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The undiscover’d country, from whose bourn

No traveler returns,—

—HAMLET




 

As I write this, I’m sitting in the kitchen of the small house where we’ve lived now for a decade. Evening is closing in, and off to the south the Santa Rosas are beginning to glow a brownish gold. It’s my favorite time of day out here—the green of the Joshua trees, the buttermilk stucco, the orange-tile roofs, the ceramic turquoise birdbath in our backyard, everything supercharged, even the faded red of my old Land Cruiser. At my feet Sonny’s big black nose rests in a puddle of drool. Every so often he grunts and sighs in his sleep. He’s probably swimming in the gold-specked waters of Tahquitz Creek where I used to take him before arthritis set into his shoulders and hips. Or maybe he’s chasing down the woodchucks that burrowed underneath our elm trees back in Battlepoint where he spent his first spring.

Sometimes I like to pretend the small town I grew up in exists only in my head and that I have the power to invent a new history for it, my life thus turning out differently than it has—Dad still alive, still mayor, and Mom alive too, content and well adjusted. It’s pleasant to dream that I’ve made a life for myself back there, teaching English at the community college, as I do here. I imagine my little brother, Magnus, about to finish up at Battlepoint High School instead of the big one out here in this desert valley. It’s comforting to think of us surrounded by people who’ve known us since we were born.

In fact, I don’t even want to go back for a visit.

Magnus feels differently. He was only eight when we left, less than half my age at the time, and there’s so much he seems not to remember about those years and that place. Battlepoint, I tell him, is the seat of one of the least-populated counties in Minnesota and exceptional only for Crow Lake, whose shoreline it crowds, and for the vast forest of pines surrounding it. The sun rises from the trees and drops back into them. During winter, there are sixteen hours of darkness. In summer, seventeen hours of light.

You remember, don’t you? I ask him.

My brother watches me through his black-frame glasses and flicks a wing of blond hair out of his face. He’s skeptical. It’s a game we play sometimes, one that makes me nervous. Tell me more, his eyes say.

And so I explain again how the annual snowfall there is sixty inches, and how by mid-December the lake ice is thick enough to hold the trucks and cars that traffic back and forth between the access in town and the ragtag village of fish houses on the two-mile bar. I offer him tales of deer hunting. I describe the cold shock of jumping off the dock in mid-April, just days after the ice has gone out of the lake. I try to make him understand the peculiar heat of the northern sun in July and how it causes the earth to sweat beneath your feet. Sometimes these little stories and geography lessons are enough for Magnus. Other times, late at night, the two of us sitting up over strong black coffee, our voices sounding haunted and hollow in the dark, they’re not.

No, he’ll say then, tell me about us. By which he means, Our family: explain to me what happened to it. And he’ll lean forward and drum the table with his sturdy fingers, reminding me of Dad.

Moments like this I have little choice but to give him more of what he wants, a fuller accounting, to put forward the narrative to which he belongs. The problem is, whenever I try to spin it out for him like that, explain to him what happened, how we ended up out here and why there’s no good reason to go back, I find myself sanitizing things and leaving others out completely. Lying to him. You have to understand, I’m more of a father to Magnus than a brother—and isn’t it only right for parents to try to protect their children?

Yes, I tell myself, just as it’s right in due course to level with them. And that, finally, is what I mean to do.




I

IN THE WOODS
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This first part, I have to warn you, is ugly, and for too long now I’ve been carrying it alone, going to sleep on it at night and then waking in the dark, my T-shirt soaked through, the images and sounds playing out in my head, even as I tell myself it’s just a dream, there’s nothing I can do, it’s over and done.

Imagine it with me:

Gray dusk, mid-November, the north woods of Minnesota. You’re up in a tree, a red maple whose leaves have all dropped, and all around you the late-autumn woods are stirring in preparation for sleep—squirrels barking in descant, a pair of ground sparrows wrestling in the moist, dead leaves, an owl sliding past and fastening itself to the upper branch of a dead spruce thirty feet away. There’s still a chance the deer you’ve been waiting for will show itself, but that’s unlikely now and it doesn’t matter, because in the silence you’ve discovered your eyes and your ears and, best of all, your own company, on which someday you’ll have to rely.

In other words, you’re learning to trust yourself.

I was perched that day cross-legged on a small wooden platform eight or so feet off the ground, my lever-action .30-30 resting in my lap. My hands were so cold and numb that I couldn’t persuade them to pluck my watch from the bottom of my ammo pocket where it lay among a dozen unspent brass cartridges. With effort I maneuvered my fingers through zippers and wool and wedged them into my armpits to thaw. They felt like little frozen breakfast sausages, like nothing that belonged to me. When I could move them again, I fished out my watch by its broken band. Five twenty-two, it said. Just a few minutes more of legal shooting time, and then I’d be climbing down from my perch and making my way across the quarter-mile ridge to the old hairy white pine where my dad was sitting, and together the two of us would hike to the car, parked out of sight in the high brown ditchgrass.

For as long as I could remember I had been Dad’s pal, his shadow, his right-hand man. I fished and hunted with him. I worked alongside him on his fix-up projects—installing wooden booths in his supper club, the Valhalla, sanding the floors of the ex-governor’s old lake-home the year we bought it and moved in there, constructing a sauna in its attic. I hammered, painted, measured, pried and stapled. I tore things down and built them up. There was never a time when I was embarrassed to be seen with my dad, never any real awkwardness between us—though if there had been, I guess it wouldn’t matter now. If only I could just close my eyes and will myself back to that day, climb into that tree, grab hold of my collar and yank myself to my feet, say, Go, man, go now—hurry, and then watch that skinny young kid that was me vault out of his deer stand and race through the woods to save his dad, whom he loved. Whom I loved. The problem is, I didn’t know he needed saving. And anyway, I’m stuck with how it actually happened, the breeze stiffening out of the northeast, chilling my back and carrying with it the smell of winter coming.

