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The Prodigal Sons






Michael Jasper






When the prodigal returns, what happens to the one that stayed?






Three generations of Koopmans live—uneasily—under the same roof of a farm house twenty miles from the center of Holy Cross, Iowa.






Thirty-year-old William Koopman needs to move out. But Dad wanted him on the farm after Grandpa died, so William stayed, married his girl Marcy, and even brought her to the farmhouse to live. The poor girl made it a year before she bolted at the end of a rough winter.






A week after Marcy leaves, William's shiftless younger brother John returns home. The prodigal son with no money in his wallet, but lots of ideas to make it all back in Holy Cross.






If they all survive this rainy growing season on the farm, it will truly be a miracle.
















Chapter One 






On a gray March afternoon, three months to the day after William Koopman's wife left him, his worthless younger brother John returned home.


Back in December, on the morning Marcy left, William had been yanked out of sleep by the furtive sound of drawers opening. It was still dark, a half-hour before chores, a winter morning when all the world felt dead and frozen. He opened his eyes, and in the weak light saw his wife of four years stuffing as many of her belongings as she could into black garbage bags. William tried to convince himself that he was still dreaming, even as Marcy slipped out of the bedroom door with two bulging plastic bags in each hand.


When she began creaking down the steps, he realized he was awake. He forced himself up and out of the bed, his heart suddenly pounding and his breath catching in his throat. On his way down the cold wooden steps, he avoided the squeaky ones without conscious thought, not wanting to wake his parents or his grandmother.


By the time William had caught up with her, Marcy was bundled up in her coat and gloves and heading for the back door. Blinking fast to clear his vision, he followed her out of the house where he'd lived all his life, even after his marriage to Marcy. Dad needed his help on the farm, he'd told her then, and it had been easier to simply stay right here rather than move out and have to commute.


No way, he thought, numb to the bitter winter cold, even though he wore only a black T-shirt and long underwear bottoms outside the old Iowa farmhouse. A tall young man with the chunky build of a farm worker—all knotted muscles with the hint of a beer belly—William watched his breath cloud in front of him as his bare feet crunched in the day-old snow.


Still he hadn't said a word. He simply followed Marcy, his mouth stuck shut, as if his vocal cords were frozen by the chilly air. After Marcy threw the garbage bags into the trunk of her rusted white Chevelle and slammed it shut, she turned to look at him for the first and last time that morning.


"I have to go," she said. Her words popped in the cold morning air, making him flinch with each syllable.


Her stubborn chin poked out from under the hood of her red sweatshirt—my sweatshirt, William thought dully—while she waited for him to say something. As if to protect it from the bitter air, Marcy had shoved her long blonde hair under the hood. In the dim gray light, her eyes remained hidden.


William could only stand there, his bare feet melting size eleven outlines into the snow under him, and gape at his wife. I'm dreaming, he told himself.


With a wordless sound of frustration, Marcy finally moved, turning away from him. Her boots slipped in the packed snow, and William fought the urge to try to catch her, to keep her from falling.


If you have to go, he thought, watching her arms go flying into the air for balance, I guess you're on your own now. But you'll be back, he wanted to say.


Regaining her balance, Marcy closed the car door behind her with a hollow slam, and William jumped. The cranking of the car's big engine cut through the silence of the early morning like the hacking cough of an old man.


Wait! he thought suddenly as the headlights washed over him, snapping him out of his numb lethargy. You can't leave!


He took a step forward and opened his mouth to call his wife's name, to tell her not to go, but the winter air rushed into his lungs, silencing him. Marcy was already backing her car around in a half-circle. Her brake lights covered William in a blood-red glow.


"I have to go," she'd said, as if everything were that simple.


The last thing that William allowed himself to remember about that cold December morning was what had happened when Marcy drove off in her big white two-door. A chunk of icy gravel shot out at him from under her back tires, as they spun trying to get traction in the snow, and even though he was still mostly asleep and in a growing state of shock, he had somehow caught the rock in his hand.


