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Praise for Robin McLean and


Get ’em Young,


Treat ’em Tough,


Tell ’em Nothing



“Not since Denis Johnson’s Jesus’ Son have I read a book of stories that so resonated in my soul. McLean’s prose sings with a fierceness that is ornate and sparse, spiritual and secular, peaceful and violent. These are stories that remind of Annie Proulx, Joy Williams, and Flannery O’Connor: surprising in the fundamental weirdness of mundane life pressed inextricably into the borderlands. The best collection of stories I have read in years.”


christian kiefer


“I challenge you to point to another writer like McLean. She is voracious, and her vision is brutal, yet hilarious. We will see her everywhere. These brilliant tales are so surprisingly original, so strange and moving, so funny, so irreverent, I swallowed them, I ate them whole.”


deb olin unferth


“These stories, they churn and turn with ferocious pace and a brute subject-verb force. McLean is a writer of pure conviction, unafraid of risk, unconcerned with convention, objective but deeply humane, alive to wonder and strangeness. This collection, like her first, is beautiful and harrowing. I’ll say it again and again: Nobody writes like Robin McLean.”


chris bachelder


“Robin McLean has always excelled in narrators who communicate their own self-sufficiency even as they inadvertently reveal the extent to which they’re actually barely holding it together. They live in places where a bed frame and box spring are just a dream. They remind us that they’re still evolving … And yet somehow in the face of all of that, her protagonists summon lift, and generate that tenderness necessary to continue. The results are fictions that unite the personal and the political in ways that we need now more than ever.”


jim shepard


“Deeply engaged with the rural, with people on their way off the grid, Robin McLean’s fiction is at once fantastical and intensely observed. These are stories about human frailty and darkness, shot through with small moments of glory … ”


brian evenson


“Where so many American writers balk at genuine human darkness, Robin McLean steps inside with a poet’s eye and an ill-used gavel she swiped from the decaying desk of some corrupt, abusive judge. The results are gripping, chilling, and far too realistic for the term. These ten modern parables lay bare our species’ manifold predicaments here in the dimming light of imagined futures. An unforgettable book.”


kyle beachy


“Robin McLean writes with a kind of tender violence, her sentences aimed like fire hoses at a burning world. I loved this collection, and its cast of extraordinary characters will haunt my dreams.”


dani shapiro


“I loved these brilliant, atmospheric and original stories – Robin McLean is such an exciting writer, and this is her best so far.”


joanna kavenna
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For all the kids—





(especially)


M, C, S, K, L & E









I shake my two hairy fists at the sky


and I let out a howl so unspeakable


that the water at my feet turns sudden ice


and even I myself am left uneasy.


—Grendel,


John Gardner










‌But for Herr Hitler


Iris got her name from a great-aunt, whose phone was tapped during the Red Scare. Agents took pictures of the house through gaps in the fence. Great-Aunt Iris spoke pig Latin on the phone and buried cigar boxes under the cabbage and spinach.


“They get salary,” she said to her namesake later. “So they must vork for it.”


Iris thought the name was old-fashioned. Eric liked old-fashioned. “Iris, yes, Iris.” They met on opposite sides of a bowl of peanuts. She said he looked familiar. She liked his crew cut, his right arm without a hand, and the smell of his earlobe when she leaned in, speaking into him over the crowd. Iris set his hook on the bar by her beer. A punk band played over his shoulder. He watched her eyes drift from bass to drummer. She rolled his sleeve back to the bicep, revealing a Norse god blurred at the edges.


“Thor,” Eric said.


“You’re kidding,” Iris said, and crossed her fishnet legs.


“Gods are handy,” he said. “If he comes in, I’ll introduce you.”


“Where’d the hand go?” she said.


“Some raghead’s got it,” Eric said.


They fucked the first night in her little blue car, yes yes, whatever you want—his hand on her inner thigh, her finger on his defenselessness. She climbed on top.


“What are you?” he said. “You’re perfect.”


She gazed out the back seat window. The alley, lit by a security spotlight, was only average filthy, beer-can scent and rotting fish. Puget Sound sloshed between buildings. The dumpster was empty. The garbage strike was finally over.


“Let’s run away,” she said. “To some big shiny life.”


He crawled out from under.


“A big life,” he said. “Someplace big.”


His father had said, Think big or stay home, one then another apartment in the projects.


She got pregnant the third or fourth time.


The car had dents in the fender, cracked and wilting wiper blades.


“I couldn’t find the pills,” she said.


He took the key. He slid into the driver’s side. The car had come to her when Great-Aunt Iris died. “She refused to eat,” Iris told him. “She pushed the tray of mashed potatoes off the bed, shook her head sorry for the mess, asked for her stash of pills from her political days. Tried to tell me with her eyes where the pills were.”


“I want land,” he said. “Lots of it.”


“Fine,” she said.


“The smell of pine.”


“Wonderful.”


She strapped the seat belt over her belly, pulled the visor to block the sun. They left Seattle.


“We’ll buy it from an old man with whiskers,” he said. “Shotgun on the porch, dogs in the yard.”


She petted the bristles on his neck. “Just get me out of here.”


The road crossed into Canada, cut through a thousand miles of mountains, then a thousand more of marshy flat, a continent of black spruce. Her earrings hung to her clavicles. They swung at ruts, knocked her jawbone.


Dead bugs slicked the windshield. They stopped at creeks to scrub the glass. “I want a hot tub,” she said, knee-deep in ferns. “I want sliding doors to the patio.”


“You will be a queen,” he said.


