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Praise for Oslo, Maine



“A Moosetagonist, a musician reluctantly teaching, neighbors with guns, neighbors with drug problems, neighbors whose kid owns a beautiful mind, a wealthy patron, a literal-minded simple scion, a lover, another, a husband, a violin: the other Maine. Marcia Butler has pulled all these elements and much more together into one sweeping tale of love and redemption, a lot of laughs along the way, and sorrow, too, flights of transcendence, an aria sung by a moose who knows more than the rest of us what it is to be alive. Oslo, Maine is richly satisfying, a book for a quiet afternoon, a cup of tea, music in the background. Don’t mind that big soft nose at the window: the moose has come for you.”


— Bill Roorbach, author of The Girl of the Lake, The Remedy for Love, and Life Among Giants


“How do we cope with the unimaginable? Maybe, says Marcia Butler, in her brilliant new novel, we do it with the unimaginable. When 12-year-old Pierre Roy loses his memory in an accident, three Maine families, a crosscut of cultures and classes, are at loose ends as to what to do. Instead, it’s up to one boy and the incredible sound from one violin, to change and challenge everything everyone thought they knew. Gorgeously written and hauntingly told, Butler’s novel, about love, forgiveness, and yes, coming to terms with our failures, is as breathtaking as Maine itself.”


— Caroline Leavitt, New York Times bestselling author of Pictures of You and Cruel Beautiful World


“Oslo, Maine is an enchantment; I read it in two sittings, utterly absorbed, spellbound by this world where everyone—even a mother moose—has secrets and hidden yearnings (and unexpected capacities), and where even damage can prove to be a redemptive gift. Marcia Butler is a master dramatist, a sorceress, and extraordinary novelist; this book will break your heart and heal it.”


— E. J. Levy, author of Love, in Theory and forthcoming, The Cape Doctor


“Wildly plotted, astutely observed, and brimming with wit, Oslo, Maine briskly unfurls its central mystery, portraying a motley brand of Mainers with precision, and causing unsuspecting readers to become deeply invested in the plight of a moose and her calf. Marcia Butler explores the blunt, hard follies of human nature with verve and humor in this innovative and charming novel.”


— Adrienne Brodeur, author of the national bestselling memoir Wild Game


“In her impressive new novel Oslo, Maine, Marcia Butler offers readers a seductive, imaginative, and utterly unique story; an astute and compassionate foray into the intersecting lives of characters who are both ordinary and exceptional, saintly and deeply flawed. I raced through this novel in one breathless sitting. Highly recommended!”


— Karen Dionne, #1 internationally bestselling author of The Wicked Sister





Praise for Pickle’s Progress



“The four main characters in Pickle’s Progress seem more alive than most of the people we know in real life because their fears and desires are so nakedly exposed. That’s because their creator, Marcia Butler, possesses truly scary X-ray vision and intelligence to match.”


— Richard Russo


“With detached wit and restrained horror at her characters’ behavior, Butler explores the volatile nature of identity in this provocative novel.”


— Booklist


“In this study of how childhood experiences shape perception, and how deception keeps people caged, Butler shows that nothing need be set in stone.”


— Kirkus Reviews


“Marcia Butler is a gifted storyteller with a uniquely dry sense of humor.”


— NPR


“Invigorating, sly and mordantly funny, Pickle’s Progress offers a comic look at the foibles of human nature and all the ways love can seduce, betray and, ultimately, sustain us.”


— Jillian Medoff, bestselling author of This Could Hurt


“A wild ride. A suicide, an Upper West Side brownstone, and twin brothers come together in this surprising and trenchant debut novel from memoirist Marcia Butler.”


— Vulture
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PROLOGUE


ONE WEEK AFTER ARRIVING IN OSLO environs and before giving birth to her calf, the moose approached the Hump for the first time. The land mass was a longitudinal ridge that separated Oslo on the eastern slope from the Demarchelier Paper Mill, nestled in a valley to the west. Cresting at an altitude just shy of one thousand feet, the Hump conveniently prevented the mill’s toxic runoff from invading Oslo water supply and the surrounding lakes. And except for an occasional rogue eastern downdraft, prevailing westerly air patterns held its pernicious smell at bay. With these conditions in place, Oslo, Maine remained a pleasant enough place to live and the March, as the paper mill was commonly known, had provided healthy blood flow to the town’s economic heart for generations.


