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Everybody’s Daughter

Marsha Qualey


For my father, and in memory of my mother


Chapter 1

Beamer Flynn lay on her bed and scratched a design on the frosted window with her thumbnail. From that bedroom window in the second-story living quarters above her family’s bait and tackle shop she could watch the approach and hear the passing of the eastbound highway traffic, first visible two miles away where the road broke over the forested hill, then lost until it roared past the bait shop. This morning, however, the cold weather had entirely frosted over all the windows in her room, blocking her view of the acres of forest and the black stretch of highway that connected her home with the world. Beamer had awakened early and immediately felt herself closed in a crystal world, a strangely warm and comfortable ice palace.

She had lain in bed for an hour, waiting for the rising, warming sun to peel back the frost from the window. She had listened to the sparse traffic on the highway and imagined its destination and nature: that would be a highway patrol speeding toward doughnuts and coffee at the nearest truck stop; that’s a fuel truck hauling heating oil to the scattered country homes; that’s a traveling salesman heading happily toward Duluth after a night in a seedy motel.

A car pulled into the shop’s parking lot. Beamer’s father came out of the store and greeted Daniel, and Beamer listened as the men exclaimed about the cold while clapping their hands and jogging quick steps in the snow. Beamer began scratching out the words “get lost” in the frost; then, pressing her fingertips against the glass, she erased the message with crisscrossed lines of tiny ovals.

Daniel was one of the family’s oldest friends, a former member of Woodlands, the now-disbanded commune her parents had helped form eighteen years ago. She knew Daniel would be at the store most of the morning. He had just checked out of an alcohol treatment center—his second rehabilitation in three years—and Beamer’s parents welcomed him at all times for all reasons. It was a small thing to do; they loved him.

Beamer dressed and went downstairs. Her father and Daniel were sitting by the wood stove in the store, fondling their coffee cups and speaking in low tones. Daniel had brought a bag of assorted doughnuts, which was warming on top of the stove. Beamer poked around in the bag, found a plain one, and sat next to her father. She dunked the doughnut in his coffee, chewed, and listened to Daniel, who was telling a joke and happily included her in his audience. She waited for the punch line—it was a long joke—then murmured goodbye and went outside.

She pulled the cuff of her sweater down over her fist and polished the open eyes of a huge concrete fish that stood next to the store’s entrance. Wally Walleye, Beamer’s younger brother, Johnny, had christened him. The garish purples and greens of the monster fish contrasted with the Victorian facade of the building. The store had originally been someone’s summer place, a replica of that owner’s city home built halfway between a small lake and a once narrow and gravel-covered road. The road had been paved, repaved, and finally labeled a major highway, and the ever-increasing traffic and widening shoulders had chased a succession of owners from the house.

Beamer’s parents had bought the building six years ago, using their share of the money earned from the sale of the commune’s business, land, and buildings. They spent eighteen months fixing the house and remodeling the lower level into a store—an unnecessarily long time, but time they claimed they needed to make the transition from being commune members to being small-business owners. They adjusted, and Beamer and her brother settled happily into the luxury of private rooms and bath.

When the commune disbanded, many of the members, the Woodies, stayed in the area. Now they used the bait shop for a meeting place, settling in for evenings of happy chats and weepy confessions among the display freezers of prize catches, tanks of minnows and frogs, and racks of T-shirts emblazoned with leaping fish.

They talked about everything during those evening conversations. Beamer had often cringed and withdrawn when they discussed and relived her birth. They passed around that favorite memory as if it were a friendship quilt, each friend adding and changing: Sue—no, LuAnne!—caught the baby; Jeffrey—no, Peter!—took the pictures; Maud—no, Sam!—cooked the birth-night supper. Three details were intact: it had happened nearly seventeen years ago; the moon had been full (that’s how Beamer got her name, Merry Moonbeam Flynn), and Daniel, dear Daniel, had been asleep in the kitchen and missed it all.

Daniel stuck his head out the doorway. “Telephone, dear Moonbeam. I believe it’s your young Mr. Reynolds. Would you like me to deal with it?”

