
  In tribute to CCH, AC, SL, and especially, especially, ML, who will recognize themselves herein.


  And of course to HM, MO, HC, and ES, who held my hand on so many occasions.


  PART ONE


  They pretend there’s nothing going on, but I know something’s up. They don’t know that I know, but that’s neither here nor there. Whatever it is, I’ll be shipping out. Their skulduggery doesn’t bother me; they’re the ones who are stumbling around in the dark.


  And pretty soon, too, I’m guessing. Most likely Saturday or Sunday. Next week at the very latest.


  They don’t know they’re acting strange, but they are. The other day, for instance, the woman smiled at me, which I took to be a bad sign. The only other time she’s done that was at New Year’s, when I bought oranges for the whole family. The other day was when I soothed a toothache that had been making her life a misery for weeks. All I did was apply a compress of salt and cloves, a remedy so ancient that these poor souls must be the only ones who didn’t know it. When the pain eased, she couldn’t hide her pleasure. She even managed to squeeze out a syllable or two of thanks. She needn’t have bothered for my sake; she smiles so rarely that the slightest twist of happiness on her face only makes her sour expression that much worse. There’s so little room for joy in that woman that even the lullabies she mutters to the child at her breast sound like funeral dirges.


  Another bad sign: last Sunday, after supper, the husband offered me his tobacco pouch. The last time he did that was also at New Year’s. I refused it with a shake of my head, meaning no thanks, I still have some of my own under the bed, in a small tin box. Then he did it again yesterday, after I helped him with the chores. Maybe he thinks that these small gestures will make me forgive him for what he intends to do. No need to get so worked up about it. I’ve got no right to judge him: I know how hard up they are, I don’t begrudge either of them, the husband or the wife. I’d probably do the same thing if I were in their shoes, take me down to Cap-Pelé and auction me off to someone who’s better able to keep me than they are.


  The children know something’s up too, but they don’t know what it is. They must’ve noticed that the woman’s cooking hasn’t been up to scratch lately, and there’s never anything for dessert, and the man doesn’t sing in the mornings anymore when he crawls out of bed. The little ones go around looking sad all the time, which breaks my heart; they’re too young to understand why the place is suddenly so gloomy, and their parents have no way of explaining it to them, and so there’s nothing left for them but a big emptiness that smells like incense at a Mass for the dead. I miss their innocent joy, their happy games, their huge appetites, their good-natured bickering. They’re all I’ve got for entertainment around here, and their silence is like they’re waiting for the axe to fall.


  One final, unmistakable sign: the woman and the man are speaking normally to me, instead of yelling. I’ve been living with them for four years, and they’re only now beginning to understand that I can hear them perfectly well, even though I’ve not uttered a word in my life. I’m neither deaf nor dumb; I just don’t talk, that’s all. It’s a promise I made to myself when my mother was still a young woman, before I was even conceived, when my existence was nothing more than spirit. A bit like the vow of silence that monks and nuns take in their cloisters. But for these people, language is the only country they know, the only thing they own, and to them I’m a kind of voluntary exile, which is all right by me.


  The problem is, to the people around here, I’m what they call a nutcase: they think they have to talk to me at the top of their lungs and use fancy hand gestures that are insulting to me and make them look like idiots. No wonder my jaw drops if anyone speaks to me in a normal tone of voice, the way they’d speak to someone who has a brain in their head. Take the doctor’s housekeeper in Barachois, for example, whose acquaintance I have recently had the honour of making. When we were introduced, she spoke to me so naturally you’d think she was talking to an ordinary man, and right away I wanted to hop into bed with her.


