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Preface

This is a true story I’m about to tell you. The story of La Sagouine, a woman of the sea, born with the century and practically with her feet in water. And water was her fortune: she was the daughter of a cod fisherman, went out with sailors, became the wife of a smelt and oyster fisherman. And worked as a scrubwoman, too, making her living kneeling by her pail with her hands in water.

That’s how I found her, down there with her mop and her rags, hunched over her dirty pail that for a half-century had been gathering up all the dirt of the country. Troubled water it was, but still capable of reflecting the face of this woman who has never seen herself mirrored in anything but the dirt of others.

I give her to you just as I found her. I haven’t touched her up. I’ve left her with her wrinkles and cracks and with her language intact. She doesn’t speak joual or chiac or international French. She speaks the common language of her father and grandfathers, handed down straight from the sixteenth century. She’s not aware that she’s her own dictionary, her own race, her own flip side of the coin. She defines herself as a “bondified citizen.” What she doesn’t know is that others are considered to be far more bona fide than La Sagouine.

She’s seventy-two years old. She scrubs floors. She is alone. Her only worldly possessions are her pail, her mop, and her rags. Her public is before her and around her, but mostly at her feet, in her pail. When she talks, it’s to her pail of troubled water. That’s what she was doing when I heard her.

A.M.

Montreal, January 7, 1971





La Sagouine





On Work

So maybe I do have a bit of dirt on my face and my skin’s all cracked, but at least my hands are clean! They ought to be, I’ve had them in water long enough. I spent my whole life cleaning. That don’t mean I’m soft in the head, you know. I clean other people’s houses. No wonder I look dirty. People like us spend all our time taking dirt off other people, rubbing and scrubbing and scraping up wads of gum so they can have a nice place to live in. Not us, of course, no one comes to clean our places for us.

You won’t catch them coming to wash our clothes, or sew them or mend them neither. No wonder they think we’re soft in the head—we’re wearing all their old hand-me-down coats and stuff, for the love of Christ. I suppose we should be grateful they still got some religion into them, at least it makes them think of us from time to time when they got some old junk they want to get rid of. Charity, they calls it. Their old junk and their old clothes that was new once, like we never dream of having something new once in a while. We get all their old hand-me-downs as payment for the work we do for them, but of course by then they’re hardly the stuff of dreams, if you catch my drift. You see a woman wearing a velvet hat for ten years, and at first you think it looks pretty good and you wouldn’t mind wearing it yourself, but then after a while it starts to look kind of beat-up and pretty soon it’s like someone stuck an old buckwheat pancake on her head, and of course that’s when they give it to you. And their old shawls when no one wears shawls any more, and lace-up boots when everyone’s wearing shoes. Sometimes you even get two boots for the same foot, or a coat that’s too tight to button up, which don’t matter much because they already cut all the buttons off of it anyways. Oh yeah, they could say we don’t dress too good.

Not good enough to go to church, that’s for sure. People like to get dressed up for church. At least when they go to church on Sunday. Me, I don’t have any nice clothes, which is why I only go to church on weekdays, when I go at all. There’s lots of us don’t go at all anymore, because the priest, he told us that going to mass on a weekday don’t count. All we’re doing is adding on another sin if we go to communion on Friday when we still have Sunday mass on our conscience. Anyways, when Gapi heard that he stopped going to mass altogether, Fridays or Sundays, so I don’t get to church much myself these days.

Couldn’t get to church on St. Blaise’s Day, for example, to get my throat blessed, because I had to do their houses for them that morning while they went. And so I had tonsillitis all year, also the mumps. Them as got their throats blessed like they wanted, well, you should see them strutting around and looking down their noses at the rest of us with our flus and such. Yeah, well, the flu, it’s like any other disease—they’re not for everyone, just for the select few, the same ones who keep catching it over and over. Funny, ain’t it, that we’re always the last to get whatever’s going around except when it comes to the flu and lice? Yeah, well.

They don’t want our kids sitting up at the front of the class with their own kids; they say our kids have head lice. They never had head lice themselves, of course, and they’re more afraid of a few lice and fleas than they are of catching cancer. They must think lice and fleas can swallow a person whole. They can put a pound of shoe polish and bear grease in their own hairdos, but let them see a louse the size of a fish egg on somebody else’s head and it’s Oh my God, don’t let that kid sit next to mine! Send him to the back of the class where he can’t see or hear nothing. It’s no picnic trying to learn something when you can’t see the blackboard or hear the teacher.

And it’s no picnic learning to speak proper and carry yourself like everyone else when they won’t even let you say something to them without treating you like an uppity hick from the back of beyond, either. Go on, try saying, How’s it going, eh? to Dominique’s wife the next time you pass her when you’re going in her front door on your way to washing her floors. Watch her turn up her nose like your words was something smelly the cat dragged in. So the next time, you go in through the back door and you keep your trap shut.