Beamer went inside, patting Daniel’s arm as she passed him. “I can handle Andy. Thanks anyway, Daniel.”

It was Andy. “So, how about a movie tonight?” he said without any preliminaries.

“Am I driving, or are you?”

“You’ll be glad to know the car is fixed and I’ll drive. If the movie doesn’t sound good, there’s a party at Wendy’s at nine, as soon as her mother leaves for work.”

“The movie, as long as it’s sexy and violent.” 

“What a tease. I’ll be there at seven.”

Beamer replaced the phone and turned her back to avoid her father’s calculated indifference and Daniel’s wide grin. Her night was taken care of, but the day loomed empty and long.

Her mother and Johnny were gone for the day. And with Daniel hanging around, she wouldn’t be needed at the store. The bait shop was the largest, newest store of its kind in the area, “the finest fishing and sporting mecca in the North Woods,” a Minneapolis sports columnist had written. When the weather was good for fishing, the store was busy and Beamer worked long hours alongside her parents. This year, however, winter had come late and business was slow. The ice was still thin on some of the lakes and rivers, and only the foolish went out. Three weeks ago, with the first freeze, a few eager fishermen had towed and dragged ice-fishing houses out onto Wapata Lake, the lake behind Beamer’s house. For two days the store did a good business in carry-out cocoa, fishing gear, and winter bait. Then the temperature rose, and every day Beamer watched the fishing houses sink slowly. They were the beloved summer workshop projects of men who intended to spend long hours out on the ice, catching cold and later catching hell from the women who weren’t welcome. Some of the houses sank entirely out of sight, but some were caught midriff by the next freeze, a lasting freeze that locked the useless, dwarfed houses in place for the whole winter.

Beamer decided to go skiing. She went to her room, stripped to socks and underwear, and stood in front of her dresser, deciding how much warmth she would need. She eyed and fingered the silver-and-blue Lycra body suit folded neatly in the bottom drawer. She had bought it last fall and worn it skiing only once. It screams, “Look at my body, look at me!” she decided. She preferred to be unnoticed.

She finally selected long underwear, pulled it on, and put on her jeans and sweater again. Dressed, she stared in the mirror, confronting her hair, a shoulder-length confusion of near-black curls. She carefully wrapped the mass in an oversized bandana and stuffed the lump into a worn, stretched ski cap. The full cap added three inches to her tall, slender frame. She squashed it down, then plumped it back up. Beamer enjoyed being tall, enjoyed being eye-to-eye with most of the boys she knew.

“You like being tall,” Andy had once said, “because you think people won’t notice how pretty you are.” 

“I like being tall,” she had replied, “because it’s easier to reach into the fish freezer.”

Once downstairs in the family’s private back room, she put on boots, pocketed gloves, and grabbed her poles. She opened the door to the shop and lifted her poles, signaling her intention to her father. He crossed his legs and stared at her for a long moment before nodding, a silent, grudging approval. Beamer left before he could change his mind. Skiing alone was stupid and dangerous, but what could she do? Andy and most of her friends lived twenty miles away in Grand River, and Johnny had given skiing up for hockey. Stupid and dangerous it might be, but it was often her only escape.

“Stoo-pid, stoo-pid,” she muttered, skiing to the cadence of the word. She pushed and glided along the trail that circled the lake. At the high clearing on the north shore she rested. There was little human settlement in the area, and from this spot she could see it all—the bait shop, the waferboard factory, the shantytown of sunken fishing houses. Beamer left the lake trail and took a narrower path into the woods. After a mile the path broke into the open at a small lake, Wilton Lake.

