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The foregoing generations beheld God and
 nature face to face; we, through their eyes.


Why should not we also enjoy an original
 relation to the universe?





—RALPH WALDO EMERSON


















ON HASKELL STREET
 (A PRELUDE)




During the winters of adolescence, I would sometimes spend a Saturday or two with my great-aunt Esther. Around suppertime, she would have me run down to the grocery to purchase Swedish potato sausage and lingonberries, which she’d later serve next to white bread with thick swipes of butter on it. The rest of the evening would be spent at her piano singing a few of her father’s favorite songs. Immigrant songs. Songs about forgotten children, sinful princes, and the narrow way to God’s eternal dawn: Den langa evighetens dag, i orstörd frid och ro. That eternal day of peace and quiet. Esther would recall how her father, John, sang these songs to her and her younger brother, Harold, while rocking on the porch of their house on Haskell Street in Fort Dodge, in west-central Iowa. Tillie, their mother, would step away from the sewing table to add her birdlike soprano to a few verses. Sometimes, said Esther, upon hearing John’s voice, immigrant neighbors like Mrs. Samuelson and Josey would wander over to join them on the porch. Little Josey, who’d had a baby at fourteen, refused to nurse it and called out instead for her puppy dog, Snips. “Sjung en visa för oss, John!” Josey would demand, scratching the mutt’s neck: “Sing a story for us!”


By the time of these visits to Aunt Esther’s all the family members who’d ever lived on Haskell Street had died or moved away. John and Tillie had died decades before I was born. Esther lived in Boone, sixty miles away, and her brother Harold “Andy” Anderson, my maternal grandfather, had uprooted to Arizona when I was nine. My friends didn’t come from around Haskell Street, set in the Des Moines River valley, which I mostly viewed while driving across Kenyon Road bridge—the forested bluffs, the abandoned roundhouse, the small overflow dam where shirtless boys cast their lines into the foam, despite the stench of the processing plants. The “armpit” we sometimes called it. I grew up with my three younger sisters on the other side of town, where the neighborhoods were plotted in perfect squares and the well-groomed fields of corn and beans ran east to the horizon. Our house was larger than those on Haskell; our yard was a thin acre with blooming crab apples along the drive, shade gardens, climbing trees. A small park, really.


And yet it was for a child like me that my great-grandparents had left Sweden. Or so I’d been told by Grandma Kathryn, wife of Harold. “Yes,” Esther would nod, “I suppose that’s true. And did you also know you were born with a veil on your face, like your mother?” She was referring to some kind of gross skin mask, but according to Swedish legend it meant Mom and I were “touched,” set apart for Christ, destined to save the world. Even my mother believed it. When I was seven and she was pregnant with my brother, I became very ill, feverish and delusional. The doctor speculated leukemia. Dear God, my mother prayed at my bedside, let him be saved. And so it happened: I recovered from what turned out to be a virus, but my brother, James, was stillborn. For a brief time, though, I was the answer to everyone’s prayers, a miracle.


No wonder I wanted to be Swedish. While still in elementary school, I learned bits of the language from Esther—Jag alskär dig—and wrapped myself in the stories of John and Tillie, who I believed were circling above my head, guarding and protecting me, the one set apart. I imagined how it must have been: the two of them standing on the freshly scrubbed deck of a Swedish ship, arms around each other, staring beyond the green swell of the Atlantic to the golden hulk of the American continent and the shimmering figure of a promised child. Me. So when I knelt at night to pray, it was their language I whispered, just as Esther had taught me: Gud som haver barnen kär, Se till mig som liten är. “God who loves the children, watch over me who is little.” Again and again. I did not want to disappoint those who had come so far, and lost so much, to claim me.


Fort Dodge was a promised place for me then, as well. On the weekends, Grandpa and Grandma Price, who lived only a block away, would drive my sisters and me to Dolliver State Park, a few miles downriver, for picnics. We’d wade for hours in Prairie Creek and explore the mossy shadows of Boneyard Hollow, searching for the skulls of bison that had been chased off the sandstone cliffs by Indians. Back home, my mother and I would go for long walks around the yard, stopping at one of her small, semiwild gardens, naming the blossoms and butterflies. And all the birds: the goldfinches at the feeder, the orioles, the iridescent pigeons on Mr. Zimmerman’s roof. Neighborhood children often found their way into our yard, friends with whom I shared wild adventures in the plum thicket, the bridal hedges, the muddy space between two garages. Together we turned over countless rocks, uncovering gobs of swarming, nesting stuff: ants, ladybugs, snakes. Whole galaxies of life that somehow, until that moment, had existed beyond sight and care.