Then her car's taillights were fading to pink in front of him, the car was shrinking down the lane, and all he was left with was the mutter of the Chevelle's muffler and the sickly-sweet stink of exhaust.


William looked down at the rock in his calloused hand.


How the hell had that gotten there? he wondered, staring until the sound of his wife's car faded and the night was silent again. One second his hand had been empty and cold, and then the next second it was stinging hot and bleeding, a piece of random gravel clenched inside it.






* * * * *






And now, three months later, William was again feeling that same sense of numb surprise, as he stood outside the hog barn and watched John drive up the gravel lane in a new red Ford. The wind flared up as if in response to his memories, peppering him with hard pebbles of rain. He fought the urge to turn his left hand palm-up to see if the chunk of gravel was still there.


Instead, he turned back to his work, to the hogs and their food, the constant intake of sustenance accompanied with the constant exhaust of shit. The rain was coming down harder now. His constant companion for the past few weeks, the rain had sometimes slipped into wet snow as the temperatures dropped, the constant precipitation keeping the ground soft and muddy.


With his back to both the house and the red Ford parked in front of it, William emptied four pails of feed into the trough on the other side of the fence. The William of March was about twenty pounds lighter than the William of three months earlier. His jacket and work clothes hung on him as if he were the younger brother, forced to wear hand-me-downs from an older brother.


"Eat up, stinkballs," he muttered, watching the pigs push against each other for their meal, forming one hairy, grayish-pink mass of flesh. William pressed his boots deeper into the mud and manure below him, breathing through his mouth to keep out the ever-present stink of manure. The pigs, he knew, had been keeping the Koopman farm afloat in the past few years.


Smells like money, his father would always say, breathing deeply of the pig stench. Then he would laugh and—in the last few months—try to get William to crack a smile. His efforts rarely worked.


Shaking his head at the thought of Dad joking around in the face of the farm's problems, William wondered how long would it take before the little shit would leave this time, running from the family and the stink and the unending labor of their Iowa farm. He felt generous that gray March afternoon, with rain dampening the back of his neck and his exposed hands; he gave his brother John three days, tops, before John left them again.






* * * * *






I'm not avoiding him, William had repeated to himself all afternoon and all evening. I just have work to do. And out here or in town, there was always work to do.


As the rain continued that day, William had kept himself busy grinding feed out in the barn until darkness fell. At that point, faced with the prospect of going inside the house to deal with John and the rest of his family over supper, he'd escaped into town for a couple of hours instead, shooting the breeze with his buddies and helping them with repairs at their automotive shop.


"Chicago blow up or something?" he said to John that night, finally dragging his tired body into the house at half past eight.


John shrugged at him from the couch, where he'd been staring at the TV with his legs thrown onto the cushions as if he'd never been away. His blue eyes were watchful as he grinned up at William, and then he winked.


Using his salesman's charm to win everyone over, William thought, without returning John's smile, and ignoring the wink altogether.


"William," John said, his voice steady as if he'd practiced his response. "There's this thing called vacation. It's when you take a couple days off, you know, maybe even a week. That's why I'm here. Vacation."


"Brought a lot of extra shit with you for just a week off," William said, hitching up the jeans that had become too big for him in the past three months.


John sat up straight, his blonde hair wild at the back of his head from lounging inside all afternoon. He'd lost his salesman's smile. "As far as they know," he said, nodding toward the kitchen where their parents sat, finishing a late supper with their grandmother, "I'm on vacation."


William felt himself being pulled into an argument, John's overly-patient voice baiting him. John grinned again, and William felt the words "pretty boy" jump to his lips. All his life John had been the golden child, with his wavy blonde hair and straight teeth, while William had suffered through braces for three years as a teen, and he still could never get the cowlicks from his own thick brown hair. And, as if adding insult to injury, John had always been able to burn up the heavy dishes of meat and potatoes served up at nearly every family meal, but William had fought his baby fat all his life. It was only recently, in the months since Marcy left, that he'd been able to shed some weight, without even trying. At least Grandma had stopped pinching his thirty-year-old cheeks.


