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The Rhabdo Virus

There are two types of rabies: mad rabies and dumb rabies. The labels are perfectly descriptive. You snap, unprovoked, at everything, or you drool at nothing, or you do them in sequence, like entrée and dessert. It all depends on the mechanism chosen by the Rhabdo virus to effect what will become, either way, your total cerebral derangement and horrible death.

Hence, this introduction to the quality of my thinking on that chilly September morning, in the moments before I found the Barn Lady’s soggy, bullet-riddled body in the West Fork of the Kickapoo River.

My brain was doing this: If one is prone to both snapping and drooling—at everything and nothing, simultaneously—and these symptoms have persisted since long before the beaver bite—say, since a certain unforgivable disaster in one’s past—then one is in the clear.

One cannot have rabies.

Right?

One can’t.





Digman and Magritte, that pair of fools

Bang!

A rifle shot. I sat up in my bunk. It was just after dawn at the cold tail-end of September. I was beginning my sixth day in Avalanche, Wisconsin, camped within a stream’s murmur of the sleek and purling West Fork. The windows of my Cruise Master RV were frosted over with three or four hours of restless exhalations. But amazingly, given the shock of my injury, I had experienced some sleep-like moments, my brain toiling all the while on the rabies question.

As I sat shivering, the small-bore rifle discharged a second time. Bang!

Just for good measure, I mumbled as I swung my legs off the bunk—first the healthy leg, getting solid purchase on the Cruise Master’s gritty floor, and then the injured one. Pain erupted across my right calf. But I assured myself the wound was not infected. Beavers were rarely rabid. My problem was nothing more than the fact that 8X fly fishing tippet, used as suture, wasn’t as flexible as the stuff real doctors used. I was fine.

Bang!

A third shot. Anyway—for insurance—now the bastard was dead. Now I could fish his contentious ass out of the creek, drag him in to the state health office, test him, confirm what I already knew, then burn his sorry remains.

So, get up, Dog.

I shoved the good leg into my second-string waders. The injured leg, tight-skinned and throbbing, didn’t want to go down, but I gritted my teeth. Come on, Dog. Beneath the galley sink I found a box of garbage bags—I would just roll-float-scoot the bloody carcass into a bag—and from there I stumbled to the Cruise Master door, where one of the vehicle’s previous owners had hung a grimy little mirror. I scrutinized the Dog. My eyes were no more bloodshot than usual. A small amount of ice flecked the corners of my five-day beard—but that was breath, not drool. I was fine.

But I thought I might as well probe a little deeper—test the whole “snap, unprovoked” idea—and the silly postcard I had tacked beside the mirror presented the perfect opportunity. Three years back, on the heels of the aforementioned tragedy, I had left Boston behind, had left everything behind except a few thousand dollars in the care of a trusted friend. Fishing had then ensued—three solid years of it—infused by small rations of wired cash. Of course things had kinked, and twisted, and dwindled, and then finally, on the way to Avalanche ten days back, I had phoned my pal—my tax guy, Harvey Digman—and asked for my last few dollars. Harvey’s little package had reached Avalanche by two-day express. I had opened it to find five crisp one-hundred-dollar bills, paper clipped to the back of the—

Bang!

Another gunshot.

—back of the silly card. The card was one of those fine-arts jobs that young lovers like to send each other when their feelings grow especially incoherent. But this card was weird. The painter, some Belgian guy named René Magritte, had painted a dull-brown picture of an ordinary tobacco pipe. And beneath that pipe, in French, our Monsieur Magritte writes: This is not a pipe.

The Dog kids you not.

The artiste writes: This is not a pipe. Beneath a pipe.

And when I unclip the five hundred bucks, I see that my tax guy, Harvey Digman, has written on the back of the postcard: Dog, this is not a fishing trip.

I said it aloud: “Hah!”

That cold September morning in Avalanche—as I was about to limp forth across frozen grass and find the Barn Lady’s ruined little body—I coughed out “Hah!,” proving my sanity, my perfect state of health, and then I shook my head and cursed Digman and Magritte, that pair of fools.

Mad.

Dumb.

My breath steamed the tiny, frozen mirror. I wiped it clear. Hell—the Dog was fine. I shoved my hat on. I was on a fishing trip. So what if the trip was three years long? Those other guys—Digman, Magritte—what the hell bit them?

They were—Bang!, a fifth shot—Digman, Magritte, they were the sick ones.





Dog, this is not a fishing trip

Ned Oglivie was the name on all the mortgages, licenses, lawsuits, bankruptcy papers, and assorted ravaged savings accounts I had left behind in the care of my old Boston friend Harvey. But look closely. Look where the Ned meets the rest of me. Find the self-inflicted nickname, the d-O-g that morphed from the brimstone moments of an upright, humdrum, middle-class existence. The Dog in the middle was the heart of the matter.