John and Tillie must have known such beauty, I thought. Esther said that on the weekends, when they were children, her father would take her and my grandfather for long walks in the woods along Soldier Creek to fish and pick wildflowers. That would be in the spring. In the fall, they would collect walnuts and gooseberries. Always, whatever the season, they’d sit on the edge of the creek, and John would sing songs to them, one child on each knee, beneath the hush of the walnut trees and the oaks. “That place was so beautiful,” she’d say. “It should’ve been a park.” Beautiful, just like my town, my yard. Just like me.


I’m not sure when I stopped believing it. The stories in my mind just began changing, including those about Haskell Street. Esther had often told me about the prostitute who had lived in the house at the northwest corner of the street. One early evening the poor woman had staggered, naked and sobbing, over to their porch. While John put the kids to bed, Tillie invited the prostitute into the kitchen for coffee and a blanket. John sang some stories while the woman blubbered in Norwegian, running her fingers through her red hair. From the bedroom window, Esther watched the woman walk home, their blanket wrapped around her slender body. This was meant to be a story about Christian charity, but at some point in early adolescence I began to focus on the nakedness of the woman, on the improbable fact that one could actually be naked, in the street, for all to see, without caring.


I was in the middle of my own immigrant journey, it seemed. One morning I woke up a foreign place: short, pimply, less than miraculous. Fort Dodge had become alien country as well. It was the 1980s farm crisis in Iowa and people were disappearing. One day a girl would be in class, passing a tightly folded, triangular note, and the next day she’d be gone. “Her family left with the factory,” a teacher would say. Another girl, whom I sat with on the band bus, found her recently unemployed father hanging from an electric cord in the garage. Then she disappeared, too. Here was one of the defining stories of our place, the boom-and-bust tragedies of a western agricultural economy, but we didn’t study it in our classes. We were given no poverty statistics (nearly 30 percent in some Iowa counties), no depressing demographics, no social or environmental history. We were left to our own devices, which for some meant despair, drugs, and violence. When I wasn’t cowering behind my locker door or among my drama buddies, I was the class clown, full of self-deprecation and mimicry, drawing popular caricatures of teachers and submitting cartoons to the school newspaper. And yet at home, on the pages of my private sketchbook, I enacted my own dreams of violence: fist driving into throat, foot into stomach, knife into ribs. Whose throat and stomach and ribs they were changed regularly. Sometimes they were my own.


Around this same time, during a winter escape to Boone, Esther revealed that my great-grandparents had not, in fact, sailed together from Sweden to America. They’d met in Fort Dodge, she said. John had traveled twenty-five days on a cattle boat to avoid the tedium of military service. A decade later, Tillie was apparently seduced into emigrating by a hometown boy who’d left Sweden for Iowa and then returned to recruit for the factories. He’d offered to pay her way, convincing her that they needed skilled seamstresses in America, that she was worthy of his money and his desire, worthy of an entire nation’s desire. Then he dumped her.


That night, I lay down on the overstuffed mattress in Esther’s guest room and tried to conjure Tillie’s arrival in Iowa, reassembling the few details and songs I’d heard, searching for something salvageable as personal myth:


It is April in Fort Dodge—I could picture it—and raining, so the factory smoke hangs low over Central Avenue, smelling like boiled oats and blood. When the driver takes Tillie to the river valley, the mud comes up to the center of the wagon wheels. She has to get out and walk alongside the horses. The man who paid her way is not there to help, and after one look at this place she has lost all desire for him. Another Swedish family takes her in. She picks up dressmaking jobs here and there, but mostly she is a house servant making around four dollars a week. She hates it here. Her only pleasure is to visit a blind friend in Harcourt, another Swedish immigrant woman who hates it here, who refuses to speak English, who touches Tillie’s moonish face and sings about the homesick Italian girl who lives in Sweden: Sa farväl mina drömmar, min barndom sa ljus. Alrig mera jag skada dig fa. Här velle jag leva, här ville jag bo, om inte Italien fanns. “So farewell my dreams, my childhood so bright. Never more shall I behold you. Here I would want to live, here I would want to settle, if not for Italy.” If not for Sweden.


