Saint Joseph in Vermont. She’ll take you in. You’ll leave right away. You will not see anyone or say goodbye. You may not ever be able to come back. Do you understand?”


“So I have to pretend to be a nun?”


“No pretending,” Father Clement said. “As far as the Sisters are concerned, you will be there as a novitiate. You’ll help with their work in the school and with the poor. You will pray your ass off morning, noon, and night. You’ll take classes and tend the gardens and probably get pretty good at quilting.”


“And then?”


“And then, if we decide you can come back, you’ll have to be ready to confess and repent. I can’t emphasize that enough, Babs. It might be a year. It might be three. However long, you should think of it as the time necessary for you to find your way back to God. Focus only on that. In the meantime, I’ll do what I can here.”


“God’s going to be disappointed,” you said, “if He’s waiting around for me to say what I did was wrong.”


Father Clement sighed again on the other side of the screen. “Pride is the mother of all sin, Babs,” he said. “That’s Thomas Aquinas, too.”


“I’m getting sick of him already,” you said.


In your absence the story of what you’d done to Sacha grew and transformed, whispered behind hands and retold over beers in the lumberyard and the Laundromat, living rooms and barrooms. Imagine, a girl of fourteen gutting a grown man—a cop no less—and leaving him to bleed out in the woods! And when you returned five years later everyone in Little Canada knew but did not say: This was your neighborhood, these were your streets, and it would remain thus, pour toujours et à jamais, amen.









CHAPTER ONE


June 30, 2016


When did a person’s future become locked in? Consider: on this evening, Sis Dionne was still alive, but in twenty-four hours she would be dead, murdered, in fact. Was it possible for a different choice to be made between now and then that would forestall her departure from this life, and the violent dissolution of a family and a neighborhood that followed? Could her mother, Babs, have done something other than what she did? Her older sister, Lori? Maybe, but impossible to know. The bulk of reality remains just beyond the edges of our ability to perceive, alas. God’s still not talking and the physicists haven’t figured it all out quite yet, so we’re left with the same speculation and superstition as always. Here’s what we do know: at this point, in this life, in the story about to unfold, Sis would be killed in little more than a day’s time, her body burned with utter lack of ceremony and left in a junkyard. Her end could be viewed, on a long enough time line, as the result of innumerable choices stretching back centuries, the clash of armies and ideas, the appreciative glance and fertilized ovum, every ripple and undulation of history even remotely connected to her life, a change to any one of which might have kept her from such a violent demise. But practically speaking, in our lives, we make our choices and things happen as they happen and that, as they say, is that. As such, Sis would soon be dead.


Tonight, however, she was still out there somewhere, drawing breath, and it was, instead, her sister Lori who had just died.


Lori lay on the floor of the bathroom in a bar called You Know Who’s Pub in Waterville, Maine, where her mother, Babs, she of the mind like a shark’s mouth, had raised her and Sis. Beside Lori on the floor sat a hypodermic needle, empty, a crust of Lori’s blood drying on the tip. Her legs lay scissored and motionless one over the other, spike arm stretched out and already stiffening on the floor in front of her, the sleeve rolled up to her skinny biceps, which was mottled with gray-green bruises, and because she had only just died and because the heart dies before the brain, she was dreaming:


A convoy of military trucks rolls along Highway 1 in Wardak Province, Afghanistan. Humvees, stout MRAPs bristling with machine guns and grenade launchers, massive LVSRs like futuristic tractor trailers painted in desert tan. The landscape they move through is impossibly flat and dusty, ringed by distant mountains. The mountaintops are capped in snow, but on the ground here it’s hot as Hades, the sun pounding rock and dirt. Nothing lives or moves other than the trucks, which crawl along the blacktop, diesels growling.


Lori sits in the driver’s seat of the sixth vehicle in the convoy, a 10x10 LVSR loaded with cargo containers. She’s dwarfed by the vehicle’s massive steering wheel but at ease behind the controls, her hair pulled into a neat ponytail that peeks out beneath her helmet. On her shoulder she wears a staff sergeant’s chevron: three stripes up, one down. Next to her sits Sammy Menendez, and as is usually the case—even when he sleeps— Sammy is talking.


“‘Follow the Highway of Death north,’” Sammy says. “‘Stop at every bridge, watering hole, horse hitch, and outhouse along the way, so Colonel Hajji can meet with his soldiers—who may or may not be plotting to blow you up. When you get to the end of the road, turn around. Head back the way you came. Try not to get killed.’”


“Orders are orders,” Lori says.


“Being as my ass belongs to a supply battalion, I’ll admit I’m not well-versed in tactical best practices,” Sammy says. “All the same, stopping every half an hour in broad daylight in the most dangerous place on earth to babysit a fake colonel does not seem like, you know, the wisest use of personnel and equipment.”