It was late April, and the sun had begun its descent behind the White Mountains to the southwest in New Hampshire. Though the moose had poor eyesight, especially with regard to distance, she noticed a patch of birch trees high on a barren ridge, whose virgin leaves shimmered against the waning light. She’d been foraging all day and the climb would take considerable energy, but the moose was still hungry, the calf inside her active. She summited the Hump and fed efficiently by stripping several trees of spring buds.


Now full dusk, the temperature dropped quickly, causing the moose’s skin to ripple from the chill. She navigated down the western slope, stepping around stubby brush and through residual patches of winter snow until she reached the bottom. This side of the Hump appeared mostly devoid of edible plants and trees, though a nearby patch of fronds presented as a suitable bed. Just as she prepared to collapse her legs and lie for the night, she heard a familiar trickle. She approached the sound, which proved to be a stream, and placed one hoof in the water to test the depth. Satisfied that the stream was shallow, she extended her neck down to drink. The water gave off an acrid stench, and she quickly recoiled with aversion. This sudden reaction set in motion a chain of events.


Something brushed her head—a tickle at her ears. She heard a series of snaps and simultaneously, something that resembled a snake dropped over her head, encircling her neck. Startled, she backed away but was unable to move more than a foot. Walking forward into the putrid water also proved impossible. Spreading her four legs at slight angles in order to stabilize the weight of herself and her calf, she began to thrash her head back and forth, up and down. The snake-thing tightened all the more.


The moose, possessing exceptional hearing, rotated her ears in an attempt to locate other animals. But the area exuded a malevolent quiet—dangerous, because she’d never encountered this particular predator throughout her twenty years in the natural world. And her strange captor seemed to operate with a native intelligence. It had managed to scoot up her long neck, past the dewlap, and was now tight at the cusp of her throat. She worked her tongue from side to side, attempting to swallow, but could only bark a cough brought on by the sustained constriction. Very soon, saliva frothed at her lips and stiff hairs rose up on her shoulders and spine. The moose had entered a full panic.


Over the course of the next hour, the moose made many attempts to free herself. She alternately strained mightily and then eased up when exhausted. Sustained moans, meant to attract other moose as far away as two miles, went unheeded. Finally, she gave herself over to capture. And once she ceased struggling altogether, the snake-thing slackened its tension at her neck, almost as a reward for relinquishing all efforts to escape. There, standing at the lip of the stream, the moose and her unborn calf managed an uneasy sleep.


Dawn broke. No other animals approached the stream as would be normal in the early hours, the water source surely known to be non-potable. If birds nested nearby, they remained silent. Indeed, as the sun rose in a cloudless sky, a barren land spread out before the moose. Bushes and trees appeared dwarfed, like in the dead of winter, rather than flourishing with buds as would be expected in spring. Any snow that remained was covered with black silt encrusted across the surface. The moose, now fully awake to this strange landscape, felt a fresh urge to free herself. She recycled pointless movements and made weak calls to other animals. Her calf kicked at intervals, but before long went unnaturally still.


Soon, thirst became her most pressing need. Though the stream was foul, the moose made one more massive attempt to get water down her throat. She pulled against the snake-thing and managed to poke her snout a few inches into the water. Not only did her throat close up again, but overnight her tongue had swollen to almost twice its normal size, which rendered her incapable of swallowing. So whatever water did manage to seep into her mouth went nowhere. This was a bewildering confluence of restrictions she’d never known before. And as if to punish her further, the moose urgently, now more than ever, wanted to collapse to the ground. Yet each time she sank, the choking around her neck thwarted that need.


In early afternoon, just as the moose had managed to relax into another dozing state, a noise from behind startled her. She was unable to turn her head, but recognized the sound as one she’d encountered near the paths on which humans traveled. The grinding noise grew in volume and stopped directly behind. The sound of four slams and approaching footsteps shook her.


“It’s a moose cow. A beauty.”


“Seems like she’s been here for what—maybe a day? Look at her scat.”


Humans were not the moose’s natural predator. Though worthy of caution, especially when she had a calf in tow, in most cases their presence wouldn’t feel particularly menacing. Only packs of wolves had success killing her kind. But now, being trapped, the moose had no choice but to tolerate their touch. Hands slid down her legs then back up to her withers. Fingers traced the deep scarring across her flank, a vestige of surviving a decade-old battle with wolves. She felt pressure around the dewlap at her neck. The humans probed and squeezed everything. When they rubbed the fur at the moose’s belly in circular motions, her calf responded with a weak kick.