Tillie meets John Anderson—the new story goes—during her first year in Fort Dodge. He is a cooper smith working at Hansen’s butter tub factory. He is from Västergötland, which is near Tillie’s Smäland, so they speak with the same accent. It is enough, in this sorry place, to justify a courtship. John is Evangelical, always talking of heaven, and is eight years older than Tillie is, but she marries him anyway and they settle into the house on Haskell Street. What a mystery he is to her; he is not of this world of mud and shame, her world. Bits of laughter seem always caught in his mustache. Where is he all day that he can emerge covered with sawdust, ashen white, and be an angel of goodwill and song? Wearing loose pants with suspenders—cheekbones like seaside rocks, deep tidal pools for eyes—he walks home from work, so good-natured that maybe two or three dogs follow him, skipping and yelping and begging for his attention.


Soon there is a child, Clara Linea, who tips a kettle of boiling water on herself and dies. She was one year old. A second child, Esther, hates the clunky leather shoes her father makes for her, the ones that cause her ankles to fall inward—not like the satin slippers worn by the rich girls at Bethany Lutheran. A third child, Harold Theodore, is named after the president who waved at Tillie during a whistle-stop in Fort Dodge. Harold, the small shy one who hangs with the wrong crowd and is caught by his father tossing his cap over cigarette butts in the city square, hiding them from the sweeper, so he can deliver them to the older boys in the gang. He is restless, always running off. Tillie dresses Harold like George Washington—that is, like a girl—for the president’s birthday celebration at school and won’t let him take the short route through the Lord’s Prayer. He has to say it all the way through and also, with his father, sing “Din Port Är Trang,” the song John will someday request on his deathbed, where he is suffocating from the sawdust in his lungs:


Din port är trang, och smal den stig
 Som till Ditt rike bär.
 Sa lär mig evangelium, Gud vare därför tack.
 Gud vare tack, att även jag far i den staden bo.
 Sa lär mig evangelium, Gud Vare därför tack.
 Den Langa evighetens dag, i ostörd frid och ro.
 I Jesu hjärta, är det rum.





Your door is narrow, and the path is narrow Which to Your realm leads.
 So teach me the gospel, God be praised.
 God be praised, that even I may in this City live.
 So teach me the gospel, God be praised.
 The long day of eternity, in undisturbed peace and quiet.
 In the heart of Jesus, there is room.



Fifty years later, a month from high school graduation, it is in this song—escape elevated to divine heights—that I think I’ve recovered my own story. It is late afternoon in Boone. Aunt Esther has just finished singing “Din Port Är Trang” at the piano, and now we are sitting on her enclosed porch, the May sun slipping through the lacy curtains and onto the wood floor. Two easels are set up, one for each of us. I’m painting an alpine meadow, in oils. Esther is painting a desert vista, giving it a mountain, creating dimension with soft cradles of blue that cascade down from peak to foothills. Near the top she adds a wisp of tangerine, a hint of dusk. Its otherness is godlike. Years earlier, she and Uncle Leonard had planned to move to that desert landscape, to a retirement village in Green Valley, Arizona, but then he died. So she sold the property to my grandparents and they moved there. The immigrant story continues. I’m next to try to leave, applying to universities on the coasts, but ending up at the University of Iowa by default, on the other side of the state. I will fly farther someday, I swear.


Now in my fortieth year, I live in western Iowa in a house near the Missouri River, just a few hours from Fort Dodge, where my parents still reside, where my grandparents and great-grandparents are buried. Esther, too, is at rest in the Boone cemetery. I’ve never lived anywhere but Iowa. This has become the unexpected, defining journey of my life: to come home without ever having left. When others ask why I’ve stayed put, I reply with what must seem the ordinary details of a life: a job, a family, a history. I often mention the place itself: the wildlife and natural areas I’ve learned to love, the human communities I’ve called home, the flawed yet promising terrain that’s become as familiar as my own flesh. All of these answers are true, but none, by themselves, ever feels complete. Only together, in relation, do they begin to mean anything. What word is there for this? Mosaic? Ecology? Kinship—the familial embrace of nature, body, and spirit.


Whatever it is, I don’t think I was fully aware of its tightening hold on my life, until I traveled for the first time to Haskell Street over a decade ago. I was in grad school, visiting Fort Dodge for spring break, and had no particular reason for seeking it out—just an afternoon drive that suddenly found purpose. Haskell was difficult to locate, but eventually I parked along its short row of boxy, clapboard houses. Behind them rose a steep slope covered with brown foxtail and spots of bald dirt. Across the street was an abandoned industrial park, stubbled with dead grass where the electric plant and creosote tanks used to be. To the east, Haskell ran to a small, undeclared park sporting three gnarled oaks and a runt cedar. To the west, the cracked pavement rose to meet busy Hawkeye Bridge. Beneath that bridge is Soldier Creek, which flows into the Des Moines River, which flows southeast to the Mississippi and on through to the tropical waters of the Gulf and beyond.