They crossed out of Canada at Beaver Creek, which consisted of low, scanty prefab clusters. Border City was smaller. A gas pump and an American flag. The road was potholes and humps with washed-out places. The land was too wide for cameras. Signs on gravel roads pointed to national parks she’d never heard of. They passed log cabins and stick-frame houses with airstrips and small planes in driveways. They passed Moose Creeks, Bear Creeks, Bad Luck Rivers. They passed teepee gift shops with split-rail fences and twenty-foot chiefs standing with hatchets, warpath feathers, and painted foreheads, cheeks, and noses—gold, white, and blue—their right hands raised in peace signs.


She sniffed the big sky stretching to the far-off mountains. “I don’t smell anything.”


Telephone poles were very thin men walking in line.


Trees were trees. Trees. Trees.


“Who could live in all this nothing?” she said.


“The pioneers,” he said.


The tire blew at Tok. She handed him a lug wrench. He lay on the shoulder. They rolled the tire to the liquor store, past a double-wide church, a hardware store, and a tiny pet shop closed for the season. They shared a bottle of rum on the step. An Athabaskan boy patched the puncture. He was slow to speak, to answer questions.


“I don’t think he likes us,” Iris said, sipping backwash.


Eric spat at the gravel between his boots. “Why would he?”


They’d heard land was two hundred an acre near Delta. They borrowed the money from Iris’s mother. “We’ll pay back every penny.”


They bought eighty acres with a butte at half price. Iris wanted the butte for the view.


“An impossible driveway,” the real estate agent warned, but he’d come from California.


Eric bought dynamite. On weekends, he rented a pile driver and bored holes, set fuses behind boulders. A neighbor came with a Bobcat and cleared the rubble. “No better reason for a party,” he said and slapped the backs of new arrivals. Others brought shovels and earplugs. They sat on tailgates, muddy boots dangling.


More people arrived. Blasting rock walls for new roads seemed the best kind of entertainment. Iris stood on the double yellow lines with the other onlookers. They all knew each other. There were few cars, but the cars that came flashed their brights, slowed, and asked Iris her due date.


One neighbor woman came on foot, appeared through the trees, up the trail from the glacier. Her kids followed, scattered.


“Blast away,” the woman said. “Welcome to the neighborhood.”


Trucks pulled in. Engines ticked and cooled. Evening was blue, full of blast dust.


“Need a hand?” someone called.


Eric waved his hook. She’d never seen him laugh like that.


“My advice,” said the woman, pointing at Iris’s belly. “School that baby at home. No one comes to Alaska for other people’s opinions. Learn to love moose and salmon.”


The woman slugged Coke from a two-liter bottle. She swatted her kids when they begged for a sip. The sun was pink well after dinnertime. Scorched leaves, pulverized rock, sweat, bug spray, a whiff of sulfur. It was still midsummer, but new snow dusted the peaks and saddles.


“You like it here yet?” the woman said.


“I hate bugs,” Iris said.


“Too bad for you,” said the woman.


“We’re living in a tent,” Iris said.


“Everyone starts in a tent.”


The woman offered Coke, and Iris drank some. When parts of the wall exploded, the noise echoed off distant cliffs. Men leaped and laughed in the showers of dust.


“All the quiet’s the hardest getting used to,” said the woman. “And if you don’t like trees, best divorce him now.”


“I like trees,” Iris said.


A trooper rolled by. Men leaned in his window, played with his radio.


“Dark winters,” the woman said. “Some people blow their brains out. Drink.”


“I don’t mind the dark,” Iris said. “We get along.”


“Don’t get fat,” said the woman. “Don’t get ugly.”


They swatted mosquitoes. They sat in lawn chairs at midnight. The sun rolled across serrated peaks. Kids leaned under hoods in headlights. They poured jugs of water on steaming engines. They threw snowballs from patches left in ditches. Eric in the middle of everything, pointing and directing—taller than ever before, she thought.


They were drinking coffee at six. Someone had brought a potful from the lodge. The woman was counting kids, finally heading home. A happy, tired family.


“Why in hell do you live here?” Iris said.


“Come see my glacier,” said the woman.






[image: ]








Once, Great-Aunt Iris apprehended a masked intruder, cornered him in the bathroom with a dog and mop. He dropped his sack. She cuffed him with antique handcuffs, Berliners with an oval-key top. She marched him though the yard. In the garage, she duct-taped him to a chair by the mower, round and round till the roll ran out. She locked the door. After twenty-four hours she let him go but didn’t uncuff him. He smelled of piss and shit. She pressed twenty dollars in his pocket.


She said, “Never try such nonsense again!”
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The chainsaw was designed for handless veterans by the VA. When Eric signed for the crate at the PO, he thanked the clerk, refused help getting it to the truck. The blade sliced trees along the easement. He walked behind it, kicked the rounds apart with his heel. He counted trees until he stopped counting. If his father ever came to visit, the old man would approve of the overall plan. He’d approve of Iris too, since his father preferred tall women, said small-women men got it all wrong since a tall woman fits best, pushes back, enjoys herself. His father would never make the trip, Eric knew. He watched Iris drag the slash to the burn pit. The baby napped on a stump in the car seat.


The house Eric built was a shack at first, stick frame. A generator for light, wood for heat, and a gate round the woodstove. He dreamed up names for the parcel: Irisville. Iris Junction. At first, they played chase in the trees, rode the dogsled when the snow got good, ate goat cheese until the goat died. He got part-time work with the state troopers. Wolves at night. Bears. Coyotes. The second child was a girl. The mud was worse than imagined. Iris’s city clothes were ruined quickly, her earrings lost. Before the well, they bathed in a lean-to by the creek: fire, suds, and steam on rock.