“Wow, she’s pregnant. Claude’s gonna flip over this.”


“Yeah, a bonus for sure. Let’s get her hooked up and walk her to the March.”


“Nice and easy, boys. Claude won’t want her stressed. Keep that meat tender.”


Up until that point the moose had not seen the humans; she’d only heard their soft calls and felt their touch. Now, for a brief moment, one set of hands flickered in front of her eyes and just as quickly, everything went dark. A softness shrouded her head, and her sight could not adjust as it would at night. Before her was an impenetrable black. Nature did not know this hue.


The men drove around to the front of the moose and tethered her to ropes connected to winches at the back of the truck. Slowly but insistently, they pulled her about a half mile toward a loading dock no longer in use. This section of the March, permanently closed due to downsizing, sat at the westernmost side and was not visible from the Hump or any approaching road. The surrounding asphalt, which in previous years had been a parking area, was overrun with unruly grass and saplings that barely flourished now only as weeds. They parked a few hundred yards from the building, then sat in the truck for several minutes to watch the moose gradually settle down. Once she seemed acclimated, they got out of the truck, leaving the doors open so as not to startle her. Now they’d begin the most challenging aspect of the capture—to work calmly and swiftly, yet with precision.


The men unspooled four ropes from the truck. With one end clipped to a large metal ring attached to the noose at the moose’s withers, they wrapped the opposite ends around their waists. Then, positioning themselves at four corners around the moose, they stretched the ropes taut so as to equalize the torque differential. With the larger captures, the goal was to distribute the weight and drag the animal up the loading ramp and into the building in one motion. Since Claude had begun the trapping business about a year back, they’d developed this specific method through trial and error. Now with everything secured, the men began that final pull.


The moose noticed a change in the air. The humans, while moving around her, discharged their musky scent, which she’d often encountered when roaming near their structures. But the sounds, chinking and snapping, were completely foreign to the moose. As she tried to sort out what she was hearing, her body was pulled, oddly, from many directions at once. And because she was still blinded, the moose had no choice but to allow the conflicting pressures to propel her forward as grunts from the humans peppered the air.


Suddenly she was up a slight incline, and a chilled stagnation swathed her body. It was as if the air had collapsed onto her head or had vanished altogether. Just as quickly, a great shattering noise from behind caused an uncomfortable pressure in her ears. She felt a flutter at her head and the soft darkness lifted. As her eyesight adjusted, she glanced toward a light source above and was surprised by multiple stars very close to her body, organized in a regular pattern she’d never seen in the sky. The moose looked down and found herself standing on impossibly hard earth, without the natural give of soil. It was then that the moose began to notice not so much what was present, but what was lacking: a distant sky above, grass, trees, hills. No horizon at all. But as disorienting as all this was, what shook her most was what she smelled: urine, defecate, and other gore, all of which seemed to embed deep into her nostrils. She snorted to try and release the foulness but could not expunge the odor. Here, she knew, animals had been in trouble. They had not escaped. This place held death.


“What should we do with her?”


“Wait for Claude, for sure. But it looks like she’s real close to birthing.”


“He’d want them both healthy. Let’s give her water.”


“Good idea. That’ll sustain them pretty well for another day until the slaughter.”


She felt a human pat the fur by her calf. The snake-thing went slack, and though her movement was somehow still restricted she was now able to move her head up and down. As the moose gingerly tested this marginal freedom, a human came into view and placed something on the ground at her front legs. She leaned down and poked her nose into the liquid. It was fresh and cold and greatly needed; the moose began to drink. As soon as she finished, more water appeared, again and again. Soon she felt quenched and her calf, too, began to move in response to the hydration.


The humans left, their sounds and smells disappearing to somewhere she could not imagine. After a time, the moose became accustomed to the chill of the room, the hard ground, and the air, thick and moist. She began to look around. Snake-things lay by the walls, limp, perhaps even dead. Those walls, all dark red and brown, were smattered with blood and offal speckling the surfaces. The many round stars in the false sky felt even more ominous with their unnaturally close proximity and strong glow. Never before had she known such a lack of natural things. And soon, the moose was aware of another presence surrounding her—ghosts of dead animals, their eyes pooling with wet and their mouths open yet making no sound.