The Dog had been good once. The Dog had been obedient. The Dog had been loyal. I had served. But then—long story, not germane to how Barn Lady ended up dead in the creek—the chain of my good life had broken, the muzzle had come off, and by the time that beaver rose out of the West Fork to bite me, I had gone beyond trout bum to trout hound. I had gone feral. I had spent three years on the road, in the sun, in my tattered chest waders, subsisting on peanut butter, vodka, and Tang, dialing dear Harvey from truck stops for small shipments of precious cash. A thousand times I had pushed up one stream or another, my fly flicking, my eyes tight to the current, my intellect as empty as I could make it, my raw thoughts as rooted and twined to the art of catching trout with a fly as I could keep them.

At least that’s my excuse for not seeing the beaver. It was just beyond dusk on the night when the woman died, and I was fighting to land a big brown trout in the boggy stretch below the campground. I had the trout on the reel, but he was taking line. He was digging through a black reef of weeds toward the downstream corner. The Dog was pursuing blindly, mashing through a hip-deep mass of flotsam, when out of the churning ink in front of me a slick, seallike head rose up.

I sloshed to a stop. I clicked on my headlamp and we looked at each other. The beaver had bad, busted teeth, orange with beaver-plaque. He woofed at me, then added two more low yips, and the Dog in me snarled back, “Then just get out of my way, Bucky.”

He cocked his head as if to ponder my guff … the fat, glassy-eyed bastard, looking as healthy as the stream he defended.

“Go on,” I said. “Move it.”

In the slight pause that followed—eyeball to black eyeball—my big trout had gained the upper hand, and I sensed he was about to rip the gears out of my reel and escape. And in those days, let me tell you, the Dog could not afford to lose a big fish. In those days, losing a big fish shot an emptiness through the Dog that could take miles and miles … and miles … of stream to wash away.

So I charged ahead. And the beaver, unrushed, sank slowly, its dark eye upon me. Inexplicably—my intellect as empty as I could make it—I considered the bastard vanquished. I considered the stream bed mine. So I plowed ahead through the space where the creature had been, and on my third step, my right leg bent like a black willow sapling. Paws—front paws, heavy and sure—braced against my shin to leverage the muscles of the jaw. Down in the murk, those big orange teeth sheared my waders, my trousers, my long johns, and carved a downward curd of flesh from the meaty outside of my calf.

You bet your bead-heads I howled my pain. But on top of that, I howled my fury, I howled my surprise, and I howled my insult—and then somehow, from the hills of Avalanche, I heard tumbling back, crashing down on me, that echo I couldn’t shake: Dog, this is not a fishing trip.

What the hell did Harvey mean? The old fart was a tax accountant. What the hell did he know? And as for Magritte, the artiste, how could a pipe not be a pipe?

I threw my rod at the bank. I hurled limestone grenades at the black water where the beaver had disappeared. I hopped backwards on one leg and toppled over a wedge of muddy coontail weed … splash! … and then I was alone in the dark, in the blank spot after echoes, wet and bleeding.

The trout was gone.

The beaver was gone.

My rod was somewhere among the wet nettles on the bank. Downstream I heard a heavy tail whack the water.

Maybe the beaver was sick, I thought suddenly.

Him … and Digman … and Magritte.





Was she Amish, not-Amish?

Bang!—once more, a rifle shot spanked the wet morning air.

That was six shots by my count. Six shells seemed like a lot of ordnance to bring down upon one beaver, no matter how big and deranged. But I appreciated the sentiment. I appreciated that some Kickapooian was up early taking care of business. Up to that point, the folks in Avalanche—by whom I mean the long-term survivors of that wild and gorgeous little wrinkle of Wisconsin—had taken wary but decent care of me.

“But no,” I had told Harvey from a pay phone the morning before. “No Amish bent-hickory rockers ready for sale. Six months on backorder, and no delivery.”

Harvey wasn’t giving up. “Nice place, Avalanche?”

“Sure—nice enough—but Harvey, don’t start—”

“Nice … whachacallums … trout? “

“Of course.”

“Lots of Amish? You went down every driveway?”

“Harvey, look. I took the detour over here. I did my best. I know your collection needs a chair with the special … Amish … whatever—”

“Spindles, Dog. Amish steam-bent hickory spindles.” “Right. But I’m staying here six days, not six months. I gotta get up north before the season ends. The woman at the store said—”

“This woman … she’s Amish? “

“Yes, she’s Amish. I mean, no—not really. I’m not sure what she is. Look, Harvey. Cut it out. The woman at the store said Amish furniture is only made to order around here. It’s all spoken for long before it’s made. You want a rocking chair, you place an order. In person. You pay cash up front. In person. And then you come out here to Wisconsin, in person, and you pick up your chair.”