I wouldn’t know what to say to them anyways. Oh, they can talk up a storm amongst themselves about their family or their trips to the old country or their summer houses and their winter houses and their kids going off to college or to work for the government. What would we say to that? We don’t have any kids in college or relatives in the States, we don’t go moving into different houses every time the weather changes or hopping from one country to another like a bunch of gadabouts. We don’t take vacations because we don’t have jobs. We work in their houses, and it’s not like they give you paid vacations or anything. Or forty-hour work weeks, or old-age pensions. You spend your old age like you spent your youth, scrubbing and cleaning . . . Yeah, well.

Not that it wouldn’t be good to be able to take it easy, too, in our old age, our feet planted in good soil and a few nice things around us. After the lean years come the years of plenty, or so they says. No, I’m not talking about traipsing around in trailers with a bunch of other golden-agers, I’m not asking for the moon here. There’s some of them spend their days as old-timers like that, it seems, travelling from town to town and from one country to the next in them big trailers, they look more like houses than houses do, from what I’ve heard. Anyone who can afford a house on wheels like that, that they can pull down the road in their old age, I imagine they must have owned their own house with a full basement and everything when they was young.

But what Gapi’s never been able to get, he says, is why anyone would want to pull up and traipse about like that when they got everything they need right here at home? You got your three square meals a day at your own table; you get a better night’s sleep on your own spring mattress; every fall you get to change out of your summer underwear into your winter long johns; you got your front porch with your rocker on it that you can rock back as far as you want so you can see everything around you and out over the bay, too . . . Well, it don’t take much to make him happy, is all I can say.

What I say to him is, maybe when a person has her fill of all of that and has seen far enough ahead of herself, when she gets to a certain age, maybe she can’t help wanting to see more, to see further than the bay, and maybe that’s when she signs up for the Golden Age Club, gets herself a trailer and takes to the road.

Me, I don’t know, I don’t see the harm if we went somewhere, you know, just up and went, just to see what it’s like, poke our noses in here and there, with nothing else to worry about. Seems to me it could be fun seeing something you never seen before, like the falls at Niagara Falls, maybe, or maybe that soldier fella in the plaid skirt that plays the bagpipes down in Nova Scotia. I wouldn’t mind seeing that someday, not for any good reason, just to see it.

And while we’re at it I wouldn’t mind dropping in to the land of my ancestors on Prince Edward Island, too, see if it’s changed at all in the past hundred years. Not to stay, of course, I wouldn’t want to move back there or anything. Just to see what the country’s like, and the people. I’d like to see if it’s true that the gardens come up sooner there than they do here, maybe drop in on some of the distant relatives who’ve been there since after the Expulsion. They say that in the old country you don’t need to tell anyone your name, they can tell a Thibodeau by his eyes, or a Leblanc by his nose, or a Bourgeois by the dimple in his chin, or a Goguen by the way he chokes on his “r”s like someone rammed an orange down in his throat.

Oh yeah, there’s plenty of people from around here who have relatives down there. It’d be good to get them all together someday, let everyone get to know each other, be able to pat some old guy on the back and call him by his first name. You see a descendant of one of your own ancestors and you say, Hi, there, Pit-à-Boy-à-Thomas-à-Picoté, how’s it going, eh? Then you see someone across the room looks just like you do, and who’s speaking like it’s you who’s talking, and who has the same job as you, and who wouldn’t look down her nose at you just because you’re a cleaning lady who’s never done nothing much and never been nowhere.

Anyways, we never see nothing but other people’s houses when we go in to clean them every day the Good Lord gives us. Where we get down on their hardwood floors and their flowered linoleum like we’re going to pray. Except you don’t pray, you scrub. You scrub and pick up the dirt and bring it home with you in your pail. All that dirt belonging to someone else in the bottom of your bucket . . . Yeah, well, anyways . . .

This here, now, this is the dirtiest place I ever cleaned, I’ll tell you that for nothing. They even got gum stuck on the floor, as if there’s any need for that. Holy Mother of Christ, some people have no pride into them at all! Give La Sagouine some new linoleum like this and she’d put her gum in the spittoon where it belongs, right there with her tobacco juice. Everything in its proper place, that’s what I say, and a proper place for everything. Of course they don’t have no spittoon here, they don’t think it’s the height of fashion no more. So that means they got gum stuck everywhere, and cigarette ashes all over the place. On the tables, on the arms of the chairs, on the rug, in those little ashtrays no bigger than my belly button they got scattered about the house. Put a nice big spittoon in the middle of the room and you’d save a lot of sweeping up ashes and scraping up gum everywhere.

They think they don’t make much of a mess because they smoke with their lips all puckered up—like this—and don’t even mention chewing tobacco, you’ll have them feeding the gulls for sure. At least with chewing tobacco maybe you spit more, but there’s a lot less smoke. And it ain’t spit that dirties up a place, it’s smoke. You can’t shovel smoke into a spittoon, can you? Me, it makes me sick to my stomach to think every time I take a breath I’m breathing in smoke that’s already been in someone else.

