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April 1995, a forgotten mill town in Quebec’s Gaspé Peninsula. The Leblanc mill loomed by the Rivière-du-Loup, its timber frame sagging under frost and pine dust, a relic of the region’s lumber heyday. Raymond Leblanc, 57, mill foreman with hands gnarled as oak roots, kissed his wife, Marie, at 4 a.m., thermos of coffee steaming, his breath fogging in the predawn chill. “Back for supper,” he grunted, boots crunching frozen gravel to the mill’s rusted gates. Inside, the lathe’s hum was his heartbeat—37 years shaping pine for Montreal’s towers. At dawn, a single cough echoed through the shop floor, sharp as a blade biting wood, dust swirling like ghosts in the dim light. Colleagues—Jacques, the cutter, and young Luc—glanced up, saw Raymond at his lathe, head bowed, flannel shirt dusted with pine. By 6:17 a.m., silence fell, heavy as a felled log. Luc found him slumped, eyes glazed, face coated in sawdust, as if the mill exhaled its own skin onto him. No pulse. The coroner ruled cardiac arrest, citing “dust inhalation stress”; autopsy revealed lungs packed with fresh sawdust, no trace in throat or air, as if it sprouted inside him. No foul play, no running machines, no answers. Case shelved as “work stress” by May. Marie swore Raymond’s heart was iron; the mill’s sawdust came from cuts long cold. The town whispered: cursed timber, a mill that claimed more than wages. The file moldered in provincial archives, a specter in a land of endless winters.

Marie’s grief clung like damp rot to their clapboard cottage, its windows fogged with her breath. At the local diner, talk swirled—Raymond pushed the mill too hard, or Acadian curses in the pines woke hungry. His thermos, left on the lathe, bore only his prints, coffee untouched. Marie burned his work gloves, hid the mill key in a tin box under her rosary. A neighbor saw dust drift from the mill’s eaves, golden in the moonlight, though no blade spun. X posts later buzzed with “sawdust lungs,” theories of toxic air or vengeful spirits in the grain. Marie sold the cottage, fled to a Rimouski flat, leaving the mill to rust, its windows dark as sealed eyes, the river’s murmur a constant requiem.

The cough wasn’t Raymond’s. Not his lungs. It was the mill, breathing him back. That dawn, as Marie’s coffee cooled in their kitchen, the lathe stirred—blades spinning backward, a low whine like a beast rousing from sleep. Raymond stood, tools steady, shaping a pine plank under flickering fluorescents. The air thickened, pine scent choking, dust swirling like a storm trapped in the rafters. His fingers, unbidden, carved into the lathe’s steel guard: I’m still here. The mill inhaled, lights dimming, and sawdust bloomed in his chest—not from blades but from the beams, as if the mill exhaled its own heart. He coughed once, sharp, splinters pricking his throat, bitter as resin
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