I got out of my car and walked to the gray house at 341 Haskell. It was small and unassuming. The porch was now enclosed with dirty aluminum siding, the windows covered with milky plastic, like the eyes of a blind dog. Still, the porch endured, as did the house, and though hard to believe at the time, John had begged to return there to die. That was another story Esther told me. In his sixties, my great-grandfather was diagnosed with TB—more likely white lung from the sawdust—and sent to the sanatorium at Oakdale, now part of the University of Iowa campus. Esther often visited him there, earning her fare by agreeing to comfort those on the bus who were ill or grieving. She and John would sit on his cot, on the screened terrace where the patients slept, even in winter. “Papa looked so sad,” she said. “He cried and complained and begged me to take him home.” She finally relented and took him back to Haskell, to Tillie, to his chair on the porch.


Esther blamed herself for his death—perhaps at the sanatorium he would’ve gotten more rest and not walked so much. But every other day John insisted on visiting his son Harold’s place to see his infant granddaughter, Sondra, my mother. Kathryn, her mother, would set the baby out on the screened porch and he would look at her from the sidewalk. He didn’t want her to get sick. Then he’d walk home alone, visiting the banks of Soldier Creek. When they finally realized John wasn’t going to get well, Kathryn brought the baby down to the house on Haskell and let him hold her, just once, for a few minutes, in the chair on the porch. Her body, which would one day give room to my own, had been wrapped in his arms, sheltered and supported by this ground. Here where I was standing.


Strangers live in that house now, and one of them glared at me through the window where Esther had watched the naked prostitute. I stepped across the street to the industrial park. An elevated strip of earth ran along its edge, curving west under the bridge and into the woods. It was probably an old railroad, though the tracks were gone. I followed it toward the woods, letting it move me beneath the bare walnut trees and oaks, their stark branches like veins against the gray March sky. John and his children had often walked in those woods, but I hadn’t been there—how perfectly wild and foreign it was. The tall, dry stems of prairie grasses grew near a surprisingly clear Soldier Creek, while black roots stretched from the frozen bank below. White pasqueflowers bloomed on the warm side of the ridge. I sat down and stayed for a long time. Esther was right, it should’ve been a park.


But it isn’t. It’s just there, tangled and alive. As I am, still seeking to understand the ways I’ve been set from the dust. This dust, among these people and creatures, in this place. There is no leaving. There is only the opportunity, as always, to settle, to remember, and be ready. Ready to answer the still insistent demand: Sjung en visa för os, John! Sing a story for us!












PART ONE
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Departures











THE ROBIN DEFENSE



Put the baby bird down, the patrol boy says. Its momma is coming back and it’ll give you lice.


I tell him I don’t care about lice and that I’m going to take the bird to my own momma, but is he in the mood to listen? No. He’s in the fifth grade and thinks that wearing a badge and holding a sharp-edged stop sign the size of a pizza dish gives him the power to decide life and death. Another time he might be right, but on this particular spring day, this particular baby bird needs my help—I spotted it in the new wet grass, shivering, on its side, its leg sticking straight out the way they do when things aren’t right. Now it’s cupped in my hands, a soft, freckled ball, and I think it isn’t shivering so much as before.


But is this boy in the mood to listen? He tells me again to put it down and I tell him exactly what I think about patrol boys, what we second-graders call them behind their backs—the Poop Patrol—and that he’s the stinkiest of them all. Well, that just about does it, he says, and the next thing he has a fistful of my red windbreaker and yanks me backward, but I keep my feet and the bird, and elbow him hard in the breadbasket. He grunts and lets me go, but then his partner, the second stinkiest in the Poop Patrol, grabs hold of my red windbreaker and tells me they’re going to send someone to get the principal. That’s fine with me, I tell them, because my friend Andy has already gone to get my mother and she’ll definitely be on my side. Andy’s dad was in the Battle of the Bulge so he’ll get her, you can bet on it, even if she’s in the bedroom with the door shut, on account of being sad about the funeral. He’ll march right up the stairs— he’s not afraid of anything, I tell them—and when my mother hears about the bird, she’ll come running because she’s a nurse and took a sacred oath to heal the sick, which she’s done many times before.