When he noticed John's gaze still on him, waiting, William turned away. For the first time in months he looked around the living room, really looking at it: the sagging couch with the green and yellow afghan covering it, the dented TV, the two windows covered in plastic wrap to keep out the cold, the dusty yellow light fixture dangling above them, and the old framed pictures hanging crookedly on the wall. William focused his gaze on his round face from his senior picture, almost a decade old now. He was wearing the dark blue suit he still wore to funerals and weddings.


His picture sat to the left of John's graduation picture, above a portrait of the family when William was probably ten, John about eight. Dad's hands rested on John's small shoulders from where he stood stiffly posed behind the two brothers. Mom's shoulder was touching Dad's, and the fingers of her left hand brushed against William's upper arm, as if attempting to hold him in place with her delicate touch. Both parents carried half as much gray in their dark in the old photo than they now had. John's smile, even back then, had been all white teeth and innocence. But William could recognize the mischief—or at least the potential for it—in his brother's bright blue eyes.


William jumped when he heard John getting to his feet on the other side of the room. John stretched and groaned dramatically, arms raised to the ceiling, and then he walked into the kitchen, where Mom and Dad's voices brightly welcomed him. Tearing his gaze away from the history on the wall in front of him, William trudged upstairs to his room, his appetite for supper gone.






* * * * *






The afternoon of the sixth day of John's so-called vacation, William looked up from the fence and the string of barbed wire he'd been tightening and saw his father hiking across the muddy pasture toward him. Dad walked with a hurried gait that William immediately recognized as trouble, even though he couldn't see his father's face under the hood of the long black rain slicker he was wearing to protect him from the steady drizzle. Wearing a slicker of his own, William hadn't even noticed the rain until that moment.


"You need to come to supper tonight," Dad said in his usual abrupt manner, scratching his gray-brown beard with a wet glove, his eyes bright with enthusiasm under his hood. "John has something he wants to tell us all."


Of course, William thought. John. He wasn't even back for a week, and it was already all about John, just like it had been before the little shit moved away and went to college.


"I told the guys that I'd meet them at the Lounge tonight. It is Friday, you know," William added, turning back to his work. He usually grabbed something to eat in town or ate at home after everyone else had eaten, though lately he'd been skipping supper altogether.


"William. I don't think you should miss this. Here, let me hold that and you can nail in that staple." With a sharp movement of his big arms, Dad jerked the wire tight next to William and held it, quivering. After a moment's hesitation, William pulled the hammer from his work belt. He hated when Dad told him what to do, even when he was helping him. Especially when he was helping him.


"I know I wouldn't want to miss it," Dad said. He was impossible to deal with when he got all excited like this. "When's the last time we saw him?  A year ago?  A year and a half?  I just couldn't believe it when he said he wanted to spend his vacation with us."


Me neither, William wanted to say, but gritted his teeth and pulled hard on the wire instead.


"I'm thinking he's got a new job, something that makes even more money than before. He does have that new car." Dad let go of the wire, and it remained tight, though some of the tension had escaped from it. He gave William a long look that betrayed the enthusiasm in his voice. "Either that or he really screwed up and needs us to help him out. What do you think?"


William blew out the air he'd been holding in his lungs and pounded in the staple. You don't want to know what I think, Dad.


"Doubt he has very good news," he said out loud. "When's the last time he came home because he wanted to?"


Dad shrugged. "I can't make him do what he doesn't want to do. He's a grown man, and he'll do whatever he wants, no matter what I say to him."


"That's the truth," William said under his breath, moving to the next fence post. He had a pretty good idea what John was going to say at this important meal. There was no vacation, and never had been, and John was either leaving again or planning to stay a while. With John it was best to prepare for the worst, which for William would be if John remained on the farm.


"Just be there tonight for supper tonight," Dad said. He turned and walked off without waiting for a response.


William let the heel of his hammer rest on the tightened row of barbed wire in front of him as he watched his father leave, surprised Dad hadn't tried to argue more with him about John's motives. Staring at his back, William felt something give inside his chest. Dad was moving slower on his way back to the house than he'd moved on his way out to the edge of the field, as if the thought of one of his sons in trouble weighed him down a little bit more with each step.