  Never mind the parents — the children accepted me for what I was from the first day I got here. So did the housekeeper, and now it’s her face I call up when I need something to help me get to sleep at night. (When I was a boy, I invented imaginary friends in order to feel less alone. When I became a man, I loved imaginary women. Real ones, too. Well, one, anyway. Maybe two.) Now that they’re up against it, the man and his wife finally seem to believe I possess a degree of intelligence. They still don’t know that I speak in my head — that I can speak perfectly well, in fact better than they do. I have an extensive vocabulary that includes several complicated words that are hard to pronounce. I like forming long, winding sentences in my head that you won’t find anywhere else except in books nobody reads anymore. I’ve also learned other languages; you should hear me talking to trees and flowers, and to woodland creatures, to fish and birds, wild and domestic, to stones, and all without the slightest trace of an accent. I understand the stories the wind, rain, and snow bring me. As a general rule, however, I avoid conversations with hurricanes and forest fires; I make myself scarce when I see them coming. Finally, I understand the phantom language still spoken by members of my clan. They may be losing their mother tongue and using some other kind of language, but their speech patterns and colourful expressions all come from that long-vanished world. I’ve inherited this secret knowledge from my mother.


  Once, and only once, someone nearly saw through me. She was passing herself off as a deaf-mute, but I’d been playing that game long enough to recognize a fellow performer when I saw one. She was a former circus rider who had fallen on hard times and ended up washing dishes in a tavern in the small port town of Richibucto. She’d also tried her hand at prostitution, but she wasn’t much good at it. She was too small and thin; sailors didn’t like her short hair, her ageless face, her body smooth as a polished ship’s rail. Without her clothes on, she looked like an undernourished twelve-year-old — no breasts, no bum, and her tiny, nearly hairless mound. There was always a faint smell of horse manure about her, too, a professional hazard, I guess; she could never pass a horse in the street without hugging it, kissing it, and whispering in its ear. The few johns who went with her when there was no one else around would change their minds as soon as they saw her in her room’s feeble light, and more often than not would skip out without laying a finger on her, as if they thought they’d be breaking some kind of taboo. They didn’t like her not speaking, either. She used a sign language she’d picked up in some foreign country, and no one around here could understand it.


  When I first ran into her, I thought she was an aging cabin boy who was waiting for his next sea berth, and I agreed to share his room as a favour to the landlady. But we figured each other out pretty quick. It was hunting season and I was away a lot, but the first of the month I got back she offered to pay me her share of the rent in kind. (I’m skipping over a few things here, because actually it took us a long time to work all this out, for her to explain it and for me to get it.) I refused outright. I signed to her that I only went with women, and besides, I’d never paid for sex in my life. She simply got undressed and clung to me with a tenderness that was not of this world. I made up for my mistake by doing everything she asked me to do. I couldn’t refuse her a thing after that, and I’ll be damned if I even tried. When I finally let myself go inside her because I couldn’t hold back anymore, she’d already come four times, most of them straddling me like a horse, and I found her whinnying went well with the horsey smell. Lying in her strong, circus-performer’s arms, I became a different man; when I slipped out of her, exhausted, covered with her sweat and her more intimate juices, I knew at last that life was worth the candle. When she slept, she became plain again, her brow furrowed and her mouth hanging open. I’m no prize myself when I sleep, and so in order not to see her or let myself be seen by her, I slept on the floor, wrapped in a small damp rug.


  She also knew the secrets of my mother’s phantom language. She’s the only one who tried to understand my silence, and she almost managed it. But we should never have got drunk together, which is what we did at night, after our tussles in bed. As soon as she got a bit of drink in her, she’d start in on me, asking me who I was, where I came from, what I was doing there. She kept at it, and when I put her off too much, she would sign words at me that made me mad, and which I couldn’t get out of my head: “Your silence is a lie, you’re no good for anything but a good fuck, why don’t you just kill yourself and rid the earth of the useless piece of crud that you are” — all that and a lot more that I won’t repeat because there might be ladies present. But despite all that, I couldn’t bring myself to stay angry with her. In fact, I was beginning to fall in love with her.