As I watched the sun’s pink top falling beneath the treeline, I imagined how good it was going to feel getting thawed out. I imagined Dad and myself in the old hunting car, a giant twenty-year-old Mercury, saw him listen, pleased, to the little revs he produced with his foot, saw him reach into his pocket and throw me a candy bar before spreading his fat grizzly-bear hand in front of the vent to check for heat.

At five thirty I dropped my watch back into my ammo pocket. Then, with my thumb poised to eject the cartridges from my rifle, I heard the single report. Even considering the heavy growth of trees between us, it should have been louder, but that doesn’t explain the immediate feeling I had that something was wrong. I thought of Mom at home with Magnus, pictured her at the kitchen window, lovely but taut-faced, the last of the sun chroming her platinum hair.

Guns, she’d always say during hunting season, shaking her head. Years ago she had allowed Dad to teach her how to use his rifle—she’d even gone out into the woods with him a few times. But apparently that was an indulgence from early in the marriage.

I slid to the edge of my flat wooden perch, flipped over on my belly and scrambled down the crude ladder of boards we’d nailed to the maple’s trunk. From four or five feet up I jumped, and my knees jammed my chest on impact. I ran. Against all training and good sense, I ran with a loaded rifle through the woods, knowing I should wait for the second shot, the kill shot, before moving, knowing I should stop and unload. I sprinted along the top of the ridge, ducking the shaggy branches of the white pines, stumbling through clumps of red willow and then down the steep slope into the marsh where I crashed through cattails and high-stepped the ice-crusted muck. At the other side, on the edge of a five-acre cluster of white pine and birch, I paused. My heart was going hard, pushing blood out to my fingertips, which tingled, warm. Dad’s stand was only forty yards ahead, nailed seven feet up in a dying white pine, but I couldn’t see it or him. The sun had gone under by now, and a dirty blue darkness was rising from the forest floor.

Dad! I called, and then moved forward again. I felt my heart beating in my neck and tried to quicken my pace, but then I tripped on a tree root, a long naked thing my eyes picked up only as it hooked my booted toe.

Okay, I said out loud. I got back on my feet, relieved my gun hadn’t discharged, and tried to calm myself, slow my breathing. And it was then, just after I’d unloaded my rifle, that I saw him. For a moment I thought he was hiding from me back there behind the rotting trunk of the tipped-over birch tree, waiting to leap up and scare me. But next I saw his orange hunting cap ten feet away, hooked on the branch of a wild caragana, and then I saw his right eye staring past me into the woods—and then I saw where the top of his head should have been.

From the eyebrows up, he was simply gone, poof, blown away. Yet in spite of his ruined head, in spite of the way his right leg was tucked back under him at an angle he never could have managed, I felt certain that he was going to sit up and laugh, reassure me, It’s all right, Jesse, everything’s okay, because according to him everything always was.
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I don’t know how long I stood there. I don’t remember if I bent down to check for a pulse or if I laid my bare hand on his leather-gloved one that rested so peacefully on his chest, above his heart. I do know this: I can close my eyes and see him distinctly, in color. He was on his side, head resting on his right arm, which was stretched out straight and pointing toward the base of the tree from which he’d fallen. His rifle lay next to him, the ugly mouth of the barrel on his shoulder. The hood of his old khaki hunting coat had flopped open on the ground beneath him, and sticking out of the inner pocket of his blaze-orange vest, which had been unzipped and lay open, was a Baby Ruth candy bar. One leg was bent gracelessly beneath him, and his right eye stared past me into the trees, through the trees, actually, and into the deepening night, and through it too, far beyond anything. You can’t imagine the distance I saw in that blue eye. The other one had slipped back into his head, and all that showed of it was a bit of white in a bloody corner.

How could you do this to us? I thought.

In high-velocity rifle wounds—especially those in which the barrel of the gun, when discharged, is close to the head or touching it—the gas produced by combustion follows the bullet into the cranium, which then explodes under pressure. I’ve made a point of learning the physics of this, of being able to explain to myself why there was so much damage, why there was no forehead remaining, no head whatsoever above the ears and eyebrows, only a ragged lip of bone and flesh surrounding a bowl that held a profane, incomprehensible matter, red, black and pink.

Like I said, I don’t remember what I did when I found him, but what happened next I remember too well: running north down the darkening gravel road through the first-arriving slant of snowflakes, toward the Hansen farm a mile away, this instead of reaching into Dad’s pocket for the keys to the Mercury and driving into town for help, which would have made more sense. I remember the scraping, burning pain in my lungs and the fire number at the end of the Hansen driveway, one zero zero three, saying that out loud to myself, then pausing on the rotten planks of their front step and sucking air. You’d think I would have crashed in, yelling for a phone, but instead I waited a little while, commanding my breathing to slow. Then I knocked, firmly but not too hard. Immediately I heard movement inside. The muscles in my calves and thighs convulsed. A light snapped on, then Jake Hansen was squinting and shaking his head, his nose an inch behind the glass.

It’s Jesse Matson, I said. I need to make a phone call.

He shoved the door open, his green eyes watching me sideways, buck teeth clamped nervously on his bottom lip. He was two years younger than I was, small for his age, a mouthy kid. Tonight, though, he was quiet, his narrow head tilted to one side, as if he’d never laid eyes on me but knew I’d come here for the purpose of doing him harm.

I need your phone, I repeated.

Why? Jake asked.

I couldn’t bring myself to tell him why. Maybe it was the humility of a death belonging to me. Maybe I’d begun to doubt my wits. In any case, I stared at Jake and he stared back, his face as pale and bland as a dinner plate.

Something’s wrong, I said finally, pointing toward the woods, toward Dad.

