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Spirits of the Erie


[image: Images]


BRAVES’ Point. A flat-topped hill in upper Ohio, carved away ages ago by melting glaciers.


A high hill, by Ohio standards, but not so steep that it couldn’t be climbed. It rose steadily, gradually, a quarter mile, and from the top one could see the dips and curves of the landscape below, its lumpy earth and slight valleys creeping around Sharon Lake, until the horizon rose up and said, “No more.”


At the bottom of the hill stood an old man and a young boy, looking upward, still, as if frozen in their tracks, eyes focused on something.


The boy glanced quickly at his companion and then up again at the two deer, a buck and doe, legs speared into the hillside. Godly, magical.


“Look at ’em, Doc,” the boy said, his voice full of awe.


He watched the old man, Dr. James F. Dugan, raise his finger to his pursed lips; the boy did the same. Together they smiled, sharers of a rare sight.


“I’ll be damned,” said the Doc, his voice a whisper.


“Uhh . . .” the boy gasped. The sound came out as just a breath. He’d never before been so close to wild animals like these. So large. He shut his eyes, feeling his blood surge through his veins. Pounding in his ears. Why? He’d seen a lot of animals, had raised and cared for many of them. But these were different—strong, alien, absolutely at peace. What is it about them? he wondered.


He opened his eyes again. The buck and doe were as before, still frozen in place—but now they were looking him square in the eye, staring him down.


Something wasn’t right, though.


For a moment, for just a few seconds, the real world seemed to lose its hold. Sure, the deer were there, and he was there, and the Doc . . .


But things weren’t in order. Not the way they were supposed to be. The antlers on the buck’s head looked—fake, he thought, stuck on . . .


And the Doc . . . He turned to look at the old man. There he is, his still face almost transparent, like thick plastic. Not real. Nothing is real.


No.


•  •  •


Of course it is all real. The boy shook his head. What am I thinking?


Adrenaline. Sloshing around in his brain. His mind buzzing. He felt good yet horrified at the same time. He, and the Doc, and the deer, caught up in a few time-warped moments. Then bang, the spell was broken. The buck lurched first, then the doe, and together they ran, taking the hill. And when they did, the boy thought it was a wonderful sight.


He caught his breath, then exhaled, smiling as he did. “Wow, ohhh.” He looked at Doc Dugan, who stared in silence. A teardrop fell from the old man’s eye.


“Nickie?” the Doc said. “Thirty-pointer. I’ll be damned . . . thirty-pointer . . .,” and the boy watched the two glorious animals bolt up the hillside as if on stilts that barely touched the ground.


Within minutes, Nick Harper was trudging up the slope alone, following the narrow, winding footpath of Braves’ Point Hill, carrying with him every second of his dozen years. What does my life mean? he wondered silently. And then aloud, to the wind: “What does my life mean?”


He stopped, ready for an answer. Hoping for an answer. But there wasn’t one. Not on that day.


•  •  •


At the very top, Braves’ Point Hill leveled, forming a natural plateau about a hundred yards square. Centuries of nature’s handiwork had made a friendly meadow there—a field, confined in empty space, held in place by grass-covered cliffs. And in that field at the very top, in the very center, lay two Indian burial mounds.


The boy passed the snake-shaped graves, bowing his head as he always did in reverence to the old dead bones buried below.


“Good morning,” the boy said aloud.


“Hello, Nick,” a voice replied.


•  •  •


Six months had passed since the cold and unfriendly January morning when his life was turned upside down, when his joy and innocence were lost, frozen by the winds of winter. But now, on this warm June day, he sat in the Braves’ Point meadow, looking at the ancient graves, the two strange lumps of earth, struggling to get a grasp on his sorrow, deep in conversation with his phantoms.





A Year Ago
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THE day was mostly gone as Nick made his way home along the riverbank. He came to a place he knew well, where he and his father had spent many nights and early mornings going after bass and catfish. They called it the fishing hole. Underneath the water the river bottom dropped severely. There in the deep, cool water the big fish sought refuge from the summer sun.


Now it all seemed so long ago, so out of his grasp. His eyes scanned the site, an area of ground worn down to the dirt, the river beyond it and the opposite shore, the logs stacked up, the tree stumps, the half-bare branches of the trees, thick, climbing forty feet above him.