William rubbed his sore hands. Stretching away from him on either side, the fence formed a barrier for the one hundred dairy cattle the Koopmans had maintained since his father took over the farm from William's grandfather, back when William was twelve and already working hard every day with his chores. Ever since that morning's milking at half past four, William had been steadily working his way down the fence, stretching the top string of barbed wire at each metal post. He took pride in the taut line behind him, traveling back in a straight horizontal a half mile to the wooden end post sunk into cement.


Dad had maintained that William was wasting his time with the fence, but William could see the slack in the mile and a half of fence ahead of him, and it had bothered him for weeks until he'd found time to repair the fence today in the rain. This was a problem he could tackle and force into submission, one fencepost at a time. He picked up the hammer and moved to the next post.


By the end of the day William's back was throbbing and his hands were raw from pulling wire all day in the cold, wet weather. After helping Dad with the evening milking, he walked slowly back to the house under a blue-black sky already littered with clouds and the occasional burst of stars. William found his brother inside, sitting on the couch again, in the dark. John wasn't lounging this time but watching TV with intense concentration, his face caught in the glow of the screen, working his hands together as if they were cold.


William doubted that his brother's nervousness came from the forecast on the six o'clock news for yet more rain—in the back of his mind, William blamed his brother for bringing the rain that had continued since his return—and he stopped himself before saying something encourage to John. He wasn't ready to make peace and play nice yet.


"How's that vacation?" he said instead. He clicked on a lamp and flooded the room with light.


"How's Marcy?" John shot back, squinting.


Fighting the urge to grab him and knock him to the floor, William shook his head at John as if he were a misbehaving child and walked into the kitchen.


I asked for that, he thought, still surprised at the sudden ache the mention of her name evoked. It figured—even after all these years, they still knew how to hit each other where it hurt the most.


In the kitchen, his grandmother was slowly setting five plates around the table, sighing after each one. She squinted at him with ancient, crooked bifocals that she was too stubborn to replace. Her white hair, cut and styled a day ago by William's mother, her daughter-in-law, was standing up in the front like a tiny crown. Queen Grannie, William thought with a smile.


Still sighing heavily, she walked to the silverware drawer and counted out knives, forks, and spoons. Mom had stayed late at work for a teacher's meeting, and Grandma was not pleased to be preparing supper in her absence.


"Here," William said, taking the loose silver from her hands. "I'll finish setting the table. Way you're carrying on, you'd think you were having an asthma attack or something. Sit down."


Grandma drew in a breath for another sigh, but after a warning look from William, she let it out in silence and sat down. He passed her a knife, fork, and spoon, and she squared the silver on the place setting in front of her, watching him over the tops of her glasses.


"What's put you in such a foul mood?" he said.


"Oh, the usual. Your mother working late, your dad getting all excited about this big important meal we're supposed to be having, the damn rain, and, you know." She pointed toward John in the living room with one hand, running the other through her hair, which was sticking up in more places, in more odd angles. "He's been around the house all week, driving me nuts, getting in my way, and making all sorts of phone calls."


"Really?"  William lifted the lid to the big Crock-Pot to make sure the pot roast wasn't  getting dried out to the consistency of jerky. He knew John wasn't making local calls while everyone but Grandma was out of the house. He also knew John hadn't done a lick of work since coming back, and everyone else in the family had to know it as well. John hadn't been fooling anyone. "Who's he calling?"


Grandma motioned for William to move close. "How the hell should I know?" she whispered, grabbing his ear with her cold fingers. "Do you think I'd eavesdrop on my own grandson?  Shame on you, William."


William freed his ear from her grasp and laughed, knowing full well she would indeed eavesdrop on John, or anyone else in the house. He sat down at the table across from her to wait for his parents to come in.


Might as well enjoy this Friday night at home with the family, he thought, with a glance at the living room. But I am not avoiding John, he added.