“I don’t know, Dog. Which subway stop is Wisconsin?”

“Harvey—”

“I’m asking a favor, Dog. If this Avalanche is a nice place, why not hang around? Get to know people.”

“I’m on a fishing trip. I don’t—”

“Fishing trip,” he scoffed, interrupting me once more. “Fishing trip my spotted old ass. Dog, come home then. The coast is clear. The ground did not collapse beneath Boston.”

“I’ll tell you what.” My brain was suddenly stimulated by the way the phone gulped at my next-to-last calling card, about to take it whole. “There’s an older woman in the campground here who paints pictures of barns. The barns are famous around here, really special. Historical, I guess. And you collect … um … just about everything … right, Harv?”

“Except old lady amateur painters.”

“She’s good, Harv. She’s very good. She gets good money. She even pisses off the local barn-owners because they haven’t figured out their own way to cash in. And she owes me. I taught her to tie fly fishing knots for her husband. He’s got hands like you, old buddy. Lotta turbulence. And this Barn Lady is supposed to stop by tonight with her sketchbook because she wants to make me a special painting of this big Amish gambrel that sort of just looms up behind the creek …”

“Dog, please—”

“Harv, listen—”

And there my phone card expired.

Six shots, I mused again as I shoved out of the Cruise Master and stepped gingerly onto frozen grass. Too much for a beaver. Unless the shots were misses—and it was hard to imagine anyone I had met in Avalanche missing a beaver with a rifle. A Bud can on a fence post at two hundred yards, in a gale wind, maybe. Maybe one miss. But six times?

I tried to guess where the shots came from. It was a cold-soup morning, sounds battened in fog, and I hunched against the chill, listening. Shoot once more, I requested, so the Dog can locate.

But of course it was quiet then. Somewhere, my beaver was shredded. I looked around. The campground was long and narrow, hugging the creek. Its tattered grass was half-mowed by the boy I called the Avalanche Kid. The boy was ten, maybe. He lived at the store, with the woman who might or might not be Amish, and he was trouble. He shot grackles in the campground and teal in the sinkholes. He chucked wild apples into the stream while I tried to fish. I had caught him inside the Cruise Master, twice, his dirty fist in my Tang jar—and I had gotten my ass kicked, twice, in the ensuing clash of words. The Avalanche Kid was ten, I had found myself thinking … going on twenty-one.

But there was no one in the campground that morning besides the Dog, plus the Barn Lady and her husband, still at slumber, I gathered, in their teepee at the far north corner of the camp. A good hundred yards to the south, the Cruise Master moldered beneath a tall, yellow cottonwood. Behind that to the east about twenty paces was the bathroom (with a hot shower that took quarters I couldn’t spare), and from my low creek-side vantage, those three points—teepee, RV, and WC—were about all the Wisconsin geology allowed me to see. This was the Driftless Area. The last glacier had failed to grind it down. The bluffs were tall and ragged, level with the surrounding plains. The valleys were deep and kinked, carved by spring water. The corn and weeds were high. As I hobbled in a circle, a fresh sweat broke on my face and met the cold air. I couldn’t see jack shit.

Then a softer crack—not a gun shot—led my gaze uphill and east beyond the bathroom, into the tatter of damaged trees that lined the road. I looked for human shoulders, a hunting hat, the glint of a rifle barrel. I listened again for the snap of a stick. But only the Avalanche Oak stood out, a towering but frail and twisted specimen in dull fall brown, leaning over the top end of the narrow campground drive. Crack went the old tree again … a soft crack like a sigh … and then the Avalanche Oak settled back into its slow and silent death.

I limped to the higher ground beside the tree, where I could see better. Now, looking back, the whole campground snaked out its tattered green pattern before me, and I could see the red barn and the blue store across the creek and soybean field to the west. I stood warily, ears tuned. Nothing. I touched the old tree and looked down. A carved stone in front of the tree’s wormy trunk said, This Oak Survived the Avalanche of 1913. I turned east. Behind the Avalanche Oak, across the road, the coulee walls climbed sharply, but with a kind of doddering ruggedness, their ancient catastrophe long ago scarred-over and now flocked in autumnal sumac, birch, and hickory.

I turned back and listened again. Above me, a woodpecker thumped a rotten elbow of the Avalanche Oak. Hoof beats—an Amish horse and buggy—echoed clip-clip, clip-clop to the west, and as I watched, the black buggy rounded County Y and descended beyond the red barn, the horse stepping high, its shoes ringing through the coulee. The buggy disappeared for a moment behind the barn. Waiting, I gazed idly at the faded orange-and-blue billboard mural on the barn’s east wall, knowing the Amish conveyance would reappear just below the R in King Midas Flour. Then the buggy did as I expected, rolling out under the R and alongside the blue-sided Avalanche Mercantile before the horse pulled north up Avalanche Coulee Road and the buggy showed me the orange caution triangle on its back.