SOME TIME LATER, the moose woke from a doze to a different light, warm and familiar, spreading against her from behind. Wind blew, a welcome diffusion of the deathly smells. A small human ran all around, circling her, darting here and there. She saw red fur on its head as it jumped up and down in front of her. It made repeated high-pitched squeals.


“No, Luc! No! Luc!”


“Oh, Mother of Jesus. Pierre! Get away from her!”


“She’s trapped!”


“I said get away from that thing, Pierre. It’s dangerous.”


“Please, Luc. I know we can save her!”


The small human left the moose’s view. Then she felt it take hold of her tail with a modest grip and push against her backside. The moose instinctively released her scat. The small human shrieked again, now louder and sustained, and clamped on to her tail with greater strength. A large human with black fur appeared at her side and roughly yanked on the long snake-things which had kept her from moving. Then she felt intense pressure into her flank as the large human with black fur attempted to turn her around. Simultaneously, the small human took hold of one of her back legs. Suddenly the idea of potential escape made the moose go wild. She raised both hind legs, and with the small human still attached, bucked with massive force. A dense thud. Then silence.


With nothing to constrict her for the first time in many hours, the moose took in this terrible place. In a corner, the small human with red fur was folded into a lump. The large human hovered above the small one as it quivered and began to moan. But the moose spent no more than a few seconds on these visions. Because ahead of her was the color of freedom: the blue of a natural sky.


She took off at a speed rarely needed and flew across the asphalt, her hoofs trampling weeds that barely thrived. Her calf remained still, as if to allow the moose to expend all her energy on their escape, and in no time she reached the area of initial capture. She brought her pace to a walk and saw all the dangers from the night before: the water she could not drink and the well-disguised contraption that threw the snake-thing over her head, which now looked to have colluded as dual enemies. She stood at a safe distance, saw all her mistakes, and absorbed this new knowledge. When she came upon the fronds she almost slept on—and would have done so had she not been thirsty—the western side of the Hump rose in front of her. In her still-weakened state, the moose considered the difficult climb and the easier descent that would bring her to a secluded place where, in just a few days, she would birth her calf.


Now, a new sound intruded—first from far away, then increasing in volume. A loud, staggered wail. She saw a large metal container with flashing colored stars speeding, speeding, speeding, heading toward the place of death where she’d injured the small human with red fur. Without hesitation, the moose scrambled up the Hump, crested the barren ridge, and descended toward a town in central Maine the humans called Oslo.
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THE WORDS


CLAUDE ROY RETRACED HIS STEPS, LOPING back down a few dozen yards on the dirt path to discover his son on his hands and knees. A steady rain the night before had caused mush. That, and late-May snow melt, left much of the soil generally sloppy, which then made for unsure footing for the skinny twelve-year-old. Claude slid to a halt and toed Pierre’s forehead. The boy offered his face—a galaxy of freckles strewn across his cheeks, a mop of bright-red hair currently in need of a barber—and gave up a guileless smile that not a soul in Oslo could resist.


This was the third such disruption Pierre had caused since they’d begun this Saturday-morning hike. As that specific number—three—crossed his mind, Claude realized with halfhearted shame that he’d been keeping count. It would’ve been simple enough if they’d navigated the trail side by side, so he might help Pierre recover when he lost his footing, or simply hold the boy’s hand, for God’s sake. Actually, an unhurried stroll would have made even more sense, because Claude was six foot four and Pierre hadn’t yet reached five feet, the physics of stride inequity clearly at play. But Claude, an impatient man by nature, couldn’t seem to toggle himself to Pierre’s gait. He’d set and maintained a good lead the minute they breached the woods. This then dangled the obvious question: why hike together at all? Claude had to admit his pace bordered on sadistic.


Pierre scrambled to his feet, swatting moist dirt off his pants as best he could. His Keystone 22 rifle had been tossed to the side of the path and lay precariously close to a puddle. Increasing the potential for even more damage, a persistent breeze had blown leaves and debris across the weapon. Bile shot up Claude’s throat. Before they’d left the house, he’d warned Pierre to make certain that dirt, water, or any crap whatsoever didn’t muck up the mechanism. Protecting a firearm at all costs was a hunter’s mantra, he’d added at the end of his lecture. But Claude managed to swallow his irritation and made an about-face, leaving Pierre to wipe down the rifle on his own. In less than a minute the boy caught up and, walking behind him, curled his fingers around Claude’s belt. Claude felt Pierre’s knuckles rub against his lower back. The contact was welcome and seemed to erase the last five minutes.