Some Styrofoam containers and soda cans still lay about; small balls of fishing line, remnants of snags of the past tangled in the bushes, quivered in the slight breeze. All the elements combined made the place seen alive.


Then he saw something shiny . . . something familiar. He went toward it; it was exactly what he thought, a fishing lure, with yellow-and-black feathers and a metal stem, a spinner and turning spoon. It seemed impossible but there it was, his father’s favorite lure, the one he said could never fail, yet never worked.


Was it possible? Had it been there an entire year, and no other fisherman had found it?


He picked it up, feeling it, reading its history. The paint had held up well, but the hook was rusted. Rust, he thought. Perfect. Amazing how the sight of so little an object could cause so much pain.


He trembled and his eyes filled with tears as he fought to control himself. His knees weakened, and he lowered himself into a squat. My father, he thought, my dad, the man his mother called Charles . . . where are you?


He didn’t want to cry again. Not now. He had to get angry. That always helped to stop the tears.


He sat on the ground and breathed, pulling in oxygen, battling the anxiety. His psychologist had told him to do it—don’t resist the anxiety; meet it, head on, and breathe . . .


Ten deep breaths. Relax. There, that’s better.


“It’s not fair,” he said aloud, his voice clear and steady. “It’s just not fair.”


In a few minutes he felt better. Still holding the lure, he stared at it, rubbed it, looking for more pleasant vibrations of that summer night, a year ago.


Gradually he lay back and looked at the clouds, listened to the river. The slow gush of the water calmed him, even made him tired, and he let himself remember . . . a night . . . with his father. Cat fishing. In the darkness. The Coleman lamp, throwing just enough light . . .


•  •  •


That whole day Nick had wanted to go fishing, but Charles was in his study with the door closed and Nick could hear the adding machine clicking away. He knew that meant his father was “doing the money,” and that meant stay out of his way. Nick waited through a long stretch of silence and then went in. Charles was writing checks. Nick worked on him for an hour, beginning with “How ya’ doin’, Pop?” and ending with “Do you know it’s eighty-seven degrees outside tonight? The cats’ll be hitting like mad!” And finally Charles gave in. “For an hour,” he said, “one hour, Nick. Okay?”


“Yes.”


“See my hand? How many fingers?”


“One.”


“Right. One. One hour.”


Nick knew better. Knew that once Charles got into something, there was no time.


They arrived at the fishing hole and set up their rods. For the first hour they didn’t get a nibble. Charles, who had been drinking beer, moved slightly into the woods to relieve himself. Nick waited a moment, then knocked the fishing pole with his hand, and yelled, “You got a hit! Dad!” Charles came running back, zipping up as he did. He crouched, watching his fishing rod settle. “It was big, Dad. He really hit it.”


“Catfish, man . . . ,” Charles said, sitting back intently, and Nick knew he had him for the night.


The moon seemed especially proud—it was so bright that it washed out the stars and it smoothly lit the two figures crouching there by the river. The whizzing bugs and the sound of crickets and the moving river hypnotized them, got them in the mood. They stayed until three o’clock in the morning, huddled around the glowing mantles of the lamp.


On that night they snagged six catfish and a carp who was up well past his bedtime. At one point Charles was talking and not watching his line. Nick saw it bobbing. Charles pulled the line, which set the hook, and he reeled in. “Small one . . . ,” he said, and it was. A baby catfish. It had swallowed the hook whole.


Charles explained the sad situation. The hook had gotten caught in the stomach of the fish. If they cut the line and put him back in the water, the fish would surely die. But there was no way to get in and take the hook out; the aperture of his mouth was too small. The most merciful thing to do, he said, would be to kill it.


Nick didn’t like any of the choices, but deferred to his father’s judgment. Charles stood, and with all his might, slammed the fish down onto the surface of the water. The fish was instantly dead. Nick watched it floating, life-less.


Charles used the opportunity, in his easy way, to begin a discussion about death. Nick figured later he must have been watching out for the right moment—death, and dying, had been on his father’s middle-aged mind a lot. Nick didn’t look at his dad as being old. Still he was forty-four, his time on earth half over in the span of a normal life.


Charles started by talking about trees—how they had a life, and a death. Then he talked about the fish, then everything else. Life, death. Then he said, “You, too, Nick. You’ll die, too.”


“Wow,” Nick had answered, aware that his response was inadequate. Then he was quiet for a while.