  It was her fault I was arrested, although I know she didn’t do it on purpose. She was almost caught trying to steal a briar pipe that she wanted to give me as a present, to make up for her drunken harangues. The Mounties wanted to know if she had more stolen goods in her room, and so they followed her home. As soon as they set foot in the door, the senior officer looked at me and yelled: “It’s him!” (He recognized me because he’d arrested me once before, a long time ago, for poaching wild turkeys. He’d had to let me go for lack of evidence, which only showed that he was an honest man, for a cop.) The other Mountie, a constable, was less considerate; it was the woman he was interested in. He rummaged through her meagre possessions, demanding to know where she had stolen this or that, throwing her things on the floor and crushing them under his boot heel for the sheer pleasure of seeing her wince. This proved too much for the officer who had arrested me earlier: he told the constable to behave like a gentleman.


  They brought me in, uncuffed at least, and left her in the room, although the nastier of the two promised her he’d be back. I never saw her again, but I’ve often thought of her pale, shame-faced expression, the look of a little girl caught doing something wrong. She stared fixedly at the broken jewellery on the floor, her gaze looking inward as at a long-forgotten memory.


  I miss her sometimes, but not so much since I met the housekeeper.


  That’s another thing: the woman and her husband have stopped talking about me as though I wasn’t right there in the room, as people do with old geezers who have lost their minds. Now when they talk about me, they just lower their voices and move away a bit so they can speak more freely, and all I hear are murmurs, which would drive me crazy if I didn’t already know what they were saying. They feel guilty about what they have to do, even if they haven’t done it yet.


  I’d like to tell them in a quiet way that it’s not a crime, what they’re planning, so stop twisting yourselves up in knots over it. All they’re doing is taking me down to the bailiff’s office to have me placed in a different home, and that’s fine with me, I know the drill; after all, it’s how I got here in the first place. All I want to know is when. I need to be prepared, in case the auction doesn’t go well. Because if my services don’t find a taker, my next address could be the old folks’ home, where people generally croak before you can say “senile dementia.” The food is abysmal, medical attention practically nil, and most of the inmates decide to kill themselves before they rot to death.


  There’s even worse that could happen. If nobody wants me, the Overseer of the Poor has the authority to transfer me to another county, where conditions could be even worse. In the southwest, at Memramcook, for example, the poor who are sold at auction usually go to large farmers, more like plantation owners, who pay an annual lump sum to the parish — forty or fifty dollars a year — in exchange for which they can make you work as hard as they like. You get your room and board, but that’s it. They take children as well as old people. At the end of the year, the planters pay the parish the same again if they want to keep you on, but if they don’t want you anymore, because you’re too sick or old to work, they send you back to the auction block. These planters don’t care about their workers; they feed you barely enough to keep you alive, and make you sleep in barns all year long, on beds crawling with lice and ticks and what have you. I once met a gentleman on one of these farms who was a hundred and three years old. They had him picking berries and mushrooms when they were in season, and pumping the bellows in the blacksmith’s shop in the winter. He didn’t dare complain, but you’d have had to be blind not to see that he was sorry to have lived to be so old.


  In a way, the auction is a kind of lottery, because you have only a very slim chance of coming out ahead. For example, the person who gets me at this next sale might be the late doctor’s housekeeper, a woman whose voice is so melodious, whose diction is so precise, that you’d think she made her living selling beautiful jewellery to the rich. She could bring me to her house on the seashore in Barachois, the former manse that the people in the village call Wild Caraway. She has a car, too, the only one in the county.


  I can just see the two of us leaving the auction arm in arm, paying no heed to the jeers of our jealous neighbours. I’d help her climb into the car, and then get in beside her, as the doctor did in the days when she drove him on his rounds. When we got to Wild Caraway, she would draw me a hot, perfumed bath, and I would doze off in it while she prepared a goose or a leg of lamb served with white kidney beans and a medium Bordeaux. To spare her any fuss, I would tell her, in sign language, not to send my clothes to the laundry, I’ve seen to it, no need to send them out. She would reply: “Call me tu with your hands.” Yes, of course I will, I’ve been doing that ever since I first wanted to taste you…