“There’s no way to get cleaner,” Eric said in a cloud.


They sponged each other’s backs, rinsed with water from plastic jugs.


“I want running water,” she said, pushed out the flap into the snow, walked to the house naked but for boots and the baby.


“Snowing again,” said the boy, stepping carefully in his mother’s tracks, followed by Eric, who crushed her footprints with his big wide boots.


The floor was often unswept. The laundromat was thirty miles. He had believed she would be a better mother—canned jam and aprons—and that motherhood would make her softer. Her belly softened. Her hips widened. He saw her kneel, sometimes, take the boy’s head in her hands, and whisper to him. The boy laughed and touched his ear for more. A good sign, Eric thought. Sometimes he found them curled like cats, the baby in the middle of the bed. They looked up at him, the intruder.


“Of course they love me,” she told him. “Of course I know how.”


Bugs blackened the screens all summer, a patient army—drumming, drumming. Let us in. On their chains out in the trees, the dogs whined.


“Poor things,” Iris said as she dragged out the dog food.


Eric carried a bucket of water in each fist.


“Use your mind,” he said. “Block out the minutiae.”


He watched the bag spill when she dropped it, then Iris running from dog to dog, slapping herself, slapping the dogs, bugs flying up from their naked noses, Iris swatting, “Get the hell away from us!”


She missed traffic, bus exhaust and smog, and the burning rubber at car crashes. She missed urine-scented doorways, nail-polish remover, perfume aisles.


“Damn it,” Eric said. “Think of all we do have.”


She let the hippies at the creek braid her hair. They rubbed her feet, and she rubbed theirs, though she was no expert. They hopped across the creek to dry-topped boulders. They crouched and talked about the water shortage. She rocked the baby, who had colic, lifted her blouse to give the mouth a nipple. They offered medicinal herbs for the colic. The king salmon rested below the falls. The biggest were four feet long, turning red, mouths frowning, almost panting.


“Spawn till you die,” said a man with a blond braid, watching her.


The boy threw a big stick that floated by the kings. The fish bumped each other at the disturbance.


Iris kissed the baby, who rejected the nipple, cried and cried.


The boy covered the nipple with her blouse.


She smiled at the hippies and kissed the baby, saying, “Sometimes I want to throw this baby out the window.”


The hippies approved of the cliffs, pointed to notches where clever birds lived.


Potatoes grew in a line of old tires. In September, the last month he could take his shirt off, Eric flipped the tires and dug. His father had died by then. Eric didn’t go to the funeral. “The flight is six hundred,” he said, but thought, Dad would not have come to mine. He imagined his own burial, in his own woods, in a grove just off his easement, snug between his trees, no death certificate, no cemetery fee, no notice in the official record. Why is dying official business? There is nothing more private. The ground was rocky, one foot of dirt then glacial till. Men would wear rain slickers around the grave—women and babies, umbrellas. The potatoes filled five burlap sacks. They would last through April.


She hated the outhouse from the beginning. The bed was secondhand and noisy, their pots and pans from garage sales. Her mother sent money for a new couch, but they found a perfectly good one at the dump. They dragged the couch to the car, lifted it onto the roof rack. Eric threw Iris a bungee.


Iris kicked the couch when they brought it in. “I just wanted a goddamned new one.”


“You want goddamned water too,” Eric said. “A well is twenty-five dollars per foot.”


She threw a pillow. They set the couch under the large photo of the polar bear that had stalked his unit six years ago while on maneuvers near Deadhorse.


“Arctic training,” he said when new friends came by.


“Get your feet off my table,” Iris said to his friends.


“The bear was about to charge,” Eric said. “Thirty miles per hour.”


The friends stared. The bear looked so alive in its frame, panting pigeon-toed toward the lens, mouth open.


“But why kill him?” Iris said, passing out beers. “Why not shoot high? Just scare him off?”


“Survival of the fittest,” Eric said.


“Us or him,” said his friends.


“Big man,” Iris said. She still wore ruffled cuffs for company. Her skirts were still very short.


“Five years in Alaska,” Eric said, “and she’s a self-appointed expert on bears.”


“Fuck off,” she said.


The friends took up the whole couch, which was plaid with ragged piping. They drank home brew until late, unfolded world maps across the plywood. They discussed broadcasts from London, Hamburg, Johannesburg. The friends, like Eric, were trim with tan faces and excellent, brotherly jawlines. The same gene pool, he knew, all the way back to Adam. They discussed at length how The End would begin: sub-Saharan overpopulation, rising oceans, AIDS, peak oil, World War III, Arabs with fusion bombs. Israelis leading the U.S. by the nose. Beware the lemmings. Beware transequatorial migrational patterns. Give us one just one small nuclear bomb: Airmail Moscow. Airmail Baghdad. Beware the rabble pouring north, even now, for oil money, for a free hot lunch: niggers, dykes, welfare mothers.


“I have kids asleep in the next room,” Iris said and set her bottle on the counter.


“Lock and load,” they said.


They aimed pistol fingers out the window at wetbacks, at drunk Indians.


“I don’t give a shit about Mexicans,” she said. “But Injun Joe was here first.”


“We were stronger,” they said.


She stood with a spatula over the couch. Moose roast simmered in the Crock-Pot.


“Sweetheart,” Eric said. “We’re just having a little fun.”