Finally Nick reeled in his line, set his fishing pole aside, and turned to his father with questions, and never stopped for an hour straight.


“So what about heaven? Is there one or not? . . . Wow, I’ll be dead. My body dead, wow, and you, too. Dad . . . how do you feel about being dead someday? Does it bother you? . . . and how do they know you’re dead? What if you wake up in your coffin? Why do we have to die? When the body dies, what about the part of us that thinks? Do we continue to think?”


Charles answered him clearly and directly, taking plenty of time before giving each answer, never hesitating to say honestly that he wasn’t sure about something if he wasn’t. Finally Nick asked, “You won’t die—for a long time, right?”


Exactly five heartbeats later, Charles said, “I don’t know.”


Normally Nick was pleased to hear the response “I don’t know”; he felt a sense of accomplishment when someone didn’t know an answer to one of his questions. But as he watched his father struggling to answer him, he grew frightened. He knew his father to be a man who always had something to say on any subject. So why now the sudden blank?


Suddenly Nick was aware that his father wanted to get off the subject, and trying to mask his own sense of relief, he played along. But an hour later, he said to Charles, “By the way, Dad, thanks. You—think about—what I’m thinking . . . ,” tapping his temple as he said it.


“What you’re thinking. Yes . . .”


•  •  •


And now, sitting at the fishing hole in the mid-June sun thinking back on that night, Nick wondered if Charles finally knew all the answers, wherever he was.


Dusk. Justine might be a little angry, he realized, since he had probably missed dinner. Of course it would depend on what stage of her nightly routine she had reached. The wine brought her up for a while, but then she would get irritable for an hour before she went to bed. The drinking usually began around six, while she was cooking. But often, especially when Nick was not there during the day to see her start drinking, she would begin as early as four o’clock, and was cranky by dinner.


Nick looked at his Space Shuttle watch. It was 7:30; that was very late. He knew his aunt would be angry. Still he was anxious to get home. He would have to hurry if he wanted to see his mother before she fell asleep.





The Golden Comet
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NICK crossed the corn and soybean fields. They lay dead, still, at a time of year when normally they would be battlefields of activity. This year they were nothing. There had been no seed, no care, and the empty soil lay baking under the day’s last rays of sun.


Approaching from the back way, he neared the barn, and just beyond it, the remains of the shed—which he had burned down at Christmas, seven months ago. He looked at its black-charcoaled beams and studs, half standing, holding up nothing.


The fields ran on either side of the house, parallel stretches running up to the road on one side and back to the edges of the woods on the other. And what once had been meticulously cared for rows of earth were now black and bare, the only sign of life the encroaching summer weeds. Symbols of better times were everywhere—the John Deere tractor that Charles had been so proud of finally being able to afford; the newly painted house; the backboard and basketball hoop screwed into the elm tree; the curtains his mother had made; even the rooster, scowling in his pen, no longer studding and not too happy about it—all reminders of what had been and what was lost.


As he walked, he thought about that rooster, and about the day he and his father had bought him.


Nick had gone with Dad on a Saturday morning, one of many; it was their time together, away from the farm, traveling on strange country roads and in little towns. On that day, they drove in a borrowed truck to nearby Alliance, ending up at a very unusual person’s house—a fat man, with scrawny children, in a run-down, falling-down house with a filthy kitchen. It was an odd storehouse of goods—boxes of canned foods, agricultural chemicals, and turkeys and chickens penned up in separate crates with a smell so strong that it was hard to stay in there too long. Nick kept going outside for air while his father looked over the merchandise. He examined the hens, asking the man to remove them one at a time from the crates so he could inspect the fluff of their tails and the redness of their combs. Some were sickly but he found five Rhode Island Reds in good-enough shape—he could bring them up to snuff with regular feedings and some liberation.


Nick appeared in the doorway holding a hen. “Dad, can we take this one home?”


Charles could tell from the pale wattle under its chin that it was not a good specimen. “We’ve got five good ones here, Nick.”


“It’s a Golden Comet,” Nick said.


“Well, all right,” his father had said, nodding first to his son, then to the man. “We’ll take the five Reds and the Golden Comet.”


The ride back to Sharon Lake was so terrible it became hilarious. The car smelled so bad they had to roll the windows down and drive with their heads out the windows. After a while they began laughing, holding their noses and gasping for fresh air.