As if sensing William's lowered guard, Grandma turned to him with a knowing look in her eyes. "Lots of people coming and going on this old farm, wouldn't you say?"


He shrugged and didn't answer.


Grandma sighed again. "All this craziness. Makes it hard on a lady of my age. Gets my nerves all bent out of shape. Makes me grumpy." She gave him another look. "How do you feel about it, William?"


Oh no you don't, William thought, leaning back in his chair. She could try, but she wasn't going to get him started down that road. That road led to Marcy, wherever she was now. Nobody in the family asked about her anymore. Except for good old John, five minutes ago.


"Did you hear about the Deutmeyer's cows getting out this morning?" he said instead. "It took everyone in their family, and about ten other people, including me, to get them all rounded up. Some of us had to get in our trucks to find all of them. I found two down by the highway, right at the edge of the shoulder, eating grass and shitting in the ditch like they were at home." He rubbed his sore arms. "That's what I call craziness."


Grandma made a pushing gesture with both hands, as if to dismiss William's story in order to get at what she really wanted to know. "Cows?  I've seen more cows in my lifetime than you and your brother will ever see." After glancing into the living room, she lowered her voice. "‘Course it's hard to see cows when you live in the city. Right?"


"True," William said, checking the clock. Dad ought to be coming in any minute, he thought, and Mom was already ten minutes late. John hadn't made a sound in the living room. Was he in there, William wondered, listening to us?  Gathering ammunition for sneak attacks later, just like when we were kids?  He caught himself holding his breath and forced air out of his mouth.


"Once people leave here, must be hard for them to ever come back," Grandma said in the same soft voice, without looking directly at William. She touched her hair tentatively, messing it up. The kitchen was silent as she waited for his reaction, the TV in the living room a dull buzzing.


William told himself to let her comment go. But his stomach was trying to tighten up on him, the same feeling he felt most days around mealtimes. He'd dealt with that ache by throwing himself into his work instead of eating. In his mind he heard the hollow slam of a Chevelle's door followed by the spitting of gravel from the tires. It was going to be another long meal, he decided: pushing food from one side of his plate to another as the others ate with abandon, not a worry in the world. He didn't say anything further to his grandmother.


Finally, with an excited glow in his eyes, William's father stomped into the house, kicking off his work boots and peeling off his wet jacket in the mud room. His face was flushed, either from the late winter cold or excitement. Not two minutes later, William's mother walked in, her dress clothes slightly rumpled from a day of teaching second graders, the bright colors of her pink blouse and dark red skirt looking out of place around the faded, no-nonsense work clothes of William and his father. The tension left his shoulders and lower back after seeing his parents again. Grandma had been close to breaking him down.


John wandered in from the living room, and all five adults sat down to the table for a muttered prayer over their food. As William crossed himself at the end of the prayer, completing the familiar motions without even thinking about them, he realized with a jolt that John was sitting to his right, in Marcy's old place.


During the meal, William ate slowly, barely listening to his mother across the table from him, next to John, complaining about the students getting cabin fever as winter lingered or his father's gossip about the farming problems of their neighbors. To improve his mood, William kept himself occupied by watching his grandmother watch John. She would nod along with whomever was talking, then look to John next to her, as if to make sure he was following along. Then she would look back to the speaker. Back and forth like a cat.


Grandma had lived with the Koopmans for as long as William could remember. Grandpa Koopman had lived there too, before his death fifteen years ago, in the downstairs bedroom that Grandma now had all to herself. She had been the referee in many of William and John's fights while their father had been outside working, their mother taking classes and teaching. Grandma couldn't stand William picking on his smaller brother, even though William was convinced that as the oldest he was her favorite.


Caught up in his memories, a goofy smile on his face, William lifted his head to find everyone else looking at him, waiting for him to finish eating. They were all done, and his father tapped his thumbnail on the edge of his empty plate, anxious to get to John's announcement.


"I'm finished," William said. He pushed away the half-full plate of beef, carrots, potatoes, cabbage, and bread. It all tasted the same anyway, and his stomach was full. Full enough.