She said, “Keep your voices down.”
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At first, Iris called the pain in her head “the noxious weed.” She asked the kids to massage her head. They pushed hard as they could with their little hands, but not hard enough.


“Squeeze,” she told Eric. The kids had gone to bed. She sat on the rug between his knees, his fingers sprawled her head. He could have crushed her skull like a cantaloupe.


“Good, but you could squeeze harder,” she said, “Ich habe Kopfschmerzen.”


“Since when do you know German?” he said.


“I forgot I knew,” she said. “Tante spoke it. Czech too. Bolí mě hlava. I have a headache.”


He braced his stump against her ear. His grip was awkward.


“Say something else,” he said.


“Squeeze harder,” she said.
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The spring health fair in Two Rivers was at the library.


“I smell shit all the time,” Iris said, “as if shit’s always on my shoe. Follows me.”


“Are your kids still in diapers?” the nurse said.


“Not just human shit,” Iris said. “Dog shit. Horse shit. Cow shit. Elephant shit.”


The nurse wrote a doctor’s name on a prescription pad. His office was in Fairbanks. Iris washed her hands in the sink. Outside, Iris blocked the sun with her palm. The kids were high in the tree above the dumpster. “No, no!” Iris called. “Don’t go higher!”


“Let them climb,” Eric said. “Let them have fun.”


He cleaned the dash of the F-350 he’d always wanted, bought on credit, with a grill like teeth and an aerodynamic topper.


The kids climbed farther, chattered higher. Birds pecked seeds in the slushy mud. Eric drove to find a ladder. The kids waved.


Iris sat against the tree’s trunk and chewed aspirin. The kids bombed her with pine cones, which rattled around her. She pressed her head against the skin of the tree, rough and wrinkled, old, cool. The kids squealed like gigantic baby birds.


“Quiet!” she called. “I can’t stand it!”


“Silly Mommy!” They waved when the ladder appeared. The truck parked grill to dumpster.


“Hold on!” Iris called upward.
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When Iris woke blind in one eye, they packed the car again. The woman from the glacier said she’d feed the dogs. Fairbanks was ninety-seven miles. The hospital wards were white and steel. Ophthalmologists peered in. Radiologists injected dyes, studied scans, teleconferenced Anchorage.


“I have children,” she told everyone, nurses, doctors. “I have two of them.”


They set a pen in Iris’s hand to sign papers.


Eric locked the motel door, slipped the chain into place. He made the beds in the morning, smooth and tight, showed the kids how to bounce the quarters. They all ate food from the cooler to save cash. The motel was across a bridge under construction. Small boats floated on the river under backed-up traffic. The cars moved slowly. Iris told the kids stories with her eyes shut: “I thought the thing in my head was a weed, but now I know better. He’s a little man in a shabby brown suit with wide stripes and suspenders to hold his pants up. He sat down on my earlobe once. He just planned to take a little snooze.”


“When did he come?” said the girl. A motorcycle passed on the shoulder.


“Long ago,” Iris said. “The little man thought my ear was a cave. He climbed in. He carried a tent and poles. He’s small and well-trained by the best professionals. He likes dark places. He dragged in his old armchair and a folding footstool and an old-fashioned lamp with a pull cord. He likes to play cards by himself. When he smokes a cigar it clouds my eyeballs, fills my nose with puff, puff.”


“Will the doctors get him?” said the boy.


“The doctors will get him,” Iris said.


“But your mom,” Eric said, “has to help the doctors.”


“This is the last of it,” Iris said. “It’s happy happy all the way now.”


“I could have bled to death in the war,” Eric said. “I didn’t allow it.”


So they begged her. “Please, Mom. Don’t allow it.”


After surgery, the doctors were hopeful. Iris went home without an eye patch. Fall was yellow all over and lasted two weeks. She sat in the window and watched the trees. Some days the boy would sit on the metal roof above her, cross-legged, she knew, in the leaves. The steel rivets ran past him in perfect lines. Below, in the yard, the girl played with the dogs, touching this nose, then that scruff. If Eric arrived, he’d yell at the girl, “Get those dogs on chains. Loose dogs kill people’s chickens. Where’s your brother? Where’s your mom?” The girl had a small face with a dark circle under each eye.


But the chickens were miles away, safe in coops. The window was cool. Iris could feel the boy overhead, very still, watching birds, watching a moose cow, her calf curled in weeds. The cow flicked her ears when the boy moved to a cool spot. The cow chewed slowly. A dog ran off toward the highway. The girl called out. The moose rose at the commotion. The calf’s legs were impossible, tall and thin, bent at angles for winter locomotion. The girl waded into brush after the dog. The moose trotted off, not looking back.


No one could see the boy on the roof. No one in the world knew his location.


When the girl gave up, she stood in the yard again. Someday she would be taller than her brother. She was almost taller now. Someday, she would tell her brother what to do. When the girl stood on the porch, she called at the door. Then she banged the door, tried the knob.
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Iris always preferred scalding water. Their bathtub was shallow, secondhand from a hotel gone under and dismantled. She submerged anyway, blew out ripples.


“Look,” she said, holding her head. “They scalped me.”


Eric sat on the toilet lid. “That head of yours is getting expensive.”


He tried to remember that first night, but her face was missing from the scene, though her dress was intact and her legs and her hand on his skin, though the barstool spun just right, though the punk band sweated and mouthed words, between the lyrics, only to each other. What was the whispering about? What was the big secret? The boy resembled her. The girl had her sideways glances. If Thor arrived, he’d sniff the bar soap at the sink. His golden costume would fill the small bathroom. His headpiece would bump the light bulb in the ceiling. Instant darkness.