  After my bath, she would rub my skin with one of the late doctor’s favourite lotions — Florida Water, maybe — and of course I would return the favour. Our bodies would be stirred by desire, which rejuvenates the flesh and eliminates wrinkles caused by years of neglect and the tyranny of shame. No lovemaking on this first night, though; we’d take our own sweet time, but there’d be no harm in holding hands from time to time in the parlour, as she talked in a gentle way about the joys that come so unexpectedly after a certain age that they seem almost sinful. Which is another of life’s little tricks, a secret known only to those who have lived and survived. I’d nod my head and give her a knowing look. After dinner, we would take our tea in the parlour with a glass of cordial (I’m pretty sure that’s what she would call it), and then we’d retire to our separate rooms, saving ourselves for the next day. We’d lived only as human beings for so long, it would take us a while to remember what it’s like to be a man and a woman. In the morning, though, when the creaking of the old four-poster accompanies the thrill of playful flesh, I would translate my lascivious thoughts into signs of tenderness, and she would do the same, except she’d be a lot more fluent than me.


  But I’m getting carried away, and that only brings bad luck. I should know better than that.


  Because I could just as easily end up with a family that takes no pleasure at all from life, that thinks eating next to nothing is good for the digestion. Or I could go to a house where it’s so dark, you can’t tell whether it’s day or night. I’ve known such places, where the old boarder they pick up at auction is nothing to them but an easy source of income, and they resent every mouthful of food you swallow because you’re eating away at their profits.


  I know what I would do if I ever found myself in a miserable hellhole like that: I’d fly the coop before you could say “Jack Flash.” It might be dangerous living on the loose — I’ve done it before — with the Mounties allowed to arrest me for vagrancy, and farmers setting their half-wild dogs on me, but I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. The next time, I might hide in a large city, for example, where everyone is invisible, Montreal maybe. Or I might lie low in a cabin deep in the Haute-Aboujagane bush, where no one dares to go. My plans are laid out, but I’d prefer not to have to resort to them. It seems to me I’d be better off in a nice house with a woman who needs me for companionship. If it’s not too much trouble, that is. I’ve never been one to ask for much.


  I used to like living on my own, but not anymore. I have to admit, I like being around people. Me, the cocksure loner, ends up giving in to the comforts of the collective life. I’ve had it with simply surviving. I haven’t given up being who I am, it’s just that these days I want to be who I am with other people.


  Just now, the woman here asked me for the third time this week if I had any laundry I wanted done. In other words, she wants me to leave here with a suitcase full of clean clothes, so no one can accuse her of being a lazy trollop who treats people badly. She imagines she has a reputation to uphold, poor woman. She’d bend over backwards to make sure my next family — if I find one — doesn’t think badly of her. I don’t understand this need she has to make a good impression on some invisible stranger who’ll never even know her name.


  In this parish, the human auction takes place behind the Cap-Pelé church on Saturdays, after the market closes, or after Mass on Sundays. They place the old man or woman on a cart or a trestle table set up for the purpose. In winter, they hold it inside the church.


  It’s pretty simple, really. To put someone up for auction, all you have to do is go to the Overseer of the Poor. He takes down the name of the person in question, asks for a few other relevant details, and makes you sign some kind of waiver saying you give up all rights and responsibilities for the person you’re handing over to him. Whether it’s your father, your mother, your uncle, or some other family member living under your roof, this person then becomes a ward of the parish, placed under the protection of the local clerk or bailiff, who then acts as the auctioneer. You can do the same thing with children you no longer want; he can take orphans under your charge or your own children off your hands, no questions asked. His job is to find them somewhere to live, not to sit in judgment over where they came from. If the child doesn’t find a taker, he or she is sent to the orphanage or the reform school, depending on their age. I remember a family that lived on a concession road not far from here; the parents had fourteen children, the oldest being fifteen. They had so much trouble feeding them, they had to put the four oldest up for auction. Three of them fetched a decent price — they must have looked healthy and well brought up. One of them even knew how to read and sign his name. The fourth one, though, was a girl, and no one wanted her; she ended up in the orphanage, where she died shortly afterwards. That’s probably the reason the husband and wife in my house never breathe the word “auction”: they’re scared to death that their own children will be put up for sale like I was. One more reason to avoid the subject with me — not for my sake but for the children’s. As far as that goes, I wish I could tell them not to worry. I’m old enough to look after myself.