And they get sick, too, some of them, even with all their beautified skin and their hair all curled on the top of their heads and their fingernails as long and pointed as a church steeple, smelling of deodorant and toothpaste enough to knock you off your feet. Oh, they look pretty clean from the outside. But what about the inside, eh? A person never knows what’s crawling around inside of him unless they go in and take a look. Oh, yeah, I know: they can operate now and go in and see what’s in there. Open chest, open heart, open noggin . . . yeah, they can even open up your skull these days and take a look at your brains! They can split your head open right down to your shoulders, from what I hear.

You won’t catch La Sagouine lying in no operating room getting her body opened up to see what’s in her head, no way. Anyways, whatever she’s got in there she’s never kept hidden from anyone. Gapi, now, he says that if we could get a look at what doctors are finding in people’s guts these days it wouldn’t all be turkey dinners, that’s for sure . . . I wouldn’t know about that. Seems to me that one cut-open body would look pretty much like any other cut-open body. It’s only when you close them up again and sew their skin up around their necks and across their bellies that a rich person’s body stops looking like a poor person’s. Anyway, rich people get sick mostly on account of their nerves, and sick nerves don’t usually show. They might break out in little fits from time to time, but you don’t get your skin going all black, or your face breaking out in boils, or your joints aching, or crossed eyes and water on the knee, which is what you get from cleaning. That’s what makes a body look all wonky, like. Those fits, though, all the rich get them, but they cover them up with nice clothes and nobody notices. That’s what I tell Gapi: there’s rich sick and there’s poor sick and it’s not the same sickness. Each to his own, as they say . . .

It ain’t easy being poor. Some people think it’s only the rich that’s got troubles. But when the rich get troubles, it’s in their hearts or their heads. We get our trouble in our bones. Yeah . . . there comes a time when there’s nothing much left of a person but their bones, and that’s when it’s not so good to have all your troubles in your bones. The doctors call it rheumatics or arthuritis or whatever. Being doctors, they got to call it something. And they give you little bottles of liniament to rub on yourself. But you can rub your skin all you want with every kind of liniament in the almanac and it won’t make a blind bit of difference to the pain in your bones. Too much cold stored up in them, too much lumbago and shingles. When you spend your whole life scrubbing and bent double over a floor, you can rub your bones with liniament till you’re blue in the face and you’ll just end up bent over triple, or quadruple. It’s not that easy to straighten up when you’re poor. The poor never got used to walking around with their heads held high when they were young.

Not when they were young, and not when they’re old, neither. Poor people were meant to drag their feet from street to street and door to door . . . dragging their boots and their rags and their buckets. You take your boots off at the door so you don’t get the floor dirty you came to wash; you bring your own mop and pail and soap; you kneel down on an old piece of cardboard so as not to get your knees too wet. You take big swipes of floor to show them you ain’t afraid of hard work; you scrape up their gum with a knife and then polish the floor till the nail heads shine; you scrub and scrape and wash and rinse and wash again . . . and then, when you’re done all that, they hand you your pay and a few old clothes they don’t want to wear no more, and you go home with your skin a little more cracked and your bones aching a little more. But your hands are clean. Yes sir!

Damned right they are! These rich women can bathe in buttermilk and toilet water like there’s no tomorrow, there won’t never be one of them cleaner than La Sagouine, who’s spent her whole life up to her elbows in water.





On Youth

Oh yeah, I was young once. That was when I was in my youth. Young and pretty, just like the others. At least, that’s what I was told. I used to look at myself in the mirror sometimes, yeah, I had a mirror in them days, and I didn’t think I was all that hard to look at. No sir, I wasn’t too hard to look at at all in them days, if I do say so myself. But them days are gone, just like you all’ll be gone one day, too. But when them days was still here, when I was in my prime, well, they was the best of days. Yes they was, the very best of days.

Young kids today, they don’t know that. They moan and they groan and they get on everyone’s nerves. They don’t know what they want. We knew what we wanted, all right. We knew exactly what it was we wanted. Not hard to figure out: we wanted everything. We maybe knew we couldn’t have everything, but we wanted as much of it as we could get our hands onto. We weren’t going to settle for half of nothing, no sirree bob! Not half a pancake, not half a house, and not half a man, neither. No, it’s no time for halves when you’re young. It’s the time for grand ideals, like the priests say, and Lord knows I had my share of them, grand ideals I mean.

I was young and I had a pretty good figure. I still had all my teeth and all my hair. My skin was soft, too, and I used to file my nails to a point. I wasn’t hard on the eyes. And when I had that all figured out, I didn’t have to rack my brains trying to find my ideals. Ideals are something that just comes to you by themselves, like. You lean against a telephone pole up by the Irving station or down at the dock, and for sure ideals’ll come charging up from all over, each one as ideal as the next. All you got to do is pick the one you like. You might like them all, of course, but you can’t have them all, not all at once, anyways. It’s like Dominique’s wife says about their son, he can’t be a priest and a doctor and a lawyer all at the same time. But choosing one is hard, which is why he ended up in politics. Me, now, can you see me getting mixed up in politics? Eh? Me being a woman and all, and a woman from the boonies on top of that? No, a woman from the boonies pretty much has only the one choice. But when she makes it, she has to go all the way with it. She don’t do nothing by halves. Because we
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