Eric said, “You’ve got to try harder.”


She spat pink water. “Why wouldn’t I try? Life is so wonderful.”


Her nose was bleeding. She held her nostrils for the next dip under. Great-Aunt Iris had drowned baby rabbits as a girl before the Second Great War. A barrel, a bucket, and a long wooden spoon—all that kicking, fussing, and overflowing.


“Never trust doctors,” Great-Aunt Iris often said. “Many doctors at Auschwitz.”


Iris counted the seconds underwater. Twenty, thirty, fifty.


She focused on the little man. A tidal wave would surely drown him, would flood every orifice, prevent his advance across the landscape with clever maneuvers, strategic crossings, access to overlooks and tunnel entrances, shacks set aflame, bread from babies, horses slaughtered for roasting. She could stay under longer, until the armchairs rode up in waves, tumbled with footstools, solitaire cards floated like fish with maps of troop movements, generals’ wish lists, love letters signed in blood by aging countesses back home, balled up, some partly burned during late-night horseplay.


“This has nothing to do with doctors,” he said as she resurfaced. Her head was just a small balloon. He said, “Concentrate.”


She dipped away again.


Did you never want children, Tante?


Qviet now, my best girl. I dislike your complaining.


Her nose bubbled the waterline. Eric pressed her stubbled head.
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Winter came. Summer. Fall again.


The nosebleeds, the doctors said, had brought on the anemia. The anemia in turn produced the fainting spells, the blow to the head against the porch step, during which the little man was planting rancid onions, and others dipped along the forest fringes—warriors, lean, crouched in feathers. She found an arrowhead, tasted the tip.


Three days of vomiting followed the concussion, aspiration leading to a lung infection. Fever. Anchorage was eight hours driving, ninety dollars in gas. Her bare legs dangled from the high metal table. The gown was tied behind her back.


“I know exactly where he is,” Iris said, as her fingers pinched like tweezers at her temple. “If I could only get my hand in, I’d rip him out.”


“If it’s spreading,” the doctors said, “there may be other symptoms.”


Eric stood by the clock with a shuddering minute hand that never moved forward. He followed the doctors out.


“What symptoms?” he said. “What’s possible?”


The doctors talked like TV people. Their coats were just cotton smocks, their necks weak, never in the sun. Double chins in their early forties. Eric had been trained to kill with one hand. A rope. A rock. Rubber tubes hung from their collars.


“Vaše hodiny jsou rozbité!” she called after them. “Your clock is broken.”


They were all talking in the hall.


“Vaše hodiny jsou rozbité! Vaše hodiny jsou rozbité!”


A nurse came with a sedative.
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The next winter, Eric attended men’s meetings in North Pole at the middle school put on by an affiliate of the VFW. Sometimes he was gone all night.


The men held hands in circles. The chairs were plastic, round tables with pads of paper and pens in four colors. He was familiar, he told them, with casualties of many kinds. By bullet or trip wire, a knife in the back, friendly fire, land mine, IED under the tire, rubber as weapon. He’d read all the literature on death, pain, and phantom limbs. The men nodded. Some wore ill-fitting uniforms. Some were thin and limped. They agreed war casualties seemed accidental, indiscriminate, that specific intent was lacking in war.


“She was tall at first, a willow,” he told them. His love could not be described. When a man said, “I know the feeling,” Eric wanted to crack his teeth.


“She’s become strange,” Eric said. “Lavish.”


The men murmured.


He told them about Seattle, the mother, her checkbook, envelopes with twenty-dollar bills.


“Spoiled,” said one of them. The men shifted positions in their chairs.


He talked about the hippie camp down at the creek, Reiki and drumming circles, Iris smelling of liquor and weed.


“Some are predisposed to suffering,” they agreed in general. “Some give into it.”


“Sickness is a form of tyranny,” they nodded. “Some people can’t stick with name, rank, serial number.”


“Most people are cowards.”


“Right.”


“Think of the gas chambers,” they said. “The Nazis. Those Jews walked right in. What kind of people would walk right in?”


“Sheep.”


“Hitler got a few things right,” they said.


Eric shook his head, as if waking up.


“Wait a minute,” some said.


“Humans are sons of bitches,” Eric said, and they agreed heartily.


“Man, let’s think bigger,” they said. “Let’s try to understand all this.”


“Assassinations are cleansing.”


“Jefferson said: Revolution every ten years.”


They discussed ambush and sacrifice and the most expressive targets: the Pipeline, the Valdez Terminal, the Space Needle.


“Talk, talk, talk,” Eric said.


He showed them his missing hand, told them how he’d bled out in a slow puddle from stretcher to airlift to the Gulf to sick bay to Frankfurt, then undergone sequential truncations to the elbow. They went around the circle showing scars.


They wrote What’s Needed Is Conviction on the chalkboard, more each week:




Are YOU still Evolving?


Fuck, yeah, I’m Evolving.


Beware the Lazy. Beware the Conquered.


Kiss My Fat White American Ass!


Ha! Ha! Amen brothers!


Axes. Deserts. Capillary action.


Death of Darwin = Death of God.


So few truly SEE. So few truly LOVE.


I can SEE. I can LOVE.


Build The Ark. Build it soon.


Pitchforks,


Spears.





Hand-to-hand.


The chaplain came to clean the chalkboard. They built fires by the swing set after.


They gripped the chains in calloused hands.


“Higher! Higher!” Eric called.


He breathed in smoke and willow leaves unfolding.