But are they in the mood to listen? They just laugh and I say well, OK, for example, my mother once healed a freezing, shivering rabbit I found that very winter. It was sitting in my backyard, in a crust of snow, when I walked over and just picked it up with my mittens—it was a very cold day. My mother put it in a box with a blanket and water and some lettuce and the next morning it was gone, hopped away, she said. That’s what nurses can do, I tell them, but they just laugh some more and I remind them that if they’re not careful the same thing’s going to happen to this bird that happened to the albino squirrel—remember the squirrel? I think they do, because they stop laughing. They should remember because last fall that white squirrel hung out in the maple tree just across the street, right in front of their faces, and there was a picture of it in the newspaper. They might have even fed it crackers—a lot of kids did since it was almost tame from, well, being fed so many crackers. It came up to me once, close enough to pet, and the newspaper was right, it did have pink eyes. I should’ve taken that squirrel home to my mother, but we all know the end of that story, don’t we?


I think I’ve struck a nerve, because Pooper Number One pushes me to the ground and the baby bird tumbles from my hands. It lands on its back and just stays there, with the leg pointing a different way, but still not right. I try to pick it up, but Number Two yanks back on the hood of my red windbreaker and that’s when I lose it—Get your paws off me! I struggle hard, but he has a pretty good grip on my arms by now. I tell them that they both should take a good look at that baby bird, instead of grabbing me all the time. Don’t you see the bugs on its eyes? They mention the lice and I have to tell them, once again, that I don’t care about the lice. Don’t you see that leg sticking out?  But they just keep telling me to leave it be, the momma’s coming back, the momma’s coming back, even though that isn’t true and even if it were, she’d be too late. I’m seven and I know something about babies they don’t, that they can die, even when they’re just being born, like my brother. Do you want the baby to die? I ask them, just in case they read his name in the paper, next to my name, and remember that once they’re gone there’s no bringing them back, even if it is spring and Easter time and all. You’d think they’d remember that, after the squirrel.


But are they in the mood to listen? They just keep holding my arms and calling me a crybaby—I guess I’ve started crying—and now the bird is shivering again, in the wet grass, and my mother hasn’t arrived yet. What else can I do? What choice have they left me? I relax a little, fake like I’ve surrendered, then stomp down hard on Number Two’s ankle with my big brown shoe. Now he’s the one screaming and falling into the wet grass. I don’t wait around for Number One to grab me; I scoop up the bird and dart across the street. They’re both standing now, redfaced and thinking about coming after me, thinking about what they might do with that axe-sharp sign of theirs, but then, whatdyaknow, the bell rings.


Too bad, so sad, I tell them, since they’re finally listening. You have to go back to school now and it looks like the principal ain’t coming, either! Number One pulls out his little scratch-and-sniff cheeseburger notebook—I can smell the onions from here—and writes my name in it, but I don’t care. I won’t be going back to school, ever. Compared to this, school doesn’t matter, even though my father says it does and made me go today. Tomorrow’s another day, a different story, and I’ll have the baby bird to remind him. No. These boys won’t see my face again, but I guarantee I’ll remember their ugly mugs forever!


That’s right, I yell at them, keep walking! Uh-oh—LOOKEE HERE—I’m carrying the bird with my bare hands, lice and all, and there’s nothing you can do!


They don’t turn around, they’ve stopped listening again, but I don’t care. The bird has stopped shivering; he has his shiny black eye on me, because he knows I’m going to take him away and save him. Not like that squirrel. So when the Poop Patrol comes back with the principal, if they come back, they’ll have no one to boss except the sun and the air and the mud. Grab them, if you dare, but you won’t grab me. I’m gone and so is this baby bird.


I am not a crybaby!


I am in the second grade and don’t any of you worry, he’ll live, because my mom’s a nurse and his name was in the paper and I’ll remember. And it’s spring.




















WHAT KIND OF LIGHT?





Our arrival at Camp Mini-Wakan was marked not so much by a sign as by the character of light. In the backseat of the Buick Electra my two younger sisters and I had been asleep, sweaty, open-mouthed, baking in the kind of plastic heat from which I’d awakened during other car trips—usually during the song “Brandy” (she’s a fine girl)—and wondered: Who am I? But now, as the open fields gave way to the woods, the harsh strike of the sun softened, freckling down through the hackberries and oaks and onto my arms. A cool breeze touched my forehead and drew my face to the window. I saw trees. Lots of trees.