Then: Bang!

A seventh shot. That direction. Creek-wise. Buggy-wise. West of me. North of the store. Beyond the snarl of box elder and black willow that blocked my view of the County Y bridge.

But my eye lingered on the Avalanche Mercantile—a tall and sun-bleached blue building, country-school shaped, capped with a red tin roof, ringed by woodpiles and junked pickups—and again I felt the attack of the beaver, and the bite of Harvey Digman’s words: Dog, this is not a fishing trip.

“Help me,” I had begged the maybe-Amish woman, inside the Avalanche Mercantile the night before, minutes after the beaver bite.

I was bleeding on her floor. My bloody right hand gripped the top of her popsicle-and-cube-ice freezer and left a pinkish, gelatinous mess.

“I … a beaver bit me … help me … please.”

She was bent down behind the Mercantile’s counter. I remembered that Eve Kussmaul was the name she had reluctantly traded me for “the Dog,” when we had dealt some days ago. She was letting me camp for free in exchange for some chainsaw work on a dead elm that had fallen on a camp shelter.

“Eve … right? I’m Dog. The guy in the RV.” I had to wait for more air. “And I remember you mentioned that your brother-in-law … the guy that brings the firewood … and normally would cut up anything that fell … but he’s busy these days … in school for medical stuff …”

She raised up sharply. As always, she wore a white Amish kapp, an indigo dress, and a white apron, but that prim and quaint picture would be complicated—as I had indicated to Harvey—by the arrival of her hands on the counter. She had painted her nails a deep grape, then chewed them ragged, and seeing the mess of the Dog failed to modify the bitter blankness on her young face. Plus, she smelled like stale tobacco.

I wobbled, grabbed at a shelf, and panted at her. “I need stitches.” I gasped. “Maybe your brother-in-law …”

She regarded me with close-set eyes that were dilated wide, their jittery black centers rimmed by a strangely luminous acorn-brown. I wondered again: was she Amish, not-Amish? Weren’t her dark eyebrows plucked? Wasn’t that a tattoo around her stiff, sinewy neck? Was I seeing correctly into the pocket of her apron? Wasn’t that a pack of Drum tobacco?

When she finally spoke, she did so with no breath, no lip movement, and I had to limp in closer.

“I’m sorry … I didn’t catch that.”

“Tell you what,” Eve was mouthing. Her eyes darted to a dark doorway behind the counter and back to the bloody wader shreds below my right knee. “I need a little help too. Maybe we can make another deal …”

Startled, I blinked at her.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she whispered. “A good person would just help you. But it’s too late for me to be good. I have to do what I can, when I see a chance.”

“I just need you to call someone. You mentioned that your husband’s little brother had some training …”

She turned toward the doorway. Two white kapp strings swung across her neck. Through the fog of my panic I finally recognized the voices from the other room. Al Michaels. Dan Dierdorf. Monday Night Football.

“What I need … is just somebody with a little background in first aid … some peroxide or something … just some gauze and tape … to hold the thing together … I’ll be fine …”

I was peeling down my waders. I pried the boot off. I sucked my foot out of the neoprene sock and looked for a place to set the bloody thing down. Her head snapped back around. The hot brown glow of an idea pushed out around her pupils.

“That beaver might be rabid,” she told me.

“Yeah … well …”

“It must be rabid,” she decided.

“Small chance,” I argued weakly.

She stepped farther out around the counter. I didn’t expect the raw whiff of sweat that came with her. I didn’t expect the red Chuck Taylor basketball shoes, high-top canvas, beneath the Amish dress. They startled me. I hadn’t seen a pair since high school, and those weren’t red. She kicked a bucket toward me.

“You need rabies treatment. Put your leg up here. I can fix this.”

I backed away. “You don’t look like a doctor.”

She glanced again toward the doorway. “I’ve helped out with a midwife,” she whispered hotly. “My mother is an Amish apothecary. I own a madstone. And that’s what you need right now. A madstone. And I need help with my son. So we can trade.”

“No,” I managed, picturing the menace who threw apples at my fishing. “No deal. I’m sorry.”

“Oh, everybody’s sorry,” she shot back. “Especially me. But that never changes anything.”

I blinked back at her jittery eyes. She was stealing my lines. In the Dog’s world, Sorry was a board game. I flopped my bloody wader foot over the bucket and challenged her. “I never heard of a madstone. What is it?”

“A hairball,” she said. “From a white-tailed deer. It’s hard like a stone. You boil it in sweet milk and then put it on the wound. It sucks the poison out. When you boil it in milk again, the milk turns green. That means you’re okay.”