“A squirrel!” Pierre screamed his fondness for pointing out the mundane.


“Rapture,” Claude whispered, loud enough to elicit a giggle from Pierre, whom he knew also appreciated hyperbole.


As if having negotiated a tentative truce, they trudged further into the woods, aiming for a familiar rock on which they’d sit and take their lunch. The quiet between them gave Claude time to mull over the specific disappointments he felt with regard to his son.


Weak. It came too easily, not tempered by any mitigation through deliberation, and the truth of it made Claude wince. This, he knew, was a term no father should bandy about in his head, not to mention roll over his tongue, and surely not about his preadolescent child. But he worried for Pierre, because never in his life had Claude seen a man emerge with his masculinity intact when operating from an intrinsic state of weakness. Bluster, even faked arrogance, provided no effective mask. If all this was true, Claude surmised, his boy just might be doomed.


The previous evening, during an ongoing fracas he and his wife had waged virtually every night since Pierre’s accident at the March a month prior, Claude tripped hard on that word. Weak. Celine went feral, like a filly being broken with a harsh rein. Her mouth formed a rictus so ugly it scared Claude, and he couldn’t imagine what was headed his way—howling for sure, maybe even violence. Celine had exhibited mercurial moods of late, which Claude knew was due to the stress of Pierre’s injury. But to his surprise, and then relief, she’d backed off abruptly. Tucking a tear-stained pillow under her head, she explained to Claude as if he were the child, that “weak” was not a kind, or even accurate, characterization of her son. Claude, of course, noted the possessive pronoun used to emphasize her belief that he was incapable of understanding their child. As an alternative, she lobbed “sensitive” from across the room. But Claude didn’t like that word, either. In fact, it was much worse. It chafed at him as feminine, which was murky territory he was loath to go anywhere near, particularly with regard to his only progeny. Because what would that then mean about Claude himself, the lamb not being so far from the goat, or some such adage? So, they continued to fling synonyms at each other and finally, long past midnight, managed to compromise on “quirky,” which was a compliment, to Celine’s mind, and nebulous enough for Claude to acquiesce to, at least at that late hour. With that wrinkle pressed out Celine was snoring within minutes, leaving Claude, slumped in a chair by the window, to watch the sun rise.


After about a quarter mile Claude felt Pierre’s hand slip from his belt, but the boy kept up this time, panting with the effort. This pleased Claude, though listening to him slap his bare arms nonstop because of mosquitos annoyed him with equal measure. He’d advised Pierre to wear a long-sleeved shirt for just this reason, but to no avail. Pierre had listened to the weather report the night before and with predicted warming temperatures, he’d insisted on wearing a T-shirt under his orange hunting vest. Claude kept an “I told you so” admonishment to himself, and Pierre suddenly sped ahead, rounded a corner, and was soon out of sight.


Now Claude basked in what he imagined only the thick woods of Maine could give him. Not so much the cliché of being alone with nature. Rather, the idea that if he ended up alone, he might be okay with that. And somehow, the protection of a thick canopy of birch trees dappling sun across his face gave Claude the camouflage needed to muse about what he assumed all men of middle age must consider from time to time. A secret and frightening contingency plan: that single life would be easier than toughing out the complexities of those he professed to love most in the world. Which then led him to recall, again, how seriously difficult and headstrong Celine had behaved the night before. Not to mention all the words she’d thrown at him in the privacy of their bedroom. Weak. Sensitive. Special. Emotional. Perceptive. Soft. Delicate? No. All unacceptable. Then, the fatal personality modifier: quirky. She’d been able to jam that one down his throat due, in part, to his exhaustion from having just worked a double shift at the March. Also, the fact that Celine understood all too well that Claude was never at his best at three a.m. But now, feeling more clearheaded from the pot of coffee he’d mainlined before he and Pierre had set off, Claude wasn’t so sure about that word. In fact, the more he thought about it, quirky actually irked him quite a lot. Because Pierre’s most disturbing quirk to date ate Claude alive.