We were going there for Mom, a few months after the baby died—at least, that’s how I will always remember it. Mom had spent her childhood summers at Mini-Wakan, a church retreat on the northern Great Lakes of Iowa, and remembered it fondly: the friendships, the horses, the countless Ping-Pong victories. We’d gone there before, as a family, but I didn’t expect to return that summer. In April, just after the baby, Mom had seemed to want nothing more than to be away from us, retreating day after day behind the closed door of my parents’ bedroom. A few weeks later, just before our move to the new house, she transformed into a tornado of activity, tossing around boxes, filling them with clothes, toys, blankets, dirty silverware—anything within reach. Watching her, I’d thought the summer already lost. Then, one evening, she appeared at the kitchen table in her flowery nightgown and told Dad that this year she wanted to go somewhere special for her birthday, that there was a spot down by Okoboji Lake where she’d sat alone as a girl and read My Friend Flicka all the way through, without stopping. That’s where she wanted to go, back to Camp Mini-Wakan. So Dad decided to take her, and us, and you could tell by the way he drove the gravel roads (a little too fast) that he was glad to be going there, too.


Dad parked in front of the log cabin lodge. The air hinted of wood smoke and a thin mist hovered over the nearby meadow, purple with phlox. Inside, while Dad registered, I examined the poster with the cabin assignments. Some cabins had names like Blackfoot and Pawnee and Crow—fierce, noble names—while others had less desirable names like Pocahontas and Sacagawea. I worried that a balsa wood identification tag with a girl’s name on it would hold little currency among my friends and would have to be tossed shortly after our return. I finally found our names listed under “Sioux.” Dad concurred, it was great luck: Our cabin would be near the lake, not back in the ivy-infested woods like last year or on the smashed-down mud near the latrines.


Carrie Anne, Susan, and I raced to our cabin and through the open doorway. The walls were exposed cedar planks and the floor a dirty cement slab. The smell—pinesap and mildew— burned my throat, in a good way. Two bunk beds with thin, liver-spotted mattresses were shoved against the walls, and I quickly claimed the top of one of them.


“Sure you want to sleep up there?” Mom asked, throwing her hard white suitcase on the mattress, the suitcase that still contained stray rice from my parents’ honeymoon. During our last stay there, I’d rolled off the top bunk and dropped like a meteor. Mom had screamed, snatched me off the concrete, and asked urgent questions: Do you know your name? Can you count to five? She’d retrieved Dr. Greenwood, the unofficial camp physician. Nelson Greenwood, who was my age, watched as his father felt my neck and gently rotated my head. Nelson looked disappointed when it was announced that I didn’t have a concussion. I know I was. Head injuries were gold.


The Greenwoods were regulars at Mini-Wakan. In khaki shorts and tees, toting around their identification guides and Foxfire books, they seemed totally at home in the wild. I admired Dr. and Mrs. Greenwood, and despite Nelson’s indifference toward me, they’d always been friendly and generous. Last year, they’d taken Nelson and me to an amusement park across the lake. The rides inside the Fun House were brutal discards from the forties, most of them made of wood. There was the carpet slide and the barrel roll and a whirling, king-of-the-mountain monstrosity called the Sugar Bowl. Dr. Greenwood broke his ankle inside the barrel roll. He’d been shuffling his way through its dark, spinning gut, and the next thing he was on his back, clutching his leg and getting tossed like wet jeans in the dryer. This year Mrs. Greenwood had promised to take us someplace more educational, like the site of the Spirit Lake Indian Massacre. I looked forward to that, but mostly I looked forward to spending time with Nelson.


Nelson was a genius. In preschool, he could do more with three twigs and a wad of gum than most of us could with a fully loaded tub of Tinker Toys. During those afternoons the other kids and I watched, amazed, as Nelson built gothic castles out of broken chunks of asphalt or used his pocketknife to carve voodoo masks into Mrs. Carroll’s bath soap. Then we’d watch him throw a violent tantrum over something like getting the wrong flavor Pixy Stick. He didn’t care what anyone thought about him, even grown-ups, and so we hovered around him like moths. Nelson’s popularity had only grown. During his frequent battles with our elementary-school teachers, he’d spit out words like sycophant and fascist. I’d assumed he’d learned these words from his older sisters or from his parents, who, it appeared to me then, had made it their life’s ambition never to tell him what to do. Not only had they bought Nelson a microscope, a chemistry set, and a quail egg incubator, but they never required him to keep them or anything else off his bedroom carpet. He’d also been liberated from the humiliation of haircuts. Unlike the rest of us, Nelson was free to walk the earth with shoulder-length hair, his chin in the air as if no one could hurt him or boss him or prove he was wrong. And no one, in my memory, ever had.


At dusk, on our way to the Mini-Wakan lodge for the first campfire, I caught a glimpse of the Greenwoods walking far ahead of us on the trail. There were Nelson and his parents and another boy, limping close beside them. I squinted.