Jake lifted an arm, not just a hand but the whole arm, as if it were a two-by-four, and aimed it toward a long vertical door next to the refrigerator. I walked over and swung it open, finding there on a small shelf above the hanging broom a black rotary phone. I inserted my finger into the nine hole, spun the dial clockwise and watched it spin back around. Then I dialed one, twice, quickly.

A woman came on the line, her soft voice asking if I needed help. It was no use sending an ambulance, I told her. He was already dead. I explained to her where I was and recited the Hansens’ fire number: one zero zero three. For a moment she was silent. When she started speaking again, her voice was even quieter.

You need to stay put, and everything will be all right, okay? I want you to sit there—you’re sitting down, aren’t you?—and just listen to me. We’re going to talk for a while, you and I. Okay? I want you to tell me about yourself.

Her whisper brought to mind a gingham apron and tortoise-shell glasses, a stout, flour-dusted woman in a church basement.

Didn’t you hear me? I said.

Shhh, please. It’s going to be all right. I’m not going anywhere, and you aren’t either. Tell me now, what year in school are you?

Jake appeared with a blue plastic tumbler full of water, holding it out to me, and I hung up on the woman’s whispering voice and accepted the glass, which felt cool in my fingers. I sat down at the table. Jake sat down too and set about watching me, his ears protruding from his skull like two small satellite dishes.

How, I wonder at times, does he remember that night? I hope he’s satisfied with how he handled himself. For years I’ve been meaning to find his phone number and give him a call, apologize, tell him thanks, but somehow I never get around to it.

I drank the water and watched pink splotches spread on Jake Hansen’s face and neck. Neither of us spoke. I felt beaten up, numb. I tried to block the stream of images crowding my mind, my little brother’s face, smashed and crumpled with grief, and Mom’s too, flattened into nothing.

Who’s going to tell them? I thought.

Wafers of snow tapped against the kitchen window.

I couldn’t help but remember a photograph we had. I still have it, in fact. It’s of all of us, taken during a camping trip to Lake Winnipeg. The print quality is poor, ghost images and blurred lines. We’re looking into the camera, our faces buoyant and glistening. At Mom’s request, the woman from the next tent had snapped it after her family and ours had combined our resources for a picnic—hamburgers and bratwurst grilled over a woodfire. Afterward we’d played volleyball on the beach, and I remember Dad grunting and laughing, throwing his heavy body around, clumsy and fast at the same time. Mom was sleek, nimble—she leaped and dove and swatted that striped beachball like a kid. She was still doing summer-stock theater then, still clinging, probably, to her dream of moving to Minneapolis and finding better roles and big-city acclamation.

Now, though, sitting in the Hansens’ kitchen, what I recalled about the photograph was the protective way Dad held on to us, arms all-encompassing, as if there were nothing in the world that could pull us away from him.

Or him from us.

Dr. Milius was the first to arrive, coming quietly into the kitchen, sitting down across the table from me and putting a warm hand on one of my knotted fists. Though he said nothing, his steadiness leaked into me like a small electrical charge. A short man with a yellowing white beard that reached to his chest, he was the doctor who had delivered me seventeen years before, given me penicillin shots in the butt for ear infections and physical exams for cross-country. Turn your head. Cough. I didn’t think of him as flesh and blood, but as some kind of gnome who existed solely for our benefit and that of the town. That night, of course, he was there in his role as county coroner, not as medical doctor.

Do you think you can lead us back out there, Jesse? he asked, finally. Help us find him?

He got up and came around to where I sat, and I jammed my ear against his heart, which was beating slow and steady, like the bass drum in a funeral march. The material substance of him and his vaguely sour scent reminded me of Dad.

You’re in shock, he said. But you’ll get through this. I promise.

I will?

He took me by the shoulders, held me at arm’s length and looked into my eyes.

Minutes later when the sirens came, I followed him to the door where I saw snow falling like ticker tape. Then Battlepoint Hospital’s rattletrap ambulance came rolling up the driveway, the sheriff’s black Jeep right behind it—and all around the perimeter of the farm a red storm of lights, flashing and beating against the pines.

Sheriff Stone gave me a pair of gloves—his own, I think, large black leather ones—and insisted that I wear them. I’ll crank the heater, he said as he put me in the backseat of the Jeep with Dr. Milius. Get you warmed up.

He was wearing his red-fox-fur hat, which for some reason struck me as ludicrous. I think I laughed. Then he gunned the engine and brought us surging out of the Hansens’ yard, and it occurred to me that Mom wasn’t here and should be.

Sheriff Stone had tried to find her, of course, but as it happened she was in the maternity ward of the hospital that night. She’d dropped Magnus off at a friend’s and was sitting through labor with a young neighbor of ours, LuAnn Parker, whose trucker husband was broken-down someplace in Texas. At about one in the morning, when Mom finally got the news, her heart slipped into a bad rhythm, alternately stalling and leaping in her chest.

Magnus and I didn’t see her until late the next morning at the hospital, where they’d kept her overnight after stabilizing her heart. She didn’t look good at all, and that’s saying a lot. Mom was in her middle thirties and still gorgeous. There was a luster and delicacy about her, a perfect arrangement of perfect parts, as if any little thing might throw it off. But that morning she was worn-out, her skin stretched across her nose and cheeks, her lake-blue eyes bulging. Magnus ran to her, climbed up on the bed and curled against her. I moved forward and touched her shoulder, which felt like a child’s, birdlike and vulnerable. For a while we stayed like that, the three of us, silent, hardly breathing. Then she shifted herself around to comfort my brother as he cried. He was a big boy for eight years old, square-faced and barrel-chested like Dad, a small Viking in black plastic glasses. His quiet sobs shook the whole bed.