“Sounds great,” I grunted, twisting the foot to fit it over the bucket. “And then you sew me up with a nice Amish cross-stitch?”

She put a grape-tipped finger to her lips. Small gray teeth appeared. As she gnawed the nail, she took on a vaguely rodentine look, furtive and determined.

“For your information,” she said around the tortured fingernail, “I’m not Amish. I got kicked out.”

This must have just happened, I noted inwardly. No time to change out of the Amish wardrobe. But then she added, “Ten years ago,” just as the Avalanche Kid wandered out through the doorway behind the counter. A brown lab puppy writhed uncomfortably in the boy’s arms.

“Put Wally down,” his mother commanded. The puppy wrenched around hopefully. “Wally wants down,” she repeated tightly. “You’re hurting him. Put him down.”

The Avalanche Kid jammed the puppy’s front legs onto the floor. He walked the puppy like a wheelbarrow until the fat little creature collapsed, whining, onto its face. Then he picked the puppy up again and goosed its privates. Wally was a boy dog, I saw, nuts and all. Eve Kussmaul turned away and set her eyes on my foot in the bucket.

“Here’s what I want,” she said quietly through her teeth. “I fix you up with the madstone, and you teach my son fly fishing.”

“Ha!” The shock of surprise set fresh blood flowing. “No.”

“He’s a good boy. He just doesn’t have anything good to do.”

“Hasn’t he got a father to teach him stuff?”

She didn’t answer that. The puppy yelped. The Avalanche Kid had the chest freezer open. He was trying to put Wally inside.

“Deuce!”

“Ma, I wasn’t doing anything,” the kid lied. “He just wanted to lick the blood.”

“Take Wally outside,” Eve Kussmaul commanded. “Put him in his house and leave him alone.”

“But I wasn’t doing anything …”

“Go.”

No response … no response … like the kid had no ears … like his mother didn’t exist … and then she raised her mop handle like she would crack bones with it … and the kid finally picked up his Chipmunk .22 rifle and slouched out.

“He just doesn’t have anything good to do,” Eve repeated as the door swung shut. She gnawed a different finger. “Now his father thinks it’s okay for him to have a rifle, start hunting, but I think fishing would be so much better—”

Bang-whang!—the kid gut-shot a mailbox, or maybe a junked car.

“Look,” I told her, thinking maybe some background would help. “I used to pay taxes. A lot of taxes. I ran a private security firm. The old guy that did my taxes, back when I paid them, he saved my ass a thousand times. He’s the one who wanted the Amish rocking chair. I told him no deal this morning. So as soon as I get this leg sewed up, as soon as I get that beaver into the state health office, I’m going to commission my friend one of the Barn Lady’s paintings … get the two of them hooked up … and then I’m out of here.”

She blinked at me.

“You could just make an order for an Amish chair,” she said. “Then you could get started fishing with Deuce … get him started this fall … and then come back—”

Bang-whang!

“—in six months.”

The shock was getting to me. I was drifting. “I’m sorry … just call someone for me … please.”

Eve Kussmaul ground her small, hidden teeth. She stared at me hard, and somehow I knew we weren’t done dealing. But I faded again, dropped my head, and a dark moment slipped past. Dog—this is not a fishing trip.

I looked up.

With all my might I said: “No.”

“Okay,” she sighed. Then she was wheeling away, skirts swelling, kapp strings whipping. Into the flickering TV-darkness of the house behind, she called out, “Hey, King! … King Midas! … Git your butt off the sofa!”





So this was King Midas Kussmaul

Bang!

Eight shots now. I took my eyes off the Avalanche Mercantile and hobbled over frozen grass toward the snarl of trees around the County Y bridge. Fat, broken-toothed Castor Canadensis was meeting his maker, Avalanche-style. But I was worried. Eight shots was a lot. Eight shots was a statement. I wondered to whom I was indebted. The Avalanche Kid and his little Chipmunk .22, I was guessing. I knew his name now. Deuce. And I knew that when Deuce Kussmaul hit a bird in the campground, he whooped with glee, then laid back down and kept firing, taking potshots at the dead body.

As I stumped forward, the previous night still clung to me. I heard the kid’s mama again, yelling, “Hey, King Midas!” into the room behind the Avalanche Mercantile. “Git your butt off the sofa!”

There came a snarl, a pop of TV static, and amidst the thumping and growling from the back room I woozily recalled what the Barn Lady had told me at one of our morning coffee-and-blood-knottying sessions: the Kussmaul men were known by their barns.

So … I was catching on now … Eve Kussmaul’s husband … the father of the Avalanche Kid … must own the barn behind the store, the red bank barn with the snug-dutch roof and the King Midas Flour billboard from the 40’s. So this was “King Midas” Kussmaul, stumbling out in a Monday Night Football daze, beer in hand.