Wilton Lake and the surrounding acreage had for years been owned by a reclusive old man, Randolph Dunn. No one had known much about Mr. Dunn, only that he had moved to the area after his World War II discharge and had always kept one or two dogs, usually golden retrievers. The Dunn property abutted the commune’s holdings, and the Woodies had at first been delighted to discover their neighbor. An old-timer, they exulted, one who can teach us things. Two representatives visited Mr. Dunn that first spring. He waved his pistol and sicced his dogs on them, and that was that. Thereafter the Woodies kept their distance. One winter, while on a late-night walk with his dogs, Mr. Dunn had fallen through thin lake ice and caught cold; he had died at home two days later. The ground was frozen too hard for burial, so the body was stored in a hospital locker—sixty dollars’ rental—until spring. According to Daniel, who always knew the town gossip and news, Mr. Dunn’s cabin, land, car, and dogs passed to a wealthy nephew who lived in Chicago. The cabin stood unoccupied and was now a favorite summer spot for trespassing picnickers and hikers. 

Beamer caught her breath and shielded her eyes. A column of white smoke spiraled gently from the clearing below; someone was using the Dunn cabin. That’s strange, she thought. Maybe it’s been sold. She debated checking out the inhabitants, then pushed off in the opposite direction. “Survival rule number nineteen,” she said as she skied. “Avoid strange people when you are alone in the woods.”

She was sometimes tempted to ski the trails with her eyes closed. She could do it, she knew them that well. She knew their dips, rises, and curves, the exposed roots and low-hanging branches. She knew which trail led to the stand of rare virgin pine and which ended in the bog. The trail she was on now was the shortest route between the old commune and her present home. It angled sharply away from the lake and after a few yards in the trees dropped down a long, steep hill. Beamer tucked her poles and crouched, riding low and fast. At the bottom she rose and leaned into a turn, then kicked and glided into a sprint out of the woods. The trail ended at the back of a long, flat-roofed building, the sole structure in the small clearing. Beamer stepped out of her skis and through the deep snow to a window. She brushed snow off the glass and looked in, knowing well what she would see, seeing much more than was there. This ugly building had been her first home; she had been born here.

Of the twenty-three people who formed the commune, nineteen were left to sell the property to a real estate developer. Most of the Woodies had been college friends in Chicago. The others were added on in the haphazard way that any friendships or connections are formed—a friend of his, a cousin of hers, somebody’s old camp counselor, somebody’s classmate, somebody’s dentist. Somehow, one spring they had all ended up together in northern Minnesota, clearing land, building shelters, sinking wells, digging latrines.

Beamer had never clearly understood why.

“We wanted to make a small, good world in the middle of a rotten one,” her father once said.

“But it failed,” she pointed out.

“We survived nearly twelve years.”

“Then failed.”

“Most of our friendships survived. You and Johnny were born there. We could have done worse.” 

Beamer’s parents had met as university sophomores. They were waiting in the checkout line at a food coop, and Beamer’s mother said she admired the tie-dyed pattern of Beamer’s father’s shirt. “That’s all it took,” Beamer’s mother often recalled happily. “Your father is a fool for flattery.”

Their circle of friends expanded, and they spent long nights and countless hours discussing the world they lived in—how they could change it, improve it, escape it. Then Beamer’s grandfather died, leaving her mother a large inheritance. Others pooled their tuition money, sold cars, and withdrew savings. Daniel found the property, agreements were signed, parents were told, and the new life began.

Beamer’s birth occurred during the group’s second winter at Woodlands. Because resources and room were scarce, the group’s babies were planned by a central committee. Beamer’s parents were the first couple allowed to get pregnant. Her mother labored for four hours in a corner of the common room, with Beamer’s father holding and coaching her. Friends roamed in and out. Two midwives attended: Sue, Woodlands’ resident nurse, and LuAnne, an Ojibwa from the nearby reservation, a woman wise in the business of childbirth. Moments after Beamer’s birth, she had been wrapped in a soft blanket woven for the occasion, and while her parents cradled and wept over her, the other Woodies celebrated with wine and music.

Now Beamer reached deep into an eave and withdrew a key. When the commune had disbanded, Daniel had bought this distant property for himself, intending to renovate it and live here with his family. But his marriage dissolved and his wife and children moved away. The building remained vacant. Daniel lived by himself in town, in a small apartment above his plumbing shop.