Books. They’d abducted his son with stealth and breathtaking speed from the day he’d started kindergarten. Claude and Celine hadn’t come from families of readers by any measure, so this was not some quaint tradition handed down through generation or gene pool. And despite Catholic backgrounds, Celine, and Claude to a greater degree, didn’t believe in a higher power. So the mighty hand of God was not at work here. But as Pierre’s passion for reading grew to what Claude deemed unnatural, he couldn’t help but entertain the notion that this might be the work of some devil who’d invaded his son. For all of Oslo, Pierre was an entertaining sideshow. For Claude, an embarrassment.


The boy was cued up at the library till the end of days, or so repeated the head librarian whenever she’d bump into Claude at the hardware store, a frequent haunt for them both. He noticed she’d bought a lot of PVC piping and suspected she was trying to plumb her own house, which of course was illegal. At the point when he couldn’t tolerate one more soliloquy on Pierre’s to-be-read list (projected to the highest shelf, stocked with, poetically, drain cleaner), he’d rerouted the conversation to toilets and building codes. That shut her down nicely. In the end, the librarian’s shoddy plumbing would remain their little secret, and Pierre’s book fetish, mercifully, became a closed subject. But that was a mere private squabble at the hardware store, and easily buried. What Claude couldn’t control was Pierre’s habit of devouring his books publicly, sometimes while walking. On any given day the boy could be observed walking up and down the aisles at Shaw’s supermarket—from dry goods to frozen foods to the dairy aisle—with his nose between the pages. He never looked up. Not once. His ability to sidestep cereal, fish sticks, lamp-posts, vehicles, people, whatever, unnerved Claude no end. Pure delight for Celine.


Claude double-timed and caught up with Pierre. After dropping their gear on a dry patch of ground, they sat on the family rock, nicely warmed by a noon sun. The Spam, tomato, and mayo sandwiches Celine had prepared the night before were consumed in a matter of minutes. Claude took a swig of coffee from a thermos and felt the fresh rush of caffeine. As he lay back on the rock and closed his eyes, he heard a few birds pecking about nearby. The steady breeze cut into the sun’s heat. And it all felt fine for the moment. Because by surrendering to the daily work of critters and the way of nature, Claude also managed to curb taking additional mental inventory of Pierre, which had saturated his thoughts since the day had begun. With this mental reprieve he felt his chest ease, as if he’d been holding his breath since dawn.


Claude opened his eyes and saw that Pierre had also stretched out, close enough to smell his sweet-and-sour sweat. From this vantage point, he could see the pug nose Pierre had inherited from Celine, and his own father’s slightly pigeon-toed feet. Claude wondered what he had given Pierre and then realized he wished, more than anything, that his son would eventually grow an impressive physique, just like his. Claude was tall and lean, sporting at least a four-pack—a formidable sight from any distance. Once in a while Celine told him his face was nicely proportioned, which he assumed was a compliment. And his brown-black hair hadn’t gone grey in the least. The side part in Pierre’s hair was near, and Claude reached over to brush away some dandruff from his peach scalp. He meant it as a benign gesture, but Pierre shoved Claude’s hand away and quickly ejected from the rock to busy himself with gathering up the trash, of which there was very little. Purell appeared and Pierre squirted it liberally on his palms, rubbing longer than was needed. His son was stalling.


“Get out the bullets, just like we went over at home,” Claude instructed, still staring at the sky from his reclined position.


“Right. But I forgot my earplugs, Dad,” Pierre said, his voice uneasy.


“I’ve got an extra pair here somewhere.” Claude sat up, dug into the various pockets of his vest jacket and proffered a couple of loose plugs.


“Gross! Not a pair you’ve used. I’d rather go deaf.”


Bingo. Fussy. That was the word. A thoroughly suitable substitute for quirky, which Celine couldn’t possibly argue with because of empirical evidence. His mood lifted a notch and he cast the plugs in Pierre’s direction. They bounced off the boy’s chest and whirligigged to the ground. A wounded look spread across Pierre’s face, as if the plugs themselves were an insult. Claude shuddered from the futile charade of the entire morning. He wasn’t acing parenting and had little juice left by week’s end after working sixty hours’ worth of numbing labor at the March, so who could blame him? But at that moment he ached for the chance to truly influence his boy—to school him about guns and why they weren’t as bad as everyone in the country believed. To convince him to love this fifteen hundred acres that had been handed down through four generations of French-Canadian relations. These notions were as real to Claude as words in a book were to his son.