“Who’s that crippled boy?”


“We don’t point,” Mom whispered. “And we don’t use the word crippled. We use the word special. ”


“Who’s that special boy?”


She didn’t know. At the outdoor chapel we sat down on one of the log pews. I could see Nelson across the fire, his long hair wavy in the flames. He was shirtless and tan and barefoot, wearing nothing but his olive green shorts with the knife clip (I had a pair myself ). He was sitting next to the crippled boy and didn’t notice me. Camp Director Jim—tall and sinewy, a mop of curly, sun-yellow hair—called for our attention. He reminded us that every campfire begins with the Johnny Appleseed Prayer, so let’s all stand and join in, with feeling:


Oh, the Lord is good to me
 and so I thank the Lord 
 For giving me the things I need, 
 The sun and the rain and the apple seed.
 The Lord is good to me. Amen. Amen-Amen-Amen.



We bent our knees at each amen, as if it were a Romper Room exercise and not a prayer.


Jim went over the schedule and the safety rules, and then it was time for games. First, the potato-on-a-spoon relay, in which Dad and Carrie Anne finished dead last. Next, Jim announced the knot-untying contest, and Nelson confidently stepped forward. During school recesses Nelson had impressed us many times with his knot-tying expertise, easily tangling the flag line with sheepshanks and bowlines and cloves. He seemed a sure bet. Jim passed out the knotted pieces of rope and blew his whistle, and the contestants frantically went to work. When Nelson’s first attempt failed, he looked confused, then enraged, bringing the tight jumble down low near his knees as if to break it in half like a stick. His face became a purple bruise. The whistle blew and someone else was declared champion. Jim tried to collect the rope, but Nelson turned away, still yanking at the knot. Finally, he threw it in the dirt and marched to his seat.


Mom covered her mouth to giggle, but I didn’t. The reason for Nelson’s tantrum—a deep-seated hatred of losing—was the same reason I didn’t plan to participate in any game at all. But when Jim announced that the final competition would be a cracker-eating contest, I reconsidered. It would require only the use of my mouth, something at which I was fairly skilled. I stepped forward, and for similar reasons I assumed, so did the crippled boy. Someone cheered, “Yay, Joseph!” We stood next to one another in the line of competitors. I stared at him; he was around my age, the same brown hair, the same summer buzz cut. We looked a lot alike, actually, except he was missing both arms and a leg. In their place were gangly prosthetics, oddly shiny in the firelight. Metallic bolts and wires ran the length of each arm, ending with double hooks that, presumably, could be pinched together. Looking at them I maybe should’ve felt pity, but mostly I was envious. The kid had hooks.


Jim explained the rules of the contest. It was simple: Our hands would be tied behind our backs and saltine crackers placed in our mouths; a whistle would blow and everyone would start chewing. The first one to whistle would win. Jim tied my hands with rough twine and then, skipping Joseph, did the same to the others. Volunteers came forward from the audience. On Jim’s command, a woman wearing a flowered bandana crammed three whole saltines into my mouth. The whistle blew and we began chomping. I realized almost immediately I was in over my head: The salty wafers quickly absorbed all the moisture from my mouth, making it nearly impossible to swallow. Ten seconds in, my jaw was cramping, my tongue straining to dislodge the wet drift of cracker forming against the back of my gums. My head jerked and seized. I glanced at Joseph, who was chewing with a steady, almost elegant rhythm. He appeared poised to win. The crowd roared.


In an all-or-nothing move endemic to poor losers, I tried to whistle too soon. When I puckered and inhaled, several large chunks shot back into my windpipe causing me to cough, delicately at first, then I lunged forward into a screaming hack. Cracker mush flew out of my mouth followed by most of my dinner.


“For godsakes, help him!” my mother screamed.


Jim pounded on my back, nearly knocking me to my knees. Mom charged out of the audience, wrapped her arms around my middle, and gave several quick pulls. I tried to signal her that I was OK, but my hands were tied and my mouth was locked open in dry heave. At last, she put me down and I caught my breath, a wet rope of cracker dangling from my nostrils. The crowd was silent, staring. Even Joseph, cheeks still puffy, had his eyes on me. Nelson was grinning. Desperate to free myself from their faces, I stepped back and did the first thing that came to mind: I whistled.


“He wins!” my mother shouted, hysterical. “He wins!”


Jim looked around, unsure, then handed me the goldpainted medallion. Mom hugged me hard against her hip; there was scattered applause. Jim shakily reviewed the morning schedule, and then everyone walked off toward the cabins, flashlights slicing through the night air.