As I watched Mom take his head in her hands and let her small fingers roam through his stiff hair, I was suddenly angry, my stomach burning with it. I wanted to be there on the bed with them. I wanted her hands on my head too, her fingers in my hair. But she made no move to draw me in, and so I stood there feeling huge and awkward, my body out of scale with theirs. Then she looked up at me, and I couldn’t help myself.

You should’ve been the one to find him, not me, I said to her. It’s not fair. You wouldn’t be lying there, looking at me like that.

Her eyes darted toward Magnus, whose head was tucked into the crook of her neck.

We’ll talk later, she whispered.

You don’t have a clue. You don’t get it.

Magnus lifted his head, and Mom pulled him back close. She said, Bring up a chair, Jesse. Right here, and sit down.

I forced myself to breathe. My hands felt clammy and my lungs tight. Magnus was peering at me, blinking through the lenses of his glasses, which were fogged like a windshield, his thin lips clamped in a firm line. I took a chair from the other side of the room and brought it next to the bed.

Breathe, I told myself.

Why did you get so sick? Magnus said to Mom. What happened to your heart? What made it start going funny like that?

Things like that just happen sometimes, sweetie. But they gave me some pills, and I’ll be okay now. No need to worry.

In fact, I’d already spoken with Dr. Milius—or he’d spoken with me, pulling me aside and telling me that Mom had experienced a cardiac arrhythmia. It shouldn’t threaten her health, he said, eyes blinking, serious. That is, with proper treatment. We need to stay on top of it.

The doctor on call had used a procedure called cardioversion to even out her rhythm, and this morning Dr. Milius had prescribed digoxin to regulate her heart rate, and Halcion to make sure she got the sleep she needed.

I’ve got to make sure she takes care of herself, he told me.

I felt like saying, It’s about time. I doubted if he knew how little Mom slept or how for the last few years she’d isolated herself in her room for a day or two every month, door closed and shades drawn, old rock tunes thumping from the radio as she gathered herself for another go at the world. Dr. Milius had delivered her children, immunized us against disease, and doctored our sore throats and coughs. What more was he supposed to do? Not even Dad had been able to save her from her periodic funks, though I wondered sometimes how hard he had tried. His habit, whenever Mom retreated, was to put on a determined cheerfulness and wait her out.

Listen, she said, pushing herself up straight in bed. From now on, it’s going to be our job to take care of each other, and that’s what we’ll do. Her voice was small and tenuous, her lips chapped and white, skull hollowed out at the temples. The tone of her voice was thin and lacked conviction—as if she were auditioning for a part halfheartedly.

Breathe.

Don’t worry, Magnus said then. I think they made a mistake. I’m pretty sure of it. I think Dad’s going to be okay.

The rage flared in my stomach again—at my brother for thinking what he’d just said and at myself for half believing him, but mostly at Dad for leaving. I willed him to come back, to walk into the room right now. In my head I made a picture of myself pounding his chest and face, and saw him dropping to his knees in pain on the yellow tile floor.

Say, Mom said. She reached out to the bed stand for the glass of water there and handed it to Magnus. This is getting warm. Could you run down the hall and fill it up at that cold fountain for me? The silver one across from the nurse’s desk?

My little brother took the glass and left. Watching him go, I felt my stomach rise, anticipating some confidence from Mom, or at least an acknowledgment of what I’d seen. But she only looked at me dead-eyed and opened up her arms. For a few moments I let her hold me, but then I had to push myself free so that I could speak. The words wouldn’t stay in my mouth.

You wouldn’t believe what he looked like, I said. How could he do that to me? Didn’t he know I’d be the one to find him? Didn’t he think of that?

Mom cut me off, her hands darting to my face, the tips of her fingers pressing against my mouth.

Mom, I can see him, right in here, I said, knocking my forehead with my fist. I’ll never be able to get rid of it.

She covered her eyes with her hands and shook her head, stranding me there on my chair, alone. A minute later, when Magnus came back with the water, my uncle was right behind him, boots clapping neat little double beats on the floor. Clay had always reminded me of a gunfighter out of a Western movie, his long mane prematurely gray, black mustache untrimmed and drooping. He always seemed more certain of himself than his situation warranted, but today he was a mess. His mouth jumped into a smile, then flattened out. I’d never seen him look so solemn, so confused, not even at his wife’s funeral a couple of years before.

He bent down and hugged me with one arm, a sinewy shoulder pressing into my neck. I smelled the cologne he always wore too much of, musky and sharp. He stepped to the side of Mom’s bed, picked up one of her pale hands and held it.

She pulled her hand away and slipped it beneath a fold in the green bedspread.

Clay took a chair from the side of the room and pulled it up next to me. He rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands and propped an ankle on one knee. He had on the silver-toed boots he wore when he was playing bass in whatever mediocre rock-and-roll band he happened to be in at the time. Mom rearranged herself against her pillow and drew Magnus closer to her, wrapped an arm around his chest.

You know how much I loved him, Clay said. My big brother! I mean, how many times was he there for me? He glanced in my direction, eyes muddy and red-rimmed, as if they’d gone wandering on their own last night through smoke and fire and only just now returned. He looked back at Mom. Listen, he said. I was thinking. Maybe I could help out at the Valhalla for a while. Do the books, make out the schedule, whatever. After work I could go over and spend the evening—if my band’s not playing. Stick around till it’s time to lock up. Keep things on an even keel.

Mom shook her head, eyes closed. That’s good of you, Clay, but I already called Rich and Marly and told them we’re closing up till after Christmas. I called Ernie at the bank too. It’s just too much to think about right now. The restaurant’ll have to wait.

I want to help, Genevieve. Any way I can. I hope you know that.

She rested the side of her face against Magnus’s coarse blond hair and nodded.

Clay’s smile flashed again and disappeared. By the time he left a few minutes later, taking Magnus with him, anger twisted inside me like a blade, carving out a hollow nausea. I willed myself not to get sick.