“He needs help,” Eve said stiffly. “A beaver bit him. But he’s got no money. He wants Half-Tim.”

“What the hell for?”

“Medical stuff. I told him Half-Tim was at the tech college.”

“Oh,” said King Midas, scratching his belly. “Yeah. I guess I heard that.”

“So call Half-Tim.”

Then Eve retreated among the shelves. I could just see the white arc of her kapp, moving behind a summit of Off! spray cans.

Her husband stared at me. He waved the beer can at me. “Fifty bucks the fucker’s rabid.”

“Yeah … well … not likely …”

I couldn’t stand up any more. I knocked over the bucket, slumped down against the butt end of the chest freezer, and stuck my legs out across the store floor.

“Hell. I’ll take a hunnert on it. Fucker’s rabid. Betcha.”

“Beaver’s don’t normally …” I couldn’t finish a sentence. “It’s rare …”

King Midas suppressed some beer—gas into his flannelled shoulder and stepped out toward me. He was a sizeable guy, if you measured lengthwise where the flannel split above the belt buckle that anchored a pair of filthy discount blue jeans. He was barefoot and hammer-toed, and his extreme blondeness cast an eerie sleet-white across the pinkness of his unshaven skin. I experienced what I thought was a brief bolt of clarity, vis-à-vis Eve Kussmaul being ex-Amish: if my sister married a guy like King Midas, we’d kick her out of the family too.

If I had a sister … or a family.

“We’ll see one way or t’other,” King Midas was telling me. “Morning, I’ll have the kid go out and shoot every beaver in the crick. Kid’s a helluva shot.”

“Yeah …” I said again. “Well …”

“I shit you not. You oughta see him. He’s all Kussmaul.”

“Yeah … well … actually …”

“Have a beer, man. It kills germs.”

Some time later … maybe just seconds later … or hours … I was suddenly awake again, gripping a Bud Lite can so tightly I was squeezing the beer out of it. Rudimentary medical supplies had been positioned between my legs, and a second Kussmaul brother leaned over me. This one was soft-bodied and long-haired, sweating and puffing, his lungs blasting me with gusts of ketchup and fried chicken—in other words, this was the younger brother, the one who brought me more free firewood than I could burn, the one I had asked Eve for … Half-Tim.

“Sure,” Half-Tim Kussmaul was saying. His voice trembled. “Sure. I can handle this. We covered this last term.”

“Fucker’s rabid,” put in his big brother, King Midas—and right there I remembered another tidbit from Barn Lady, describing additional Kussmauls that morning over blood knots and coffee. Half-Tim was Half-Timber … a quaint little half-timber barn, Bohemian-style, with rare stovewood nogging, up at the tip-top of the coulee.

Half-Timber leaned over me. His wide-set eyes, Kussmaul blue, hung aglow upon my wound. His small, pink hands gathered up shoulder-length hair that looked like wet, matted corn silk.

“We covered this in Rapid Med I,” he assured no one in particular. “And beavers … um … beavers … are almost never rabid … I think.” He gloved himself. He tucked his wet wad of hair beneath a hair net. He belched nervous chicken breath. Eve shot me a look from under her kapp. I should have gone with the madstone, she was telling me.

But Half-Tim was scissoring off my waders and pants. He put the bucket back under my leg and drenched my wound with warm, soapy water. He unspooled my 8X tippet and fit it through the eye of a sewing needle.

“That’s why I can do this,” he informed Eve and me. “Rapid Med I. That’s the only reason.”

King Midas had gone somewhere. He came back loudly. “I called Salt Box and Lightning Rod and them,” he said. “They gotta see this. They gotta see Half-Tim in action.”

The younger Kussmaul kept his head down. “You didn’t have to do that.”

King Midas sneered. “Say what?”

The younger Kussmaul responded quietly and shakily, though clenched teeth. “I don’t want an audience.”

“Better get used to it,” King said. “You gotten used to worse.”

“Asshole,” Half-Tim muttered at my leg. King Midas grunted something I couldn’t catch, tipped his head and glugged beer. Families, I remember telling myself. I was lucky to be so free. I’d take a beaver bite any day.

Half-Tim resumed his tentative pose over the bloody gash, breathing greasy dark meat on me, adjusting the angle of his knees, his wrists, his hands, the needle, then adjusting everything back again. To distract myself from the pain ahead, I sat down with Barn Lady again—I mean, within the reeling space of my mind—I eased down again with a tin cup of hot coffee across the picnic table from my new friend, and I watched the old girl mis-tie blood knots as she told me all about the Kussmaul barns: the King Midas barn and the Half-Timber barn … the Salt Box Barn … the Lightning Rod Barn … the Potato Barn … the Round Barn … the Tobacco Barn … all Kussmaul barns, all famous in the barn-lover community, all on preservation lists, all fetching good money for Barn Lady as paintings on calendars, greeting cards, and canvas.