[image: ]








When her arm went limp, Anchorage called the Mayo Clinic.


Summer again.


Eric called a friend who wanted twenty acres. “I hate to see one inch of it go.”


They shook hands over beer at the lodge. The friend also bought the little blue car.


Sycamores arched over Minnesota. Crickets sang. Bats swooped, ate bugs until their bellies filled. Fireflies glowed but were outshined by the heliport. They sat on benches with gold plaques. A helicopter angled in. The wind made talking impossible. The spotlight wagged across the lawn, its fresh-cut scent mixing with ambulance exhalations. Screaming sirens, billboards for fast-food discounts, hedge clippings.


Iris’s mouth said, “I love the smell of it.”


Eric’s mouth said, “I still love you too, of course.”
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They sold more land to pay the bills, first seventeen acres along the rock wall, then three wet acres to some hippies, then ten more, including the butte, to a lawyer and his pregnant wife. The doctors gave Iris a thumbs-up and said, “Most likely remission.” Two years went like that.


They got married finally at the courthouse in Delta. Eric got a contract with a road crew, union wages. He showed the kids maps of the world, told them about the Founding Fathers and building railroads and riding trains in the Great Depression, breadlines and the CCC, big dams and bootstraps, oil fields and rags to riches. Shackleton. Apollo. Desert Storm.


“You choose who you are,” he said. “Bear or mouse.”


He told stories of King Odin and his wife Frigg, daughter of the earth. How Tyr’s hand was bitten off by Loki’s son, the crafty wolf.


“Why?” said the boy, who watched his mother chewing like a rabbit.


“This wolf was always making trouble,” Eric said. “So the gods tied him with a magic chain made of strange materials: footfall of cat, beards of women, roots of stones, breath of fishes, feelings of bears, and spittle of birds.”


The girl sometimes wore her brother’s clothes, baggy with rolled-up sleeves. “I’d kick the wolf in the teeth,” said the girl. “I’d cut his tail off.”


“Finish your dinners,” Iris said. “Stop chewing like that,” she said to the boy.


The boy crouched in the top bunk. The girl took her father’s maps to bed with a flashlight. Eric came. He sat on his daughter’s mattress with the maps. The nations outlined themselves in the continents, scissored along in lines. Africa could shove Spain into Lithuania if he wished it. His fist could ball up all of South America with Antarctica, the penguins tossed over Russia, past China and Guam, losing speed as the ocean cooled near Anchorage, where a tsunami might hit and wash all the paper to Vancouver Island, or New York City, or Sydney.


“I hate war,” Eric told them. He folded the map, and the boy dropped down. “But evil marches on.” Handouts. Bloodsucking majorities. He rocked them until they wiggled free.


Eric talked on about the Blitz, the lessons of Hiroshima, Vietnam, facts from their nearly complete Britannica. Sarin gas in unsuspecting subways, he said. Letter bombs, shoe bombs as reported on the ham radio. “Jets,” he said. “Women and children,” he told them. “The whole earth on the edge of collapse. Just a few safe places. We still own thirty acres.”


He paced the tiny room. “Your mom is better. We won’t have to leave here.”


The kids on the couch or porch step, eating cookies or legs of meat, telling their dad that it would be OK.


The neighbors brought caribou in freezer paper. Iris fed it to the dogs. The hippie camp pulled up stakes, moved south with their guitars and looms. She cleaned school bathrooms for extra cash, took toilet paper home in her coat, blue sloshing antiseptic cleaners, wire brushes, bleach in jugs.


Were we rich when you lived in Prague? she sometimes asked on her knees to a toilet.


Ja. Ja. Very rich.


What kind of car? to the sinks, to the rusted pipes. A chauffeur?


A Bugatti. Papa owned half of Prague vhen they took him.


Iris shoveled dog shit into the wheelbarrow, dumped the pile in the trees. Some days were hot. She could smell the pile from the lodge. She went to see people. To read the Anchorage paper, the back pages. Items for sale. Items wanted:




(1) Pallet king crab WANTED. Fresh only. Need Sat. for BIG wedding.


Circus tickets (4) WANTED.


Firewood. Firewood.





Did we eat caviar? Veal?


Vhy eat fish eggs?


Both Irises laughed with open mouths.


Iris plucked aphids from tomatoes in the kitchen window. The faucet was leaking. She rolled their fragile bodies between thumb and finger.


But what about me? to the faucet. What about me, is what I want to know.


But for Herr Hitler, said the faucet. You are very rich foreign lady.


What else?


But for Herr Hitler, fancy hats, fine clothes, best cafés in all of Prague.


What else?


But for Herr Hitler. Clap your hands, vaiters come running. Filet mignon, dipped in garlic butter. Palačinke with jam. Duck à l’orange.


Iris smelled opal brooches and first-class berths on ocean liners, Persian rugs up grand stairways toward twenty-foot ceilings with frescoes painted by old, bent peasants who arrived through the servants’ entrance.


She hated the generator fumes always in the kitchen.


“Can’t you smell it? Diesel.”


“We can’t smell it,” Eric said. “We don’t smell anything.”


A mask made no difference. Nor did bandannas or cross-ventilation.


Iris walked up a butte behind their house for better breathing and the overlook. She left the kids with the satellite TV clicker. “Don’t burn the house down,” she said, and slung a jacket on, the dogs yelping on their chains. She walked slowly up. She knew the trail, where pasqueflowers popped up in May, where ferns unwound at tree line, where the chocolate lilies appeared each August by heat of soil, by angle of sun, by urgency to get it done, to rise from the bulb, to bloom for the feet of bees—bulbs that had been boiled like rice in pots by Athabaskan women on their knees, over fires, behind rocks on windy overlooks. She rested at the top. The beholder owns all of it. Mine. Mine. Mine. Where did the women disappear to? Where do all the gone-people go?