  At an auction, a man of my age — I’m a little over sixty, I think — could end up in a family where he has an outside chance of holding his own. If he has any charm at all, or some cunning, and if he has some strength left in his body, he can turn his hard luck to his advantage. That’s what I was able to do with the man and woman here. But it’s equally the case that you can end up spending the rest of your days with someone who treats you no better than you’d be treated in an old folks’ home. But at least there’s a chance you won’t.


  If I don’t get taken in by a decent family, I’ll take off. All I need is a little time to make some kind of hiding place down by the river, where I can stash my kit: a couple of changes of clothes, my fur-lined boots, my warm waterproof coat, a sweater, and a blanket; as well as some gardening tools and fishing gear and whatever to make snares with to catch small game — pheasants, partridge, hares. I can eat anything — beaver, skunk, porcupine; there’s no wild animal I haven’t eaten in my life. A little salt and some cooking oil and enough canned food to last me four days without fishing or hunting, while the Mounties are after me, and I’ll be fine. I’ll have the money I’ve saved up since I got here, and if I can’t live in the bush, I’ll hop the first train out of here. You can’t always count on Mother Nature to be kind when she gets you by yourself, but I’ve spent a good deal of time with her, and I know from experience that the only real danger lies in giving in to the crazy thoughts that get stirred up by being alone, to the point where you lose your will to survive and all you think about is hanging yourself from a branch of the nearest tree. Old guys like me kick the bucket like that every year around here.


  The worst thing about the auction is the auction itself. Because all you are is an object held up for everyone to look at. It’s as if you were naked on a stage, in the marketplace beside the sea, or behind the church, alone up there on your wagon bed that stinks of rotten turnips. In the wintertime, when the sale is held inside the church, the bailiff takes his place, the children and the old people up for sale are arranged in a half-circle behind him, and the spectators sit on the pews up front. The auction can take up to two hours, sometimes more than that. I hate the ritual. Everyone who’s been through it hates it.


  But a lot of people show up for it, some of them only for the entertainment value. They get there long before it starts, not wanting to miss any of the action. They mill about, talking about this and that, until the bailiff gets things rolling. Usually, they tell each other stories they’ve all heard before. “What I heard,” says one know-it-all, “is that there was this old guy they kept locked in his room all day because he was always grousing. One day he died, and no one knew it for three days, until the old guy’s body started smelling up the house. Heartlessness, that’s what that was!” Someone else says: “I’ve heard a lot worse’n that. There was this old woman who still had a bit of money left…” But they all stop talking when the auction starts up.


  The bailiff gives a little speech explaining the procedure. He talks fast because everyone already knows how it works. The old ones and the children are put up on the block according to their age. The oldest go first.


  The bailiff calls out the first name on the list. Say he’s a proper-looking gent, washed and combed, dressed in his Sunday best. Those who take care of the people being put up for auction make sure they’re well fed in the weeks before the sale. Horse traders do the same thing; they fatten up their sway-backed horses, feed them oats and molasses for a few weeks to give them good, shiny coats. Everyone knows that trick, and people would be disappointed if the traders didn’t bother going to the trouble. If you don’t even try to pull the wool over a person’s eyes, he thinks there’s something else wrong. He’ll wait until someone comes along who’s made an effort, who isn’t insulting his inner skepticism. Whatever you do, don’t screw around with the ritual. You have to at least make a show of trying.


  So the bailiff says: “Ladies and gentlemen, listen up… This here’s Monsieur Porel (let’s say). A real gentleman, he is, knows all the card games and can tell your children good educational stories about the old days. He can still split a cord of wood a day if you pay him a bit extra. The parish is prepared to pay a maximum of fourteen dollars a month to anyone taking this fine fellow, Monsieur Porel, into their home. Those who are generous enough to take him must see that he’s lodged, fed, and kept clean. Monsieur Porel has a bit of his own money for minor expenses — tobacco, chocolate, and other treats. And he’s in good health: you’ll never need to spend a cent on him. The family who has him now brought him to the auction because the mother is expecting her tenth child. Monsieur Porel has to give up his place to make room for the little one on the way, so he’s not here because there’s anything wrong with him, okay? Such things happen (at this point, the audience usually murmurs its agreement). In other words, this Monsieur Porel is a bargain. His former family is sorry to be giving him up. In fact, they’re here today to guarantee that what I’ve told you is God’s honest truth, and they’ll also answer any questions you might have. They have nothing but good to say about him. So now, ladies and gentlemen, let the bidding begin!”