Then the actual pain of Half-Tim’s stitchwork came and I faded altogether … and while I was out, the Kussmaul barns became Kussmaul brothers and uncles and cousins … leaning over me, the venality of each Kussmaul as startlingly clear as if Barn Lady’s handy tags hung about their necks: oldest brother Salt Box, the one she told me was a tax cheat … cousin Lightning Rod, who cooked methamphetamine in his barn … Uncle Tater and Uncle Roundy, who ran cock fights and poached … Uncle Beechnut, he of the tobacco barn, who had no lower jaw … all of them above me, breathing down in gusts of booze and Skoal and gingivitis, all the florid, blondine, manure-scented Kussmaul barn boys, the ones who kept coming after Barn Lady for money, not a single one of them ever asking nicely.

“Hey,” one of them whooped, “look at little Half-Timmy go!”

“I didn’t ask for an audience,” the youngest Kussmaul complained again. “EMT work is not a show.”

King Midas had gone somewhere again. Again he came back loudly. “Yep. Half-Timmy’s all changed-up this year. He’s in tech school now to be one of those guys who comes to accidents and pries you out of the truck. So you all drunk-ass sidewinders best be nice to him. But anyway, friend, if I was you—”

King Midas was speaking to me now. He took my beer can away. He handed me a half-done fifth of Jack Daniels.

“—I’d go ahead and graduate before he does.”

The Kussmaul barn boys liked that. They snorted. They hooted. They guffawed. A woman whinnied tee-hee-hee through her nose. My head jerked up. No—the pony-laugher wasn’t Eve. The sound had come from a fried-out girlfriend on the arm of Lightning Rod. Eve … she was right beside me … on her knees, my hand trapped in her rough, grape-tipped fingers.

Tee-hee-hee, whinnied the girlfriend again. “I never seen rabies before.” She nudged me with the toe of a cheap black cowboy boot. “Is that why he looks so scruffy and mean?”

Then the Avalanche Mercantile’s outer door creaked open and slammed back shut—and all the Kussmaul fun stopped dead.





Too much Lead for a beaver

Bang!

That was nine shots now. Nine rifle shots in the span of about two minutes, while the sun still clawed its way through cold morning fog.

I hobbled toward the bridge. My leg pounded from the 8X surgery. My head pounded from the Jack Daniels. I didn’t remember leaving the store and getting back to the Cruise Master the night before. Someone had helped me, obviously, but …

Bang!

Ten. Damn it. That was too much lead for a beaver.

As I pushed through the high weeds that rimmed the campground, I stumbled on the rubber tube from a tractor’s back tire, five feet round, blown open and deflated. I snatched it up. I figured I could use the tube to snag out the carcass, kind of wrap the beaver up, then ease him into the garbage bags for the trip to the state health office. And all the while I was hearing that door slam, feeling Eve’s hands vanish, hearing the laughter stop dead, and thinking: She was lucky, after all—the Barn Lady—that those Kussmauls hadn’t killed her …

As I lay there taking stitches and bad jokes, the Avalanche Mercantile’s outer door creaked open and slammed back—Bang!—and everything had stopped. The snickering, the surgery, everything.

“Hey,” said King Midas, “it’s the goddamn poacher.”

“Sticks and stones,” sang Barn Lady, as she traipsed in. She was a plump little woman, an ex school teacher, gray-haired, apple-cheeked and cheery, tough as a goddamn nut. An “alternative learner,” she called herself.

“I never gave you permission,” King Midas growled, “to paint my barn.”

“Oh, honey …” She laid a motherly hand on his beer arm. On her right wrist she wore hippie-style bracelets—braided leather thongs, slightly smelly but kind of cute—lots of them. “I didn’t paint your barn. I painted a picture of your barn.”

“I never said you could.”

“But I don’t need your permission.”

“That’s my property.”

“Oh, but sight lines,” she sang, “are public property. If I can see it, it’s mine, artistically speaking.” She waited for agreement on this obvious point but got none from the Kussmaul crowd. “Same for you, dear,” she told King Midas. “What you look at is yours to keep inside your mind. Or else your big brother Salt Box could charge you for the sunrise.”

“I ain’t into the goddamn sunrise. The sunrise can go screw itself.”

“But my point—”

Barn Lady stopped abruptly. I sat up a bit, saw Salt Box Kussmual spit a toothpick aside and step into her path. “But you’re making real money offa us. We oughta get a piece of that.”