"All right," Dad said. "John wanted to talk to all of us about some important news, and he only wanted to say it once, so, well, go ahead, son."


John pulled his chair up closer to the table, glanced at William for the first time in the whole meal, and took a deep breath. "Things have been rough for me the past year or so in Chicago. The brokerage was making me work these long hours to bring in more and more clients, and the money just wasn't there in a lot of cases. People get nervous about the market, I guess..."


John looked down at his plate, his mouth quivering the slightest bit, and in that instant, William knew his brother was lying.


"Go on," Dad said.


William glanced around the table, looking for some hint of doubt in the older faces around him, but he could detect nothing. The little shit had them suckered.


"To make a long story short, some people had to be let go. Even though I'd been there almost two years, they cut the least productive people first." John winced, as if that had hurt him physically just to say it. "So. I looked for work at a bunch of different places the last few months, but nobody was hiring. Or my old bosses had blackballed me."


"They did what to you?" Grandma blurted out, holding a hand next to her ear, a look of confused shock on her face.


"Blackballed," John said. "You know, made me look bad to all my potential employers. I'd used up most of my savings on rent and a new suit for interviewing, so the cash flow just wasn't there for me."


"What about that new car?"  William said. He regretted it immediately when he saw the look on his mother's face.


"William," she scolded, shaking her head. She touched her gray-black hair, straightening a wild strand, then rested the same hand on John's forearm. "Why didn't you tell us about this sooner?" Mom said. "We could've helped you, you know."


John shook his head, then glanced at William. The same thought must have entered John's mind at the identical instant that William had thought it: there had been no money to give, and there hadn't been any for quite some time. William was glad that John had at least had the decency, at the time, not to ask.


"I know," John said.  His voice took on the rehearsed tone William had heard earlier that week. "You must think it's funny, a stockbroker who can't keep track of his own finances, but it happened. So I wanted to tell all of you that I'm not really on vacation. I'm moving back, with Mom and Dad's permission, of course, to stay a while until I'm back on my feet."


His parents looked at each other and nodded. "It's a great idea, John," Mom said. "You know you're always welcome here."


"I don't think it'll be for long," John added, as if trying to convince himself. "I can just stay in my old bedroom. Plus, I want to help on the farm."


William barked out a laugh before he could clap a hand over his mouth.


"Sorry," he mumbled into his plate, afraid to meet his mother's withering gaze. Grandma stared at William a few seconds longer, and he tell she was coming around to his way of thinking.


The thought of John, who had bitched and moaned his way through every early morning of chores before school and every night of chores after school, now wanting to be a farmer tickled William. After graduation from high school, John couldn't have gotten out of Holy Cross fast enough. William remembered watching his mother's face drop while she was on the phone with John, asking him to come home, nearly begging, and his anger had grown. And when John did come back to visit, he never once offered to help with the chores. Just like this past week.


"I can start tomorrow," John said, helping Grandma pick up the dirty supper plates. "I can be ready by six-thirty, to help with the milking, if you want?"


William looked at his father, whose face had held a bemused expression ever since John's announcement to be the new hired hand. His eyes were unreadable under his upraised eyebrows.


"Shoot," Dad laughed. "Six-thirty's when we come in for breakfast, son. Have you been away that long?  We're up at four, before the roosters even wake up." Dad stopped laughing and looked across the kitchen at John. "Still want to help us?"


"Sure," John said, his face red. "No problem. I just forgot. How early we used to get up, I mean."


William caught the trapped look in his brother's eyes and smiled. John hadn't given much thought to what he was getting into, coming back here, and he doubted John knew anything about the problems they'd been having on the farm lately. The weather, the finances, the broken-down equipment. None of it was smelling like money, lately.


When William turned around, he saw that his grandmother was once again looking at him. Her eyes were narrow behind her bent glasses, but she had a tiny smile on her face.


Damn, William thought, embarrassed that he'd been caught. Everyone was watching everyone else. But nobody would admit it, and nobody would want to act like anything was out of line. They were just a regular family, finishing up a meal together.