That day, those days, were gone.


•  •  •


Nick slowed as he passed the barn. His eyes rested for an instant on the family’s blue pickup truck, then the coop. Inside the chickens clucked in pulses; they sounded comfortable, snuggled into their hay bales. The rooster complained, however, separated from his harem, enclosed in a small area adjacent to the coop. Justine had mentioned the day before that she intended to sell the rooster soon. The family was no longer in the business of breeding chickens, she had said, so from now on they would keep only six hens—enough to provide a supply of eggs.


As he approached the house, Nick stood for a moment, looking at it. Though it was old—built in the 1920s, his father had told him—one could hardly tell. Just a year ago, Charles had restored it, and like everything he had ever touched, it was immaculate. He had caulked every crack, scraped it, sanded it, painted it. Nick, of course, had helped, too, holding ladders and cleaning out brushes. And every day his mother had made lunch; the three of them would sit on the lawn and eat. Nick remembered being proud that he was marked with paint just like his father. It made him feel—adult. Nick wasn’t sure what he felt now. That summer, the last summer, had been a wonderful time. It had been just the three of them, together, happy.


Things were so different now. In such a short time.


•  •  •


He stepped onto the wood-slat porch. It had been a popular place for his parents; there, Charles and Mary Lee and their guests sat most nights when the weather was fair, sometimes smoking marijuana and talking, and drinking and laughing. And listening to the Rolling Stones. Two audio speakers, ruined now, their mesh covers loose, their wires dangling, were still hung there, forgotten.


Nick had enjoyed his parents’ friends, and even the occasional strangers who had come to visit. Nice, intelligent, down-to-earth sort of folks, who came from local universities for field studies. Nick found the professors and students easy to entertain, and he talked with them, watching their manners, learning their speech. Nick assumed the responsibility for giving all newcomers a tour of the farm, commandeering the tractor and hay wagon. And all visitors in turn seemed enchanted with this precocious boy, and with the farm and its easy lifestyle, and especially with Charles and Mary Lee whose graciousness was endless. Their inner contentment, born out of a twenty-year mad crush on each other, rubbed off on all that came into their company.


All that was over. Now Nick stood alone on the porch, remembering those good times. Six months had passed since the fatal day, and while he was out of shock, he was still in deep mourning, still unable to accept the emptiness that threatened never to go away.


Finally he entered the house and greeted Justine, who sat at the kitchen table with a glass of red wine in front of her.


“Where’ve you been, Nickie?” she said, her words slurring slightly.


Nick knew what that meant; the next morning she would not remember anything that had been said, which he figured was just as well. “Mmm . . . out,” he answered as he crossed to the refrigerator.


“Did you get the mail?” she asked.


“Yes, it’s on the porch.”


He fished out a carton of orange juice and drank from the container.


“Nickie, please use a glass,” Justine said.


“It’s almost gone. I’m gonna finish it, okay?”


Justine sipped her wine. “Well, are you going to get it?”


“Get what?”


“The mail,” she said.


Nick looked at the floor. He wanted to say something, but hesitated. “Yes. I’ll get it,” he said. Then, unable to resist, “But I don’t see—why—” He stopped.


“Why what?” she said.


“Why you can’t get it.”


He expected her to be angry. Instead, she peered silently into her glass.


Angry now, Nick continued. “I mean don’t your feet work? Are your legs broken or something?”


Nick drained the juice and tossed the empty carton into the trash can. Justine was silent still. He sensed that he had touched on something, something she didn’t care to discuss. “I’m gonna go see Mom,” he said, and left the room.


Justine rapped her fingernails on the table rapidly. Twice.


•  •  •


Nick quietly cracked open the door to his mother’s room. He saw her awake in bed, covered up almost to her chin by her favorite quilt, her eyes blank and distant, staring straight ahead—as they always did. It frightened Nick, the way his mother lay, motionless, her frail arms crossed on the blankets over her chest. “Mom?” he said, softly. She didn’t answer. He moved quickly to her side. “Mom?”


Her head rolled to the side. “Nickie-bird . . .”


He reached up and touched her hand. He covered it with his own hands, noticing how warm his were in comparison; she’s cold, he thought, she has no life.


She said to him, “How you doin’?”


“I’m all right . . . I was here. This morning. Do you remember?” he asked.
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