“We’re not escorting Colonel Ahmadi,” Lori says. “We’re transporting power equipment and food supplies. That Colonel Ahmadi happens to be along for the ride is incidental to our mission.”


“Right,” Sammy says. “So if I get blown up while he gabs at some checkpoint, will I be incidentally dead?”


“I suppose so,” Lori says.


“Great,” Sammy says. “Make sure they put that on my death certifi-cate. It’ll be a huge comfort to my mother.”


Lori smiles and hits the brakes as the vehicles ahead of her slow, then stop altogether.


“What now?” Sammy groans. His view of the road is blocked by the LVSR directly in front of them, but Lori’s got a line of sight to what’s happening up ahead.


“ANA’s guarding a bridge. I imagine the colonel’s going to dismount and say hello.”


“Of course he is,” Sammy says.


Chatter over the radio reveals the real reason they’re stopped: cross talk that an IED has been discovered four kilometers up the road by a bomb dog; EOD is deploying now from Bagram via Blackhawk.


“Better get comfortable,” Lori says.


“Outstanding,” Sammy says. He grabs his rifle and reaches into his ruck on the floor of the cab, pulls out a large plastic package of Twizzlers.


They get out. Up and down the convoy line, Marines are dismounting, eyeballing the area, checking the ground for any sign it has been disturbed by men. But that’s the thing about the land here: it keeps its secrets. Lori doesn’t like the look of a set of hills to the right of the road, three hundred meters distant, at the foot of which sits a cluster of mudbrick buildings, but as she comes around the vehicle she says nothing, not wanting to get Sammy riled up.


But Sammy doesn’t require prompting. “Again,” he says, “I’m more or less a glorified supply clerk, but if I were a real Marine I would consider this a very, very bad place to stop.”


“Not a lot of cover up there,” Lori says.


“Plenty of cover in that village,” Sammy says.


“That’s a Hazara settlement,” Lori says. “They hate the Taliban more than you do.”


“Maybe yesterday,” Sammy says. “Today, who knows?”


“Well, now’s your chance to improve relations,” Lori says. “Here comes the welcoming committee.”


A dozen boys, who’d been batting around a volleyball when the convoy rolled up, now make their way toward the trucks. Sammy loves these moments, which is why he’s never without Twizzlers.


Three Blackhawks thump overhead, pointed north. The racket of their rotors breaks the spell, and everyone seems to remember suddenly that nobody can be trusted, not ten-year-old boys, not friendly Marines bearing gifts. The kids retreat to their makeshift volleyball court, clutching handfuls of licorice. Sammy comes back to the front of the LVSR, where Lori’s checking a hose on the tire inflation system. It’s been acting up without ready explanation, and she’s cranky.


“Are they really going to make us wait for the next three hours while EOD plays Operation?” Sammy asks.


“Before you get going on another rant, know that (a) I don’t like it any more than you do, and (b) there’s nothing to be done so I don’t want to hear it.”


“Wow. Aye, aye, Staff Sergeant.”


“I’m serious, Sammy. If you’re so worried, do your job and keep an eye on that ridgeline until word comes through that it’s time to move out. And don’t forget to hydrate.”


Half an hour passes in silence, by far the longest Lori has ever known Sammy to stay quiet. She starts to think maybe she’s been too hard on him. She plays back the words she said and how she said them and hears her mother, Babs.


Lori’s stirred from her thoughts by a low whump, like God stamping His foot just beyond the horizon: the familiar sound of matter being suddenly and violently ripped into its constituent parts. Distant, but never far enough, that noise. The concussion unfurls languidly around the valley, echoing in waves off the hills until finally it fades. And then, less than a minute later, the radio gives word—the IED up ahead now cleared, the convoy can be on its way.


They mount up, Sammy still silent.


“You got any of those Twizzlers left?” she asks Sammy.


“I thought you didn’t like licorice,” he says.


“I don’t. It’s disgusting.”


They smile at each other across the cab, and the convoy starts rolling. He hands her a stick.


They rumble slowly over the bridge. Lori glances out the window at a pair of ANA sentries, and there’s something about them she can’t immediately put her finger on. Then she realizes: They’re alert, and that’s fucking weird, and out here anything weird, no matter how seemingly innocuous, needs a second look. Ninety percent of the time, especially on guard duty, ANA soldiers are listless at best, dicking around and smoking, slumped like sulky teenagers. These two are upright, weapons at the ready. They look edgy, like they’re anticipating a fight. But then Lori remembers the colonel, and assumes they’re putting on a show for his benefit.