* * * * *






After supper, William had hoped to go into town to salvage some of his Friday night, but his parents had insisted they all sit together in the living room and "get reacquainted," as his mother called it. He shuffled into the suddenly-cramped room and sat on the floor across from his brother, feeling like a kid about to be punished. Grandma continued glancing at William as if her actions were dependent on how he acted.


The five of them ended up watching a bad edited-for-tv movie for an hour in awkward silence, and then his parents had gone to bed. William suspected that they'd set it up that way so he'd be forced to talk to John alone.


Nice try, he'd wanted to shout at them as they retreated into their bedroom. But it's not going to work.


At least Grandma hadn't deserted him. As John turned the channel to catch the sports section of the local news, grumbling about the lack of cable and the bad reception, William moved over to the couch to peer at his grandmother's book. "What're you working on, Grannie?"


On her lap she held an overstuffed scrapbook open to a page filled with yellowed newspaper cuttings. The book contained, among various clippings and letters, a complete genealogy of her side of the family and most of the Koopman side, going back in time to recount ancestors William never knew he had. He usually didn't ask about her book of history—he knew once he got her started she'd never stop, and he didn't want to be reminded of his own, more recent history—but the alternative was to try and talk to his brother. John sat sprawled out on the floor, watching the news, but he had turned slightly towards them, listening.


"I was just thinking about my uncles, for some reason." Her thin hand, dotted with liver spots, touched the faded rectangle of newsprint in front of her, smoothing it. "Local Farmhouse Burns During Night," the headline read in small capital letters.


William relaxed into the faded cushions of the couch and tried to read the tiny news story. "What were their names?"


"Hubert and Albert."


"Hubert?  Now that's a name," William said, nudging her with his forearm. "You just made that up."


"Show some respect. This is a sad story." She closed the book, placed it carefully on the end table next to her, and rested her hands in her empty lap. It was a posture William remembered well from childhood. "Hubert and Albert were barely a year apart in age, and while they were growing up, most people around here—and back then, right after the 1900s had started, there weren't that many people around here—most of them thought they were twins. They both had dark blonde hair and the bluest eyes. I remember their eyes more than anything else.


"But they were cold eyes. Uncle Hubert hardly ever smiled the few times I saw him as a child. And Uncle Albert was even less friendly. According to Daddy, Albert and Hubert had had a big fight when they came to America from Germany, and they carried their anger around with them like a weight on their backs wherever they went. And the funny thing was, they lived in the same house together, paid for it together even though they never spoke to each other.


"After a year of living there, my mother forbade me to visit them, because she said they'd split their little house on their acreage right down the middle, and it was something no child should see. Put a wall in the kitchen that ran halfway through the living room, back to the two bedrooms. One of them had cut a new doorway into the side of the house so he could get in and get out without ever having to see his brother."


John had turned down the TV, and William squirmed, trying not to look at him. But his eyes betrayed him, and he saw the half-smile on John's face before looking down at his own hands. Grandma and her damn stories, he thought.


"They lived like that until they were in their thirties. This was about 1915. By that time I had grown older and wanted to see this house, but I still wasn't allowed. ‘Worse than children,' my father said about them. Then, one hot summer night, when it hadn't rained in weeks, their place caught fire. Everything burned to the ground, the extra walls and all, but they made it out without a singed hair. The next day, Hubert took his money out of the bank and moved west, and Albert took his money and headed east. People asked about them for a while, but after Daddy bought up their land, people pretty much forgot about them. They were just too bitter and sour for anyone to want to visit them or even learn their whereabouts. They just left, my Uncle Hubert and my Uncle Albert, and nobody missed them."


John whistled lowly from the floor. "That is one freakin' depressing story, Grandma." He looked at William and laughed, and William shook his head and glanced away.


The three of them sat without speaking for a minute, the story rerunning itself through William's mind, the TV playing softly in the background. The news had ended during her story, turning into a rerun of "Cheers," the Boston bar a million miles from their Holy Cross farm. William stared at the TV instead of looking at his grandmother or brother. Then the phone rang.