When Iris called her mother, she said, “Can I come home?”


She’d tried the PO clerk, who wore spicy cologne. He slid parcels sly across the counter. He was a cautious lover with a skinny cock, was transferred to Kodiak. She tried other men while the kids were at school: the tribal judge, the telephone man, the Mormon boy with all those books.


Eric found a letter from the clerk. He picked up the mail after that.


He signed for heavy wooden crates from Blessed Be Ammo of Coeur d’Alene, from Don’t Tread on Me, Inc., of Billings. He stacked the crates in the shed along with large spools of wire, clock parts, a Taurus revolver in a black case, a Kevlar vest. Eric walked the perimeter of his land with the dogs. At that time, he made small bombs only: PVC pipe, nails, and gunpowder, tested on the rock wall by the road. His hair grew long, and he tied it back. He invited his friends for food and fires, enormous flames between the trees.


“Want to know why I did it?” Iris said in bed one night.


“I don’t,” Eric said. He opened a book on submarines.


“I still like your cock,” she said and torpedoed down to it.


“Stop it,” he said, and his elbow deflected her. “I’m tired.”


“If it wasn’t for your cock,” she said, “I’d take the kids and go to Europe. I’d go to my homeland, go on the dole.”


“You’d never go on the dole,” he said.


“White chocolate,” she said. “Chandeliers.”


When she thought of the little brown-suited man, he stood alone on a mound in the woods. The forest had surrounded him somehow. The woods were dark and terrible, enemies of low grasses, of high trees. They made great sounds in their wooden language. The forest crawled forward on dirty elbows.


They dug a garden. Everyone dug one.


“I hate dirt,” she said, digging.


They caught red salmon in dip nets in the Copper River as the Athabaskan had, but zipped into reflective life vests. They tied up with ropes to sturdy trees, scrambled down to back eddies and submerged the nets. They knocked the fish between the eyes with sawed-off pipes, slit the bellies from the anus, strung the gills still breathing. The mountains were mounds of dumb purple. The sky was pale and cool, the sun somewhere too low to see. She squatted with the pole between her legs. Her rope to the tree was taut and sticky.


“I hate salmon,” she said. “I hate the smell of it.”


Eric hauled in his dip net hand over hand. He scrambled up the rocks and stood at the tree. He cleaned the knife with a glove. He looked down on her at the river. Her pole was bowed by pulling water. Whole huge trees seesawed by. She wore rubber waders, a hat, a too-big sweater. She might have been a small sad man, he thought. Her rope to the tree knotted at his hip. If the rope failed, he knew, she’d be swept away quickly. Such cases made headlines each year. Her waders would fill. She’d sink fast, glacial silt clotting in the boots. Her body would be found by the bird dogs of Cordova, or by the fry of the delta, sunning themselves in the brackish pools, or by big fish out at sea, jack kings, halibut down deep, or sleeper sharks wagging at the surface, swimming toward her dispersing molecules. From how far could a shark find her? He didn’t know. One mile? Ten?


The wind picked up and took her hat.


“Come eat,” he called. “The fish will be ready.”


He slipped the knife into its leather.
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She got thinner and bluer again. She stayed inside, lost track of most seasons. Winter nights showed every nebula. The dogs barked at every sound. Why bother trying to sleep?


Were you really a communist? Iris asked at night to a shadow at the window.


She’d been reading Karl Marx in bed. She weighed a hundred and ten. They’d sold the truck but still had payments, hitch and winch, trailer, canoe. She rolled joints for nausea, snuffed stubs in a teacup on the bedside table.


Vhy not communist? Everyone eats. Everyone shares.


A Red? A real Pinko?


Tante Iris rolled her sleeve, stuck her arm in the window. Iris examined the tattooed numbers.


Eric rolled over.


What else? Iris said.


But for Herr Hitler, you vas never born in this country.


What else?


But for Herr Hitler, you speak many languages.


What else?


But for Herr Hitler, you never meet that man there. Never become barbarian.


What else?


No children.


What else?


No sickness.


What else?


You know vat else.
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They ordered a wheelchair when her legs quit. She retched in a bucket beside Karl Marx. Her eyebrows disappeared, lashes, pubic hair.


“I vant to sail by steamship to Prague,” she said on the toilet.


“Stop it,” Eric said, covering his ears.


Irisitis. Irisoma. Iritosis.


In the last autumn, he took a job pouring concrete in Delta, bought posts and wire at cost. The ground was still soft enough for digging. He cut the signs from scrap plywood. The kids painted no trespassing on every one, with black trim too. He nailed the signs up, but people don’t like to obey. When a four-wheeler skidded up the road, Eric stepped in the center to block its path.


“Can I help you, sir?”


“This your place?” The stranger lifted his visor. He popped pink peppermint gum.


“Yes, mine,” Eric said, leaning on the posthole digger.


“Sixty? Hundred?” the stranger said. “I’m looking.”


The sun drifted into a cloud.


The visor snapped down. The engine revved. The rig shifted to reverse.


The stranger will be back, Eric thought as the exhaust dissipated. But first he’ll rocket straight to the lodge for a beer. Who’s that son of a bitch on the hill? he’ll say. Some kind of claw for a hand.


He has a hook too, the owner of the lodge will say. Your tax dollars working.