We don’t need his help, I said.

You’re sure of that? Mom asked.

He’s probably glad Dad’s dead.

Jesse. Listen to yourself.

Think about it.

I will not think about it. Please, don’t be crazy.

She raised a hand against me, her palm flat like a traffic cop’s, and I got up and walked out of the room. What complicated things for Mom was the fact that she had dated Clay in high school, this of course before she had fallen for Dad, who was fond of pointing out that he’d rescued her from his little brother.

Don’t be smug, Mom liked to say. If I’d married Clay, maybe he’d be the mayor in the family. Or, with his looks, governor.

It was a good-humored shot, and Dad never seemed to take offense. In fact, this part of family history was a source of amusement—even for Clay, who sent Mom nonanniversary cards and joked about prenup deal breakers. Until now, there had been no reason to give it any thought.

In the hospital chapel, with its pine-paneled walls and dozen folding chairs, I tried to sort out the chaos in my head. If there were anything like fairness in the world, Dad would be the one still living, and my uncle would be gone. The younger of the two by three years, Clay had already racked up a lifetime of bad luck and bad karma. He hadn’t married until he was past thirty, and before that he’d had a long series of girlfriends and a longer one of jobs. When I was young, I’d get up in the morning sometimes and find him asleep on our living room couch, kicked out or evicted. Having him around wasn’t terrible, but I did resent the attention he required. Suppertime conversations always focused on him—his narrated adventures of life on the road with a weekend bar band, his latest jilting—and then Dad would head back to the restaurant while Clay stayed on, taking advantage of Mom’s ear and enduring her lectures. She treated him like a son and seemed to believe his long run of hard luck made him deserving of our sympathy. I wasn’t sure I agreed.

Things didn’t change much when Clay got married to Marnie Primrose and moved with her into the lakeside farm where she’d grown up. They fought like spoiled teenagers, and every time she locked him out, he came and stayed with us. Two years of that, then Marnie died of cancer.

I need to point out that all this while, as Clay’s fortunes mostly fell, Dad’s rose. He leveraged his way into a dead restaurant and made it the best in town. He purchased and resuscitated the ex-governor’s summer home, a rock-and-timber two-story rich in mice and nightmare plumbing. And then on top of it all, he got himself elected mayor. I never really considered whether Clay was bitter over his brother’s success, because the two always seemed to get along fine.

During the final year of Dad’s life, however, things between them got rocky. What happened was that Dad tied his reelection for mayor to a plan that would use the unprecedented budget surplus to put up thirty or so inexpensive houses, which would then be sold with no down payment to low-income families. He wanted to make things better for the influx of Latino workers who’d been recruited by the town’s new turkey-processing plant. So far, so good. The trouble was, his proposal had the new homes going up on the present site of the trailer park—Little Mexico, people called it—where most of the new turkey-plant workers lived, and where Clay was employed as manager, a job that, ironically, Dad had pulled strings to get for him.

I remember the night he announced his proposal to the town council. Clay had gotten wind of what was going on, and he was there in the meeting room on the second floor of city hall, sitting at the back, stroking his mustache. Dad laid things out with his usual rhetorical flair, peering over the top of the plastic half-glasses he’d bought at the drugstore after first getting elected. A debate ensued between Dad and those who wanted to use the surplus for other things—a straight-out rebate or a new community center, for instance. I think Dad was surprised by the resistance he ran into. In any case, when the meeting was over he and I walked to the rear of the building, stepped into the old service elevator and rode down to the alley, where we found Clay waiting for us in the dark, leaning against the driver’s door of the Mercury. An unpleasant smile split the bottom of his face.

You’re looking pleased with yourself, he said.

Not on purpose. Dad shook his head.

Nobody elected you king, Harold. That’s something you want to remember.

The pale yellow floodlight above us threw into high relief the permanent half-marble lump on Clay’s forehead, the result of an accident years ago when the ancient bus of the band he was in at the time had lost a wheel and plowed into a freeway sign at seventy miles per hour. It was the only flaw in his handsome face. He lifted a boot and kicked at the dirt, shifted himself against the door of our car. Hard as he tried to be imposing, next to Dad’s girth, my uncle looked scrawny and underfed.

You give any thought yet to what’ll happen to me if you get your development? Look, Harold, I need this job. Can’t you see? For the first time in my life, things are going all right. I’ve been there two years.

Dad reached into his pocket and pulled out his car keys.

There’s always some way to keep me down, isn’t there, Clay said.

Hey, who got you the job in the first place? Dad countered. He reached up and laid a hand on Clay’s shoulder. Then he gave me a look, and I went around to the passenger side and popped the door.

Come on over to the restaurant in the morning, I heard Dad say. I’ll pour the coffee.

By the time I was settled in the passenger seat, Clay had stepped away from the car and stood flat-footed on the dirt lot, arms hanging at his sides. Dad climbed in behind the wheel, the weight of him rocking the old boat on its springs. He put the key in the ignition and fired the engine and gunned it a couple of times. When it fell back to a smooth idle, he cranked down the window and slung an elbow over the side.

Genevieve told me she had a chance to hear this new band you’re putting together. Over at the Galaxy. Said you sounded real good.

Yeah? Clay’s shoulders straightened a little. I think this might be it. I really do. We’re into original stuff, not just covers. Who knows?

That’s great, Dad said.

He threw the transmission into reverse, backed into the alley and jammed the shift lever into drive, the rear end clanking. He spun the wheel, and the big front end came around, headlights sweeping over his brother, who hauled one long arm up from where it was hanging and managed an awkward wave good-bye.
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I put on my hooded gray sweatshirt and nylon running pants, my navy watch cap, my running shoes and finally my buckskin gloves, and then I headed south toward downtown. The sky was low and damp, the temperature hovering around the freezing mark—not all that cold, but I could feel ice crystals ticking against my face as I ran. That afternoon Dr. Milius had come to the hospital to explain that his preliminary findings suggested suicide. Official cause of death, however, would be determined by the state coroner in St. Paul, where Dad’s body had already been sent.