  (Let me point out that Monsieur Porel is not me. That was the name of an old guy I was put up with at the last auction. He seemed like a real gentleman, as far as I could tell. He was the first to go. They took him some distance from here, and I never did find out what happened to him. Maybe he died. I could have used a different name, or even a woman’s, because women are auctioned off the same way, although not so many as men.)


  The most painful part of the sale comes right after the bailiff’s announcement, when the audience is allowed to come up to the cart or the trestle table, or up to the altar if it’s inside the church, to examine the goods up close. That’s when any sense you may have had of still belonging to the human race — and when you’re old, that’s the only sense you have left — goes up in smoke. We go back to being like animals, whether we’re the buyers or the ones being bought. The buyers crowd around you and undress you with their critical eyes; they’re looking for any flaws, see, any weaknesses, and maybe for good qualities too. They do everything but open your mouth and look at your teeth, or feel your muscles, like they used to do with slaves; here, they’re not allowed to touch you. But it takes everything you’ve got to keep yourself from yelling at them, or choking the first one who comes near enough. No, you don’t want to lose control, you want to stay steady as a water lily on a millpond, as if everything were perfectly natural, or as if it were all happening to someone else. You have to say to yourself: This is just going to last a moment, it will pass, it’ll soon be over. If you panic or scare one of them off, there goes your chance of being taken by a decent family. You have to not be scared yourself so you don’t scare them off.


  Unless you’re deaf, the hardest part is hearing what they say about you. The crowd is always judging you, always amusing themselves at your expense, and they talk about your looks as though you’ve been stripped of all intelligence and feeling. “I wonder how healthy this Porel is,” one of them will say. “He looks a bit on the sick side. He’s on his way out, if you ask me. I know the parish pays for his doctor’s bills and his medicine, but who’s going to look after him, who’s got time to do that? A sick man’s no good for a house or on a farm. Nobody wants a poor old bugger who wets his bed or shits his pants. You couldn’t pay me enough to clean up after someone like that, especially if you’ve already got kids in the house doing the same thing.”


  “Yeah, but,” someone else chimes in who knows no more about you than anyone else, “if he’s healthy, he could be a good deal. He can be a real help around the farm — weed the garden, look after the chickens, collect the eggs in the morning, help sweep up, things like that, you know… And maybe you don’t want one who’s too healthy, know what I mean? The women in the house might not feel safe, eh? If you got daughters… Because if you have any trouble along those lines, it’s the women who get blamed, not him. If you complain about him, people will just say he didn’t know what he was doing! I heard of one case…”


  There’s always some kind soul who butts in at this point to put in a few words in your favour. “Yeah, but having an old guy like this around the house could also be a good thing, don’t you think? A family out our way got an elderly gent who turned out to be a real bonus. More than happy to make himself useful. Always the first up in the morning to light the stove, and he even got breakfast ready. He split all the wood and kept the stove going all winter. In the summer he looked after the herb garden, and in the fall he helped the wife make jam and pickles. And when he died — get this — he left all his money to the family. He was keeping it in a sock, and he left it for the children’s schooling. A nice little nest egg, let me tell you. Kindness pays in the end, and that’s something you don’t hear often enough.” The rest of them mumble that if that were true, the world would be a better place, except it isn’t…


  I’ve heard that story about the good old geezer who makes himself useful and leaves the family an inheritance at every auction I’ve been to. It’s just a story that makes the rounds, nothing more. They never give the guy’s name, they keep everything vague. I don’t believe a word of it. I’ve never met a family yet who inherited one red cent from any poor old guy they took in. On the contrary, there’s been a good many old codgers who let on that they had some money stashed away someplace and would leave it to anyone who took good care of them. But it’s a load of codswallop, when you come down to it; they just say that so they’ll be taken better care of. And who can blame them? People say anything because people believe anything. By the same token, the story about the old lecher who bangs the farmer’s daughters is also made up, the product of someone’s dirty imagination. The only story I believe is my own; it’s the only one I know for sure.