One of the great things about Camp Mini-Wakan, about the seventies in general, was that parents and children were encouraged, whenever possible, to participate in separate activities. The morning after the cracker contest, while Mom went to find her spot by the lake, I searched alone for Nelson. I discovered him on the steps of his family’s cabin, sharpening sticks with a pocket knife. He had stabbed several of them, pointy ends up, into the dirt by the steps. The sticks would scare raccoons and other scavengers away from the cabin door without hurting them, he explained. He said he was against cruelty to animals, and that millions of animals are trapped every year in jagged steel jaws and have to chew their own legs off to escape. I thought of Mom wandering in the woods, unaware.


“What crafts are you going to make?” I asked. Last year I’d made a macaroni cross, a beaded bracelet, and a lanyard with a key clip at the end of it. This year, I hoped to graduate to leather wallets decorated with rattlesnakes and horses, just like the ones my dad’s law clients sent him from prison. Nelson said he wasn’t going to make any crafts; he was going to search for something in the woods.


“For what?”


“Just something.”


Nelson folded his knife, stood up, and began walking down the trail. I paused, waiting for an invitation, then fell in behind. As I entered the woods the chill air closed around me, but Nel- son’s pace was brisk and I soon warmed. We didn’t talk, so the cries of birds, the tussle of leaves seemed to amplify, as if we weren’t walking on the earth but up high among them. We stepped single file until Nelson veered off the trail. I hesitated at the edge of the undergrowth—it looked thick and dark—then plunged in, my socks getting soaked with dew as I struggled to keep up. I followed him around a slippery hill to a clearing where the trees were spaced wide and the sun threw spots on the green. Nelson stopped to examine a rotten piece of bark and, nearby, a delicate shelf of mushrooms. I stood back, wondering, but he was beyond me in that moment, so full of purpose that it made me feel empty. To me the place was a mass of indistinct life, but to him it was a seer’s palm, to be touched and read. I looked for something I might recognize, finding only a small patch of horsetail reeds. I picked one strand, then another, disassembling their squeaky joints until Nelson was ready to move on.


I had my suspicions about Nelson’s search—his leopard salamander had recently died and been dissected, so he would need a new one. Those suspicions seemed to be confirmed when we arrived at the marsh. It covered a large opening in the woods, dense with cattails and algae and the grind of frogs, smelling like old rainwater in a garbage can. Nelson walked the edges, ankle deep, peering into the shallows. Slowly, he moved out toward the cattails, where the dank water reached above his waist. I kicked off my sneakers and followed. The water was warm, the mud soft. I waded out a little farther then stopped. Nelson was on the edge of the rushes, water up to his chest, when he finally turned to look at me. He waved his arm, signaling me to join him, but I stood in place. He waved again. I stepped back toward the shore.


At a nearby tree, I crouched down and tried to look as if I was searching for something. For my birthday, Nelson’s mom had given me a series of picture books on natural habitats, from which I’d learned that marshes and swamps were home to a large mix of life, most of it unpleasant. There were your basic tadpoles and bullfrogs and dragonflies, but just beneath the surface, in any given spot, there might also be leeches and water snakes and snapping turtles. Alligator snapping turtles, to be precise. My younger cousin, Dave, and I had traced their monstrous, prehistoric portraits from that book: the deformed, punched-up faces, the black eyes, the six-foot-long jagged bodies stuffed into grotesquely undersized shells. The pictures appeared to confirm the legends we’d been told, how they could take off fingers in one bite and how if they clamped onto you they wouldn’t let go until sundown, even if you cut their heads off. Dave and I had coauthored an illustrated novel on the subject. When we showed it to our grandfather Roy, he shared his own story about a boy he’d known in Missouri who’d been dragged by a snapper to the bottom of a catfish pond. Nothing left of him but bits.


So, I’d retreated to shore, which I could’ve blamed entirely on the turtles except that during the previous summer—despite the nature books and Grandpa’s stories—I’d fearlessly waded, hip deep, in the marsh at Dolliver Park and the duck pond at Northlawn Cemetery. From there to here, something had changed in me. I’d first noticed it on a picnic at Dolliver with Grandpa Roy earlier that spring. Instead of splashing in Prairie Creek with my sisters as usual, I’d found myself watching them from the bank, bewildered by fear. I’d still walked the trails that day and climbed rocks, but I’d become suspicious of surfaces— water, algae, even tall grass—hesitant to break them, as if there might be something lurking there, waiting.
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