At the Valhalla I let myself in with my key and stood for a few minutes next to the glass case that housed Dad’s Viking battle-ax. The smells of the place were familiar to me, and I found them comforting now—the heavily oiled wood, the candle smoke scented with vanilla, the odor of fry grease. I stepped into the dining room. He’d finished everything in dark-stained oak: the high-backed booths, the tables and chairs, the paneled walls and ceiling. A medieval Viking hall had been the motif he was trying for. He used to say, People want to get away, Jesse, they want to feel like they’ve been somewhere, and in fact I think many of his customers did feel that way. I remember women unbuttoning the tops of their blouses and touching their throats, slipping their feet from their shoes. Men rolling up their sleeves and flexing the muscles of their forearms. And me, watching from the kitchen or my dish cart and thinking, Dream on.

It was a relief to be out of the house. I’d had all the reality I could take for a while—all the crying, all the dull stares. I simply couldn’t hang around any longer watching Mom’s perfect face come apart. Worse, I felt drained, sucked dry by Magnus, who all day had been watching me as if there were something I was holding back, some revelation that would save us from the broken world we’d stumbled into.

I moved into the lobby and stood just far enough from the window to avoid being seen. Headlights of cars swept over me as they turned from Second onto Main. The yellow caution light flashed at the intersection. Then, like the fragment of a lovely dream, Christine Montez came walking down the sidewalk with her cousin Theresa. I stepped back, out of the light. Christine said something I couldn’t make out, then paused to admire herself in the window. She leaned close, turning to examine the line of her jaw, fingering a small blemish there. Not for the first time, she reminded me of a painting that hung above the desk in Dad’s basement office at home, of an olive-skinned, barefoot Madonna, her hair dark and loose, arms bare to the elbows, ringed fingers slender, provocative, baby Jesus in her lap, his cheeks and limbs carnally plump. Even as a child I’d been drawn to that painting. It triggered feelings—pleasant and disturbing both—that I didn’t understand, and whenever I sneaked downstairs to stare at it, I worried that someone might find me out.

The year before, Christine and I had been photo-lab partners during a journalism unit in English class, and for a single week, an hour each day, we worked silently beneath the dim red darkroom lamp—making contact sheets, navigating the enlarger, and bathing our prints in the chemical baths where the latent images emerged and clarified as if summoned by our whims. On the last day I surprised myself by touching her. She was at the enlarger, fine-tuning the focus on a negative of her baby sister, when I moved close and put my fingers on the small of her waist. She didn’t flinch or speak but simply turned to face me. All I had to do was lean forward.

A simple kiss is all it was. It didn’t lead to another or even to conversation, but for weeks afterward we searched each other’s eyes in the hallways and classrooms at school, waiting—or at least I was—for the word or phrase that would conjure that moment in the darkroom. I didn’t know what my next move should be. Something, some fear, paralyzed me. Maybe it was how she looked, the black targets of her eyes, her mouthwatering lips, her compact body. I couldn’t imagine that somebody as ordinary-looking as I was could be a match for her. Or maybe it was our separate places in the community—there wasn’t a lot of intermingling between the white kids and the ones who lived in Little Mexico. More than anything, though, I think I was scared on account of her dad, who was doing time in prison for nearly killing a man. My friend Charlie Blue’s mother, Diane, had been there in the bowling alley when it happened, and the way she described it, Daniel Montez had overheard Rudy Foss telling a Mexican joke to a couple of his pals and gone after all three of them. Rudy, son of Councilman Bull Foss, was the one who hadn’t gotten away.

In any case, I kept my distance, and Christine did too.

Come on, I heard her say now. Movie starts in two minutes.

Through the plate-glass window I watched as she took a final assessment, caught one last angle of her face in the glass. Then she was gone. Three blocks away the electronic bells of Pastor Lundberg’s church started tolling.

My usual route was back and forth through the residential streets of town, but tonight for some reason I retraced my steps north to our street, Lake, and followed it east all the way out past the swimming beach on Battlepoint, the long spit of land for which the town was named. I’d been running since eighth grade and loved the soaring sensation I got when I reached a point beyond tired and something else kicked in. Not only that, I liked the break from human contact.

Tonight that’s what I needed.

For more than a mile Lake Street ran parallel to the Burlington Northern line, and just past town’s edge was a double bridge, where both the road and the rail tracks passed over Boy River. The channel wasn’t wide, probably twenty yards, but in that place the flow had cut a deep cleft in the edge of a glacial moraine. In spring when the water ran high, kids jumped in on dares. More than one had miscalculated and died on the rocks below.

I was halfway across when I noticed Dwayne Primrose on the tracks to my right, moving with that unforgettable stride of his, puppet legs swinging, each step covering an amazing distance, arms pressed flat to his sides. He had on his denim coat with the dirty sheepskin collar and his signature mittens, pink and hand-knit—children’s mittens, outsized. He was about thirty-five and lived in a tiny apartment on the second floor of the Valhalla building. At the risk of putting too sharp a point on it, I’ll add here that he was the town dimwit. Socially handicapped might be a better way to put it. Possibly just pure of heart. He was the brother of Clay’s dead wife, Marnie, and Clay watched out for him—helped him with his shopping, chauffeured him around town, made certain he had enough food in his refrigerator. I’d seen him on these tracks many times. This was the route he followed to the house where Clay lived, the house Primrose himself had grown up in and that his sister, Marnie, had inherited from their parents, and Clay from her when she died.