Beamer opened the door and stepped inside. Four families had shared this dorm, which was identical to three others on the property. Each building had a living room, four large sleeping rooms, a bathroom, a pump, a wood stove.

“There’s no kitchen,” Andy had observed immediately the first time she showed him around, last fall.

“We had all the meals together in a central kitchen building. It was closer to the lake.”

“But you said this was the only residence building for two years. What did you do? Cook outside over a fire?”

Beamer laughed. “Don’t be silly. We weren’t primitive nomads.”

“Well, excuse my amusing ignorance, Bea, but I have never lived in a commune. Where’s the kitchen?” Beamer put her arms around him and laid her head against his sweater. “We had one, but it was ripped out and converted into a bedroom after the kitchen hall was built.”

Andy kissed her on the top of her head, then gently pushed away. He turned and walked slowly around the room. “It’s hard to believe everybody lived in this one building.”

“Not for long. Two years.”

“How?”

“Bunk beds, mostly. Lots of them. And in the warmer months some people used tents. It worked out.”

“This was the living room?”

“The commons. Yes.”

“Is this where they had all the group sex?” 

Beamer sat on a windowsill. “Don’t be so predictable.”

“I was just kidding.”

“Everybody asks. Some people have even asked if I really know who my father is. What most people don’t realize is that it takes a lot of discipline to make a commune work. Discipline and commitment. Group sex wouldn’t fit in at all.”

“You lived here ten years?”

“Lived here, went to school here for five years. I was even born here.”

“Where?”

“This room. That corner.”

Andy walked to the corner, closed his eyes, and lifted his arms, his hands palms up.

“What are you doing?”

“Absorbing the vibrations.”

Beamer laughed. “Feel anything?”

“Just a draft.” Andy sat next to her on the windowsill. “Did all those people watch the birth?” 

“Yes.”

“Your poor mother.”

Beamer shrugged. “It was what she wanted. That’s how they did things—together. They even took a vote on my name.”

Andy smoothed the hair back from Beamer’s face. “Hippie worm merchants.”

Beamer pulled away. “Don’t joke.”

“I wasn’t making a joke.”

“This is hard for me, Andy.”

“What is?”

“Coming here with you.”

“Why? Afraid I’ll rape you in this secluded spot?” 

“Afraid you’ll laugh, afraid you’ll make jokes about it in letters to your old friends.”

“I’d never—”

“Andy, I’ve listened to you laugh and make jokes about the people up here. And I’m the first to admit some of it’s pretty strange. But please, just don’t make me one of your targets.”

“Of course you’re not a target,” he snapped. “I don’t treat people that way. Especially not someone I care for.”

Beamer slid off the windowsill, turned, and leaned her shoulders against the wall. She looked at Andy and noticed again, for at least the hundredth time, that he had eyes the color of dark chocolate. Never calm, they saw so much. Her anger drained away. “I’m sorry,” she said. “You’re right. I get so defensive about it all that sometimes I forget to laugh. Hippie worm merchants is exactly what they are.” She smiled. “And, city boy, that explains why I’m so strange.” 

Andy cupped his hand on her shoulder and lightly massaged it. He was staring at her in a way that made Beamer uncomfortable. She’d seen that same expression once before, when she had visited him in the school art studio and observed him studying an unfinished drawing. “No,” he finally said, “that explains why you’re so special.”

*

Beamer locked the door and replaced the key. She stared at the dingy building and shook her head. “Tear it down, Daniel,” she said. “It’s silly to keep it.” She knew he came here often—to replace broken glass, to pick up the litter from picnickers, and to think about his family and the years gone by.

This dorm had been distant from the commune’s other buildings, and now a strip of tall pines separated it from the townhouses that had gone up on the lake-front. Beamer scooped up a handful of snow, patted it into a ball, and threw it toward a column of smoke rising from a chimney hidden behind those trees. The snowball soared and disappeared.


Chapter 2

The renegade cop emptied the chambers of his handguns and the movie screen was suddenly filled with dead and bloody bodies. Beamer closed her eyes briefly, then opened them and looked at Andy. He was frowning.