"Damn it," John whispered. His face was suddenly pale as he started to get up from the floor.


"I got it," William said, easing around his grandmother and catching the phone in the middle of its second ring. Every time he heard the phone, the thoughts entered his head: she wanted to see him again, she was so sorry, she'd just needed some time away.


But as soon as he said hello, he heard a click and the line went dead. He glared at John, whose face held the same nervous intensity that it had held before supper that night.


"No one's there," William said before hanging up. The sound of the phone hitting the cradle too hard bounced around the room.


Grandma jumped and closed her genealogy book. John turned off the TV, and everything went still. William imagined that somewhere in the world a house was burning, lighting up the night. He shivered and walked to the window, the plastic that covered it rustling slightly from the late-winter wind. The darkness outside reminded William at last of how late it was, and how soon the morning of another day of hard work would arrive.












Chapter Two






John Koopman knew that, if simply given one more chance, he could make his life work.


He'd needed a clean break from the life he'd been living in Chicago—from Jamie and the drugs to Andrea and the drinking—even if that clean break had brought him back to his childhood bedroom, where he lay staring at the bare rectangles of wall where his old posters used to hang. At five minutes past midnight, the rest of the Koopman family was asleep in preparation for the chores the next morning, but it was still early to him. Back in Chicago, they'd be just getting started on their Friday night.


After tossing and turning for an hour, John got up from the bed, threw on his clothes, and crept back downstairs in the dark. Another phone call wouldn't hurt, he thought, wincing at the traitorous squeaking of the steps. When he picked up the phone, he remembered the look on his older brother's face from earlier that night. How William's flicker of hope had hardened into a mask of desperation and rage when the person on the other end hung up on him. Aside from the hint of anger William had shown before supper, when John had mentioned Marcy, the shifting emotions William had shown on the phone had been the first signs of life John had seen on his big brother's face since John's return to Holy Cross. The rest of the time, William had simply looked dead. Or at the very least, wishing something would come and put him out of his misery.


In the unlit living room, John dialed a number from memory, using the moonlight coming in through the window. He knew who had been calling and hanging up—or, rather, he'd had the list of suspects narrowed down to about half a dozen people. With static buzzing in his ear, John thought about how the past was proving harder to elude than he'd ever imagined. He closed his eyes in the dark and held his breath until his arms stopped shaking. This was the first call he'd made in the past week to this particular long-distance number.


"Been sleeping well lately?" he murmured into the mouthpiece before she said hello.


"What do you think?" she said. John imagined hearing someone else with her. A rustle of her sheets that could have been someone shifting position so he could hear better. He bit down on his lower lip to keep the venom from his voice.


"So what've you been doing this past week?" he said, eyes still closed. "How are you?"


She whispered again, "What do you think?"


John smiled. "I think you went out with some people from work, and you probably drank too much, talking about the loser guys you're friends with. And now I'm guessing you've been in bed less than an hour. Alone, maybe." He kept his eyes shut, hating the way it made him feel better to talk to her this way.


"At least I'm still here," Andrea said after a short pause, during which John could see her pretty face scrunching up in frustration. "I didn't quit my job and run away. I visited him today on my lunch break, by the way. Today was the first day he could have visitors."


"Great," John said, his mouth clenching. She didn't waste any time, he thought, cutting right to Jamie. She still could get to him, all these miles away. "Just wanted to see how you're doing. Sounds like everything's just fucking peachy there. I guess I'll talk to you later then—"


"He didn't ask to see you, by the way. He has the shakes now and then, and he says he doesn't sleep well." Her voice raised a notch, becoming slightly hoarse. "How have you been sleeping, John?"


"Look, I'm going to visit soon," he said. The walls of the old house felt like they were leaning in on him, sucking up the scarce light and air around him. The inside of his right arm itched at the elbow, where he'd slid the needle that night in Jamie's apartment, pushing the junk into his blood. He'd thought he'd left all that behind him when he left the city, but the scar was still there, permanent as a tattoo.
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