I waved as I ran by him but didn’t realize he’d seen me until I’d gone another dozen strides and heard him call out, Jesse! in that high-pitched, atonal voice of his. I turned and came jogging back. He’d crossed over and was stepping down off the tracks, moving in his unhurried way through dead weeds and grass to the edge of the road. We met on its gravel shoulder.

Hey, I said.

His lips were puckering and unpuckering, as they often did. Just wondering, he said. Did you know a cornet’s the same length as a trumpet?

Primrose had been a trumpet player in high school, as I was now, and so we had that in common.

No, I told him. It’s shorter.

It only looks that way. They’re the same. But the cornet’s got two or three bends in the tubing before it reaches the valves, and the trumpet’s only got one. That makes the cornet look shorter. He spoke in an odd mechanical drone, as if he’d put everything to memory and practiced it before a mirror.

I started to run in place, lifting my knees high. I better go, I said. It’s getting cold.

Mine’s a cornet. Yours is a trumpet. And they’re both the same length, even if it doesn’t look like it. If they weren’t, they wouldn’t be in the same key.

He reached out and took my shoulder in the tips of his fingers, a gentle yet firm grip, then pushed his face close to mine and whispered, What happened, Jesse? You were there.

His eyes were moist—confused, I thought—and I smelled onions on his breath. I lifted my knees higher and tried to back away, but he held on to my shoulder.

There’s going to be a ruling, I told him. The state coroner’s the one that decides.

I’m sorry, Primrose said. I’m sorry. His lips twitched and steam left his nose in two white lines. I shrugged out of his grip and backed away, then turned and headed west, back toward town. Glancing over my shoulder, I saw him standing in place, his narrow body leaning like a frail tree in the wind.

I wasn’t tired yet, or ready to go home, so I ran back again on Lake, right on past our house to the other edge of town, then north past Little Mexico and the turkey plant. At the intersection of County 20, I angled by the junkyard, where the bent, crushed and twisted cars were stacked higher than the wooden fence built to hide them. Off to my right, the whole time, lay Crow Lake. It wasn’t a cold night but felt so because of the dampness. Clouds hung like tattered bedsheets among the treetops. I moved without strain—no need to connive my legs into keeping pace. I ran light and smooth, a low buzzing heat prickling against the inside layer of my clothes.

Before I’d even thought of turning back I came to the place where the hardtop ended and the road narrowed to a gravel trail, a change I registered through the soles of my shoes. Trees rose up on both sides of me, but I could see where they thinned out ahead, and then soon, off to my right, the wrought-iron gate at the entrance to Sawmill Cemetery. I glanced at the stones: high ones and small ones, crosses, obelisks. I ran on past and kept going, still not tired. I could have run all night—there was no labor in my breathing, the air going in and out of my lungs, my limbs comfortably warm, my feet lifting and touching, my arms pumping in a cadence that was close to perfect. I started to experiment, closing my eyes and running blind for five, ten strides, my sense of direction absolute. Then fifteen, twenty strides, blind, unaware of the ground beneath my feet, free of the earth, and able—for a few moments, anyway—to look back with a tenderness that was almost painful on everything I’d left behind.

By ten that night Mom was in her own bed, propped against the headboard and staring at the TV, which I’d lugged into her room and planted on the dresser. Forty-five minutes ago I’d given her the Halcion Dr. Milius had prescribed, two of the little powder-blue tablets instead of the one he had indicated, and now I watched the surface of her eyes glaze over. She started blinking, eyelids fleshy and slow, then tried to smile but managed only a twitch at the corner of her mouth. Another couple of minutes and she nodded gravely and tipped over like a bag of flour on a pantry shelf. Half an hour later, after spiking Magnus’s cocoa with a half tablet of the Halcion, I was on my way over to my friend Charlie’s house.

I would have walked except the temperature was dropping and I couldn’t bear the thought of letting any of the cold inside me, knowing now what it meant. I drove the Mercury, fishtailing down Lake Street, thumping through pillowdrifts and holding my breath to keep from frosting up the windshield. Charlie lived four blocks east of us, next to the city park, in a small rambler attached to the bait shop that his dad had operated until a few years ago, when for no apparent reason he’d hanged himself from a branch of the giant elm in his backyard. Now his widow ran the place. Diane.

She was the one who came to the door—in fact she opened it before I’d lifted a hand to knock. She waved me inside, standing back and watching me cautiously, as if trying to gauge how I’d changed. Then she grabbed me and hugged me hard, squeezed me in her skinny arms and cried, her tears hot on my neck.

I’ll just let you boys talk, she said, stepping back. I’m up early, you know.

Charlie had appeared out of his bedroom, and she laid a hand on his shoulder, looked from him to me, and shook her head. He led me through the breezeway and out into the bait shop, where he plugged in the five-gallon coffeemaker that his mom kept filled at all times. He lit a cigarette, then offered me one from his pack. For once, I accepted.

His eyes gleamed, and I thought he might cry. Instead, he laid his cigarette on the side of a minnow tank and danced toward me in a boxer’s shuffle. He jabbed me in the chest with a left hand—hard enough to rock me back on my heels.

Remember? he asked, and jabbed at me again.

I stepped back, throwing a combination in return, but didn’t have any heart for it. After his dad died, he and I had gone on a boxing spree. Every day after school, his house or mine. He’d come after me like a maniac, fists like pistons, all over me at once, and there was nothing for me to do but to fend him off until finally I’d get mad and fight back. It seemed to help him, take his mind off things. Tonight, though, I couldn’t find any impulse in that direction, any energy for a fight. He dismissed it all with a wave and slumped down in one of the ladder-back chairs they kept for the old-timers who liked to come in and tell stories. I pulled up a chair too, and we sat there next to the smelly fish tanks and smoked cigarettes and drank coffee.

It’s too weird, he said. I saw your dad as this guy that had it all together.