“This is awful,” she whispered. “Let’s go.” He nodded, and they rose and left the theater.

A cold wind met them outside and they paused to pull on hats and gloves and knot their scarves. A bank’s temperature sign flashed numbers and Beamer stared at the red digits. “Fifteen below,” she said. “Now aren’t you glad you came to Minnesota?” Andy grinned, then grabbed her padded hand with his own, and they ran the two blocks to his car.

Beamer sat low in the passenger seat, clapped her hands, and chanted, “Go, go, go,” while Andy started the car. It took three tries before the balking engine turned over and started.

“What next?” he said. “The party at Wendy’s?”

“No, it’s probably been raided by now. Let’s do something else.”

“In this town? Everything closes down at nine. Not that there is anything worth doing anyway.”

“Complaining again? I warned you months ago that things could get boring.”

“Bloody boring.”

“Considering you spend most of your free time with me, I guess I should be insulted.”

Andy smiled and kissed her. Beamer removed a glove and traced the line of his jaw with her fingertip. “Apology accepted,” she said.

“Back to the original question. What do we do?” 

“What are our options?”

“The usual—sex or food.”

Beamer laughed. “Andy, someday I’m going to call your bluff.”

“Your mother was frosting a carrot cake when I picked you up. Do you suppose there’s any left?”

“I suppose.”

“Well, then, let’s go eat carrot cake.”

Andy liked to drive fast. The truck shot down the highway, pulled along by its beam of light, which sliced a narrow path through the endless black night.

*

Beamer had met Andy the previous summer, just before school resumed. One morning, while taking her daily jog around the lake, she had nearly stumbled over him as he lay on his back across the narrow path. She stopped and stared. He rolled his head toward her, opened his eyes, and smiled.

“Hello,” he said. “I fell off the rock.” He pointed. “That rock. I was standing on it taking a picture of the bald eagle’s nest. I stepped back to frame my shot and just fell off.”

“Are you okay?”

“Not really. My leg hurts.”

“Can you move?”

“I’d rather not. I think it’s broken.”

“I’ll get help.”

He tapped her calf. “Your name is Beamer, right?” Beamer nodded. “I’m Andy Reynolds. My family just moved to Grand River.”

“How did you know my name?”

“I saw you at the fair last week with your friends. I was compelled by some strange desire, so I asked somebody.”

Beamer smiled. “I’m flattered.”

“What vanity. How do you know it was admiration that sparked my interest?”

Beamer resisted the impulse to kick his injured leg. “I’ll get help now,” she said, then turned and ran home.

While Beamer’s father and Daniel carried Andy out and delivered him safely to the hospital, she stayed at the store. She supposed she would see him again.

Two days later she was changing the message on the store’s roadside sign when he drove up. He got out of the car slowly.

“Would you look at this cast?” he said. “A simple little bone crack and they stick at least fifty pounds of plaster on my leg.” He reached back into the car, pulled out a small wrapped box, and handed it to Beamer. “For you.”

Beamer walked over to him. “For me?”

“That’s what I said.”

“Why?”

“For saving my life.”

“Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not so sure; I had been lying there a long time. Aren’t you going to open it?”

She unwrapped the box. Chocolates.

“Pretty corny, huh?” he said. “But what else does a guy give a girl on their first date?”

Beamer leaned against the car. “First date?”

“This is it.”

“You’re pretty damn sure of yourself, aren’t you?” she said.

Andy shook his head slowly. “Not at all,” he said softly. “Look, I’m going to the summer crafts show in Cass Lake. I’m a potter—well, I try—and I wanted to check out the local artists’ work. I thought some company would be nice. So?”

She quickly reviewed her options: selling worms on a slow fishing day; taking a walk with her mother; going on a trip to Cass Lake with this strange boy. “Okay,” she said, turning toward the store. “I’ll clear it with my parents.”

“Hey, bring the candy,” he called after her. “We can eat it in the car.”
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