  Someone says Shhh! and silence descends on the auction. The bailiff says a few more words about whoever is up for sale against his will.


  “Your attention, please, ladies and gentlemen! Monsieur Porel is eighty years old, more or less, a bit deaf, maybe, but very particular about his person. The woman who had him says he washes his own socks and underwear every month; it’s a point of honour with him. He comes with his own linen, too, so there’s no need to buy him anything. Not only does he not smell, but he behaves himself at table and can get around on his own. He never treated her like a servant, and was polite with strangers who came to the house. The children love him, too, even if he does tend to repeat stories about his childhood, a common fault among the aged. As far as working on the farm goes, he’s a bit past his prime, but he does what he can and you can count on him to do odd jobs, like keep an eye on the house to make sure it doesn’t burn down when you’re at church. The priest will come to give him Communion once a month, and he says his prayers morning and night. I said it before and I’ll say it again: Monsieur Porel is a bargain!”


  The people have been listening politely. The bailiff is ready to start the bidding:


  “Do I hear fourteen dollars?”


  People begin murmuring amongst themselves again, giving each other their opinions, telling one another stories they’ve heard or made up. Soon, with everyone talking at the same time, no one can hear a thing.


  The only real question they ask each other is: “Is he worth the trouble?” Some, especially those who have already looked after someone for nothing, will say no, he isn’t. You’d think they were jealous of you for stealing nickels from the poor box. People around here are skinflints; even when you earn the money by looking after someone who isn’t one of your family, they resent you for accepting charity that costs the Church money.


  Others agree that it’s never worth it, but for other reasons. The government only wants to take advantage of our generosity. They’re always out to get you. These old people should be locked away somewhere far from here, and stop bothering us with their sob stories. Those who say these things only come to the auctions to gawk.


  Some old folks will do anything to find a good home. Once, in the parish I’m in now, an old man borrowed a fiddle and started playing it at the auction. He thought he’d get a better place if he showed he could entertain as well as make himself useful. After playing a few scratchy tunes, he passed the fiddle to someone who actually knew how to play it, and sang a few songs to prove that he had a good voice as well. One of them was fairly risqué, as I recall. To top it off, he danced a jig that went on way too long. Poor guy didn’t have a shred of talent, and after laughing at him for a while, the crowd started shouting at him to sit down and keep quiet. The old guy got so angry, the bailiff had to stop the session for a while until he calmed down. Everyone said it was the best auction they’d been to in ages. That was saying a lot in this neck of the woods, where no one talks about the past because most of their memories are shameful. Another time, an old woman being auctioned off cried so hard the whole thing was called off. Neither the fiddler nor the weeping woman were taken, and both ended up being carted off to Moncton, where they ended up God knows where.


  The stories start up again about Monsieur Porel, a hodgepodge of gossip and sworn testimonies and counter-arguments all flung back and forth. It’s like being in a courtroom with ten trials going on at the same time. For his part, Monsieur Porel sits quietly, minding his own business. Which is smart of him.


  A woman in the crowd tells the story of a certain widow who remains nameless even though everyone knows who she is. She used to keep up to six old folks under her roof at a time. Her husband died under mysterious circumstances, leaving her without a penny to her name and a gaggle of kids to look after and the farm mortgaged to the hilt. The six old geezers brought in an average of twelve dollars a month each, enough to feed her family and pay off the bank. If one of her boarders died, she’d hustle off to the next auction and get a replacement. She’d even travel to a neighbouring parish if she had to. Everyone knew her; she was well respected for her lucrative generosity.