He was.

Hell, yes, Charlie said.

I mean, you can’t fake a whole life, can you? I asked.

Charlie leaned back and drew down hard, the end of his cigarette glowing bright. He blew a line of smoke rings, puh, puh, puh.

I told him what it was like finding Dad in the woods, what the bullet had done to his head, how I’d gone running for help. I told him about Mom’s heart and explained that we’d decided to shut down the Valhalla until after Christmas. Charlie studied me hard, his tongue flashing out from time to time to moisten the scar at the corner of his mouth where he’d been snagged by his dad’s fishhook when he was six. They’d been casting Dardevles off their dock for northerns when one of his dad’s big treble hooks had caught Charlie and pulled right on through, leaving a one-inch tear. The scar had whitened over the years, though in cold weather it flared up bright red and swelled.

But you didn’t see it coming either, right? I asked. I mean, with your dad.

Hey, I was thirteen, what did I know about anything? Uh-uh. Zip. It was unbelievable. It was like the worst plot from the worst novel from the schlockiest hack-writer you can imagine.

Charlie had become a big reader after his dad died. When he wasn’t in school or helping his mother, he sequestered himself in his room, smoking, his head in a book. Of the two of us, he’s the one you would have expected to become the English teacher. Not me.

But Mom, he said, talk about tormenting yourself. Ever since then, it’s all this shit we should’ve noticed but didn’t. Like he had a major case of depression and we were idiots for not doing anything about it. Maybe she’s right. We’ve got to find some excuse for him, don’t we? For what he did to us?

I guess. Otherwise how can you forgive him?

Charlie laughed. You’re a funny guy, Jesse.

What else are you going to do? I asked.

You wanna know?

I nodded.

Hold it against him forever is what I’m gonna do. Every night, you know what I tell him in my heart? Burn. In. Hell.

I always liked your dad, I said.

Me too, said Charlie. The son of a bitch.

We talked most of the night, and to Charlie’s credit he didn’t try to tell me things would get better. Mostly, he listened. Yet there was something about him that bothered me that night. It was the way his lips kept slipping into the tiniest smile and the scar puckered at the corner of his mouth. Now you know what it’s like, he seemed to be telling me. Now we’re the same, you and me.

At about five o’clock, time for his mom to come out and open the shop for morning business, I stood up from my chair, put on my blanket-lined canvas hunting coat and leaned across the minnow tank to set my coffee mug on the counter. That’s when I felt something crinkle at my right side, up against my ribs. I reached into the pocket of my coat and came up with a Baby Ruth candy bar, which I held up beneath the buzzing fluorescent bulbs suspended above the minnow tanks.

Hungry? Charlie asked.

Dad loved these, I said.

I had no memory, and still don’t, of bending down and slipping the candy bar from Dad’s pocket as he lay on the floor of the woods—but that’s surely what I must have done. Carefully now I tucked it back into my pocket and told Charlie I had to go home.

I don’t want to be gone when Mom wakes up, I said. The last thing she needs is another scare.

Outside, there was no morning in the trees yet. It was absolute dark and aching cold, with a north wind hard off the water. The lake wanted to freeze up solid but wasn’t able to, riled as it was, clanking and chiming. I drove with my left hand on the wheel, my right in my coat pocket. With my fingertips I brushed at the smooth wrapper of the candy bar.

I went on past our place and made a loop through downtown, then retraced my route east past Charlie’s to the public beach on Battlepoint. I parked in the gravel lot and sat for a while, watching the extravagant water and listening to the ice. On summer nights Dad and I had often come here after a day of shingling or sanding floors or painting, especially during those first years in the Lake Street house when he and I had pretty much restored it from the ground up. Sometimes we didn’t even bother to change into our swimsuits—we’d just climb into the Mercury, drive out to the beach and plunge right in wearing our dusty, sweaty clothes. Dad always hit the water first. He’d kick off his shoes and run down across the sand in that rolling gait of his, bearlike, rocking back and forth, then splash in up to his thighs and launch himself in a whale flop.

This morning, though, the lake wasn’t inviting. It looked angry, bent on killing somebody. I let the engine idle and sat for maybe fifteen minutes watching the waves and, not far above them, the windblown, ragged clouds. I was tired, beat, absolutely wasted—two nights without sleep and not at all sure it would come even now.

I was trying to decide whether to stay a little longer and eat the Baby Ruth bar or go on home to bed, when I saw him in the black water. He was thirty yards out, at the far reach of my headlights, chest-deep, arms afloat on either side of him, hands rising and falling on the waves and the plates of ice. He was still wearing his blaze-orange vest. The hood of his hunting coat flapping about his head—now, as I remember it—brings to mind a monk in flight from some secret order. He tottered straight for me into the glare, lurching as he entered the shallows, one leg splayed to the side. At the front of the Mercury he reached out and touched the chrome hood ornament with the tips of his bloated fingers, tentatively, as if he expected an electric shock. I popped open the door and stepped from the car. I could smell the sharp cordite stink of gunpowder and also the beeswax he used on his hunting boots.

What are you doing? I asked.

The sound of my voice straightened his shoulders. Then the canvas hood of his coat blew free, and I saw in the headlights that his face was like a burned-out building, blackened at the windows and caved in on itself. His right eye was a luminous blue grape, red-veined, bewildered. It blinked at me suspiciously. The other had disappeared somewhere behind its empty socket. Odd as it might seem, I wasn’t surprised or frightened. He was my dad, after all, and I’d spent part of every day of my life with him. And because he’d left so unexpectedly, it seemed fitting that he should come back to explain himself. I was angry, though. Furious. I wanted to scream in his face. I wanted to shoot him, kill him again. Who did he think he was, ripping my life apart and stomping on it?



OEBPS/images/UndiscoveredCo-cover.jpg
LIN ENGER