The little man in the corner will look familiar, the wide collar and suspenders. The stranger will eat peanuts.


A skeleton wife, the barmaid will say. Screwed every guy in town and then some. Talks a little Kraut now.


The little man will buy drinks all around. Raise your glasses to a fire sale.


Eric stepped off the driveway, back to his fence. A bird sat on a post he’d been working on.


“Shoo,” he said and javelined a hoe.


The bird sat, white and black and smaller than an apple.


He tore off his claw and flung it at the bird.


“Get out of here!”
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“How’d he come back?” the boy said. He locked the door and stood at the window. The house was small now that the kids were bigger. The couch was torn on all three cushions. The bear was dusty in afternoon sun. The girl wore the new blonde wig, passed it to the boy.


“A seed?” said the girl.


Iris nodded. She wore her daughter’s feather boa and a plastic tiara.


“Knoflík mu upadl z bundy když ho vytáhli,” Iris said, tugging a sweater button.


“A button popped off his coat?” said the girl. “As they pulled him out? Surgery?”


Iris nodded.


“Don’t lie,” said the boy, now wearing the wig.


“My head is full of shit,” Iris said, holding it. “All our heads are full of shit.”


“Don’t lie,” the boy said.


“Give me the wig,” said the girl, trying to snatch it.


“Don’t talk like that,” Eric said as he stood over boiling noodles.


They ate slowly. They did not eat.


“Sometimes I wish it was you,” she said, looking around her.


The boy set his fork down. Eric stood. The girl stabbed a noodle, dragged it.


The boy would count massacres. The girl would be taller than anyone. She would tell them all what to do.


“If it was us,” Eric said, “it would be all different.”


“Don’t lie,” the boy said.


“Give me the wig,” said the girl, but he slapped her hand.


That night Iris burned the cookbooks. She stirred pills in his tea in the morning. Eric drank it and slept all day. The concrete boss fired him. She unplugged the clock by the bed.


He filed for unemployment. He went to the toilet after, saw his father’s shoes in one of the stalls.


He knew in olden times they’d have summoned a healer to their thatched hut. They’d have paid the hag a ducat or traded a chicken and received a potion: Drink this, my pet, and I promise you many long years yet. In olden times the warriors would have marched off the ship and charged ashore, outnumbered and outmaneuvered. Death was quick and good: a short, fast run across the cow pasture, lance in hand. Call out! Pound the chest! Draw the attention of a well-aimed arrow!


Great-Aunt Iris once had a dog. The dog had an ear infection. She cooked garlic for a cure in an iron pan, dabbed the garlic in the ear with a swab. The dog suffered on. It was old. She found her stash of pills in an old canvas shoulder holster. She wrapped a pill in fine French cheese. The dog sniffed. The dog ate. Forest circled in. But now dark and comfortable. His fire on the mound was only glowing. The mound was just a pile of dirt.


But aren’t you sad, Tante?


My family, of course. I never found them.


But the beautiful closets?


But I’m alive. Iris gave Iris a truffle. Herr Hitler, he could not kill me.
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The bills arrived at the PO. The property was sold in increments of five and ten. The house was sold by an agent. Loose change was collected at the lodge in pickle jars: help a neighbor with Iris’s picture.


The last yard sale was muddy with flurries, early summer. People came anyway. Bunk beds, wheelbarrow, Crock-Pot. A girl bought Iris’s red rubber boots. The chainsaw and dogs were priced to move. Eric made change on the step. If Thor arrived, he’d crush the house with a boot. Burn it. From a tree the boy counted rivets on the roof. His arm was broken from a fall. The girl played chase with the dogs until a kennel truck came, ran after the truck until it drove out of view, dust up her bare legs. Iris napped on the couch with a price sticker in her wig.


Eric packed the boxes into her mother’s car. Iris rode in the back seat, a new old woman. The polar bear stood on its head beside her, both buckled in, the kids in front.


One wooden crate was buried in the trunk. He left the others with a friend.


“We’ll see the Space Needle,” said the girl. She wore the Kevlar vest.


“Yes,” said Eric.


They splashed south.
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Once Tante Iris caught the FBI in her yard, a little man in brown.


She shook her pistol at him. She said, “Strip down to undershorts.”


She took his pants, coat, and shirt. She burned them in the rabbit barrel, stirred the fire with an old paddle. The man stood shivering, early spring, very damp, now smoky. The sky was blue, friendly.


“I have a wife and family like anyone,” he said. “This is just a job.”


She was not in a rush. She told him about Prague. Still a nice city, a very good old bridge with musicians playing the rims of goblets. Hymns and show tunes.


“Painters making tourist pictures,” she said. “Friendly beggars.” Buildings spared from Allied bombing. “Thank Gott,” she said. “But alvays summer in America.”


The man coughed.


She said, once, after the war, she’d returned to her father’s block in Prague. Smoke billowed from the stacks above the curlicued rooflines, locked doors, feathered heads in her father’s windows, some kind of powwow.


She’d paced the sidewalk with a sign for the residents: this is mine! everyone out!


“But no one goes,” she said to the little man. “Everyone stays.”


Her garden was only tiny fingerlings. Breeze tossed them, merciless. She bent over, weeding, swinging her body between rows. Even the tiniest weeds stood no chance.


“I don’t want to be a pest,” the little man said. “But I’d like to go home.”


“Ja, Ja,” she said. “I get blanket now.”


She wrapped him in a musty blanket. He walked out the gate with edges dragging.


She waved. “Goodbye, goodbye, goodbye!”
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