  A few onlookers wade in. “You’re right, madame, it does pay to be generous sometimes, if you work hard at it and keep your head about you, like she did.”


  Others shake their heads. “Yeah, but even so, that old widow had to scrimp and save to make ends meet. Her boarders didn’t exactly have her living in the lap of luxury. The meals at her place were always the same, from what I heard: porridge and molasses and tea in the mornings; soup and cake for lunch; beans and rice and as much bread as they could eat for dinner, but they got butter only on Sundays. Sometimes a chicken or a roast of beef. But eggs just on Sundays too. The old guys could have as many oatmeal cookies and as much tea as they wanted, which was more than the kids got.”


  It was a miserable life in that house, someone who knows what they’re talking about says gravely.


  Others come to her defence. The woman’s house was the cleanest in the parish, they say. No bugs in her beds, no siree, and not a crumb lying around to attract mice, believe you me. Maybe she wasn’t so good at varying her menu, but her boarders never lacked for a thing. And her kids chipped in, too, which you don’t see all that often. One of the daughters wrote letters for the old guys; one of the sons helped them make their beds when they needed it. Her boarders were happy, and the government inspector always gave her a good report for the quality of her care.


  Maybe so, say her detractors, but with all the care she lavished on her boarders, she neglected her own children. Why do you think they all hit the road the minute they were old enough? The eldest joined the navy as soon as he could; the second got a job in town as a maid; and the others took off the first chance they got. And they never came back, not one of them. Sure, the old widow had the whole farm to herself, and she paid off the mortgage, but what’s the good of that? She was at the end of her tether and all alone. They say she hit the bottle pretty hard because of it, too, and took up with a good-for-nothing bootlegger who left his wife and seven kids to go live with her. And after a while he started beating on her and drinking away all her savings; she had to call in the Mounties to turf the bugger out. So there you go…you can’t tell me the game is worth the candle. Because when push came to shove, there she was all miserable and broken-hearted, and no kids around to take care of her. If the drink and the tobacco hadn’t killed her, she would’ve ended up here at the auction herself. And it would’ve served her right, too, if you ask me.


  That’s the kind of story they like: lurid accounts of big-hearted women drowning in their own tears, or pensioners diddling little children when no one’s looking, or poor old buggers dying from either neglect or overwork. When people are in the mood for these kinds of stories, don’t bother trying to remind them of the happy family who inherited some old white-beard’s sockful of gold coins. Imaginations around here get more fired up by accounts of bad deeds going unpunished, and good deeds bringing ruin down on people’s heads.


  “Fourteen dollars! Who’ll take him for less?” Fourteen dollars is a lot, but the figure goes down fast. The poor old geezer up on the block is facing a crowd with a gift for mental calculation. No room here for the slow-witted or for bleeding hearts.


  The first bid comes in barely audibly, stifled as it is by the lingering shame of having to place a price on a human head. They can’t see who the bidder is, but they respect him for being braver than the rest. “Thirteen eighty,” he says. At this, the rumour mill picks up again, set in motion by those who came mostly for a good show. “You know what I heard?” someone whispers to his neighbour, who is all ears but pretends not to be listening. “I heard that this Porel guy takes a nip or two when he’s left alone, and when he has a snootful, he gets as randy as a newlywed. Not that he’s done anything yet, mind you, but you never know…” Happily, Monsieur Porel has his supporters in the crowd. “Hey you! Yeah, you! Shut your yap! Likes to take a nip — that’s a load of bull! And I happen to know from a reliable source that he’s got a pretty sizable nest egg that’s being well looked after by a notary public who writes to him every quarter…” This brave defender is also told to pipe down.


  “Thirteen seventy-five,” comes a voice from the crowd. Silence. Another idle bid, someone says. The others murmur among themselves. No more bids come in for a while as the debating goes on. Then: “Thirteen fifty! Thirteen fifty!” The voices become louder, all pretence of shame now gone as the bidders grow more emboldened. The bailiff smiles contentedly, although with
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“An extraordinary book. An unusual story.”
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