He grabbed Pierre by the arm and dragged him to a nearby flattened knoll on their property. Looking west and past the Hump, he saw tips of the White Mountains in New Hampshire poking through low clouds. A merlin falcon soared overhead, floating without so much as a single flap. Claude pointed to the sky, and together they tracked the diving raptor, its shrill call resounding as it disappeared, presumably to a nest with young. He was about to mention that the falcon had few predators, but Pierre was busy scribbling something on a tiny pad of paper with a pencil not much bigger, biting his lower lip with concentration.


“That again?” Claude asked, unable to hide his irritation.


“Just some notes,” Pierre said, turning his back to Claude.


“What about? The rules of hunting? Put that stuff away. Merde.”


“Dad! You said you’d leave me alone about my papers. And I know what that word means,” Pierre said, aiming his voice at the sky as if wanting the whole world to witness his father’s transgressions.


“I guess I did,” Claude conceded. “But writing notes isn’t going to help your memory.”


“How do you know?”


“Well, has there been any improvement?”


“No,” Pierre admitted after several seconds, his shoulders slumping in defeat.


“Son, relax. Anyway, you don’t need to remember anything about today. So what’s the point of writing anything down?”


Pierre shoved the pencil and paper into a shirt pocket. He then pulled out his cell phone and took several shots in all directions. Click, click, click, click. With a look of satisfaction that he’d managed to finish what he started despite his father’s objections, Pierre then gingerly withdrew two bullets and handed them to Claude.


“Gimme your rifle,” Claude said, rolling the bullets around in his palm. Pierre grabbed the firearm from the ground and handed it over like it might explode on its own terms. Claude quickly loaded the rifle, engaged the safety, then handed it back. Pierre, clearly nervous as to what was expected of him, ended up holding the weapon in exactly the wrong direction: straight at Claude’s chest.


“Jesus! Get that thing down. What are you trying to do, kill me?”


“Sorry. It’s too pointy. And creepy,” Pierre said, drawing the rifle away from his father’s heart.


“Everything new is creepy at first,” Claude said.


“Is that true?” Pierre eyed Claude with suspicion.


“Absolutely.”


Pierre gave his father a frightened look for what the future might hold—more factoids of nature to unravel and then endure. Then he began to quiver as he tried to hold back any sound of crying. Claude almost admired him for the effort. He pulled Pierre close and thumbed the tears that had managed to escape. Cupping the boy’s chin with his hand, Claude met Pierre’s eyes with a smile.


“Come on. Get yourself together. I know things have been rough. But lookit there.” Claude pointed east to the farthest horizon. “What do you see?”


“Mrs. Kimbrough’s land?” Pierre croaked.


“Christ almighty. Use your imagination for once, will ya? What’s in the far distance?” Claude didn’t wait for an answer. “The Atlantic Ocean.”


“I don’t see any water, Dad.”


“It’s not a literal question,” Claude spat. Though he was momentarily pleased that he himself had landed upon something allegorical—or was it a metaphor? Whatever.


But Pierre was spot-on. They were looking at Kimbroughs’ land, alright. Ill-gotten, by Claude’s measure. Kimbrough had hijacked the thousand-plus adjacent acres at an estate auction. The previous owners had died suddenly, and pesky lawyers from another part of Maine altogether handled the sale without alerting anyone in Oslo, precluding what would have normally transpired: the townspeople in general, and Claude Roy specifically, would’ve had an opportunity to pull financing together. Though it wasn’t exactly their fault, Jim and Sandra Kimbrough had, in essence, swindled Claude out of his right as a born-and-bred Mainer to increase his land holdings. No matter that over the last twenty years the two families had looked out for each other through countless difficult winters, because that’s just what people in Maine did. And no matter that Kimbrough had been a decent, and if he was truly honest, bordering on great neighbor. Toss all that aside, he’d never forgiven them and he sure as hell didn’t trust them. They were from away. Always would be.


“Dad, when you say literal, do you mean literature? Like my books?” Pierre finally countered, with no small amount of confusion in his voice.


“Forget it,” Claude said with resignation. The boy shrugged, clearly happy to reach détente, which left Claude to submerge deeper into a bad itch of late: Sandra Kimbrough.
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