In the very next instant, there’s a tiny, brief sound in the cab of the truck, like someone has rapped once on the driver’s-side window with something hard and sharp—a pebble, maybe. In the same instant, Lori feels something tug at the air in front of her face. All this—the sound and the sensation—happens simultaneously, and though her senses take the information in, it’s too fast for her brain to process what it means. So she seeks more information. She turns her head toward where the sound came from and sees the driver’s-side window is splintered, spiderweb cracks zigzagging out from a hole near the center of the pane. More confusion. She turns to Sammy to ask if he knows what’s going on. His face is turned toward her, and he’s smiling—but now there’s a hole in his cheek, just below his left eye. This hole is about the diameter of a penny, dry and dark as though punched in plywood rather than flesh. Alarm dogpiles on confusion in Lori’s mind. Then Sammy’s facial muscles slowly go slack, and gravity pulls the corners of his mouth down. For a moment his face is as blank as any Lori has ever seen—not just expressionless, but untenanted. And then his jaw falls open slightly, and blood pours over his chin as if a tap has been opened, soaking his blouse black.


Lori understands none of this—what has happened, what it means. She doesn’t understand when the Humvee two vehicles in front of her lifts from the ground on a column of flame and comes back to earth sideways in the road, or when the chatter of small-arms fire starts up in the hills to the left of the convoy, or when the M16s and .50 cals burst to life around her in furious response. She is nothing but amygdala and hypothalamus, blood ionized and mind blank, as she stumbles out of her truck and into a shooting gallery, leaving Sammy behind.


For some reason—or no reason—she closes the driver’s-side door behind her as she exits, and the moment she does a round pings off the door’s armor and ricochets, whining, into the sky. Other bullets hit the road in front of her, sending up little shards of fragmented pavement. If she were thinking straight, or at all, she would scramble for the comparative safety of the opposite side of the convoy, where most of the other Marines—the ones who aren’t already dead or unconscious or moaning as they get acquainted with their own blood—have taken cover.


Instead, she walks off the road toward the hills.


She is unarmed and on autopilot and striding calmly downrange into incoming fire. A bullet whings off the ground near her feet. An RPG sizzles along a horizontal shaft of smoke fifty meters to her left, smashing into the side of her LVSR and setting one of the cargo containers ablaze. Another bullet cuts the air near her, then others, coming faster now as the men in the hills zero in on this target that has inexplicably presented itself like an offering. Behind Lori, voices implore her to come back, scream hoarsely about what in the fuck she thinks she’s doing.


But Lori just keeps walking toward the hills, and as her mind comes back she realizes why: nothing can hurt her. She’s sure of it, that peculiar, ironclad certainty of dreams. And the moment this revelation settles on her, the soles of her boots leave the desert floor. She’s levitating—no, flying, leaving the broken world below. The sounds of battle fade, scoured away by the wind in her ears, and she smiles, tentatively at first, then broadly, and then she’s laughing, twirling, weightless and free. She drops her helmet, pulls the quick-release on her armor vest, and laughs as it falls.


From this height, Afghanistan is something it has never been before: beautiful. The bladelike mountain ridges draped in mist, the rusty red of the desert highlands directly below her, and beyond that, far to the south, a patchwork of farmland, big rough rectangles in every possible shade of green, bisected by the undulating black line of a river. It’s heaven. How had she not realized, until now?


In the 568 days she’s spent in Afghanistan, Lori has often felt as though she might die here. She has never, until now, felt like she could die here and be happy.


But then she’s braced by an odd hitch directly behind her breastbone. A sudden stillness inside her that she recognizes as wholly incompatible with life, eerie and instantly terrifying—followed by a wallop as her heart starts again, slamming against her ribs. She gasps and plummets like Icarus, end over end, limbs flailing helplessly, earth and sky trading places over and over as she drops, and she can feel but not hear herself scream as the rocky foothills rush up to meet her—


Lori shot upright from the floor of the bathroom at You Know Who’s, eyes flying open, a scream still in her throat, instantly dopesick. Where was she? When was she? Clues: A sink. A mirror. Twin toilet stalls with shared middle divider, the grimy bases of the toilets themselves visible from her dog’s-eye perspective. Plastic trash bin beside the sink, overflowing with crumpled paper towels. Her hands and ass wet with something from the floor. A second, full-length mirror on the wall opposite her, its edges graffitied crudely with black Sharpie, its center featuring a moving picture of Lori staring at herself, shoulders heaving with each breath, hair chopped short and jagged, a lifetime’s worth of baggage under her eyes and the overhead fluorescents not helping one bit with that. She was twenty pounds underweight, her forearms jutting from the rolled-up sleeves of her shirt like bruised bones, and by now she knew exactly when and where she was, not Afghanistan, not Iraq, not Lejeune or COP Sayed Abad but home; she was home in Maine and that explained the state of things, and further she was not the least bit surprised to find two men in the mirror with her, crouched on either side of her legs, both wearing the dark blue uniform of fire department paramedics, and one of whom, the older one with the mustache holding the empty syringe of Narcan with which he’d saved her life, she was pretty sure she recognized from somewhere around town.
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