Barn Lady sighed. Then she raised to her tiptoes, coming up to the red knob in Salt Box’s throat. She shook her bracelets back and poked Salt Box in his round, tight gut. “Like you Kussmauls don’t use my sunshine to make your money!” she exclaimed. “And no thank you, by the way, for all the methane gas your cattle send up into my air.” She paused. She turned to all of them. “Not to mention, my dear friends, that our history, barns included, is the landscape of our minds and therefore belongs to all of us.”

Then—as if we were engaged in high school forensics, as if logic were decisive, or even recognizable—the Barn Lady made a polite little curtsy and turned her attention to me.

“Oh, dear. Poor Dog. I was afraid you’d been hurt. I heard you yell …”

I told her why.

“I’m so sorry. But beavers are rarely rabid, you know. I do have those sketches of the Amish barn with me, the ones you wanted to see, so that we can get started on that special painting for your special friend. But of course this isn’t a good time for you …”

I gasped something. No. Not so good, as times went. The Barn Lady glanced at my surgeon, he of the half-timber barn, and she bugged her eyes a bit, as if to wish me luck. Then I watched her return a small, hard-backed sketchbook to the baggy breast pocket of her paint-specked overalls, squaring it in beside a small yellow paint brush that stuck up and tickled her plump neck. “You’ll feel better in the morning,” she assured me, “and I’ll show you then.” She smiled at me. “I’ll bring some of Howard’s coffee.” Then she turned her back to do her business. Her windbreaker said BARN AGAIN! “Eve, Sweetie,” she said, “I’ll have two candles, please, the tall white ones, and that new jumbo Snickers bar.”

I felt a hard prick in the leg and looked down. Half-Timber had gone back to stitching. I know that in the renewal of my pain, I missed a line or two of conversation, because suddenly Salt Box was in full throat, woofing at the fearless little woman.

“Hey! Lady! You didn’t hear him? You deaf? My Uncle Roundy says how about you give us some of that money?”

“Because,” said Barn Lady with polished calm, not turning, “it’s my living. I’ve got a husband who is retired and a son heading for college. Painting pictures of your barns is my work.”

Salt Box—a beefier, older, cleaner-shaven King Midas—grabbed his pants and gave them a tug. “Well you ain’t asked to come up on my property.”

“I have riparian rights,” she replied. “Just like the view, navigable water bodies are public. I have researched the state laws. I can wade up the West Fork anywhere I want.”

The Kussmauls were silent for a long moment. Then the girlfriend made her eyes big and gave Cousin Lightning Rod a shove. On the Kussmaul spectrum, Lightning Rod was the runt. He was about a year or two older than Half-Tim—twenty-four, maybe. He had a gold hoop in his left ear and a permed mane of hair in streetlight-white. “We built them barns,” he rasped.

Barn Lady turned and smiled sadly at Lightning Rod. His barn, I recalled her telling me, had exquisite wrought-iron weather vanes, complete with glass balls and tall copper lightning spires.

“No, dear. That’s not correct.”

The girlfriend, tall and skinny and a good decade older, made a kabuki face at the Barn Lady and re-shoved the young Kussmaul, but Lightning Rod was speechless.

“You telling me,” Uncle Roundy spluttered finally, “my great granddad didn’t build that round barn of mine?”

Barn Lady had received from Eve her tall white candles and her jumbo Snickers bar. As Eve tried to bag her purchases in a clear plastic, she said noisily, “Oh, no, Sweetie, I don’t need that—no bags, please—just more trash—but … or then again, yes, I will take it. I can always use a bag.”

I caught Kussmaul eyes rolling as the old woman wadded the plastic into her hip pocket. She tucked the candles and the Snickers bar carefully into the bib pouch of her overalls, between the sketchbook and the small yellow brush that stuck up perkily toward her dumpling chin.

“As a matter of fact, my dear man, your lovely round barn was built by a black fellow—a freed slave—who made it round so the white devil couldn’t hide in the corners.”

She smiled nicely at Uncle Roundy. This Kussmaul was pushing an age where he didn’t care if his cap was on straight or if his fly was up—and neither could be said for Uncle Roundy at the moment. He was the shortest Kussmaul, with dirty hands dangling like hacked-off tree roots at his sides. He had grown into his nickname—his high, hybrid belly-chest, his red cheeks, the sagging aperture of his tobacco-stained lips—everything about him … round.

“Your great granddad Bertram Kussmaul got the barn when the poor black fellow went to jail for whistling at a white woman in Westby … or for whistling at a spotted dray horse in Coon Valley … it depends on whom you ask … and on how much you want to have another man’s barn—”

Uncle Roundy glowered, flexing his dirty fingers.

“Hell you needem candles fer?” burst a tortured, high-pitched voice. I looked at the jawless Uncle Beechnut. But it wasn’t him. It was Uncle Tater—lean and breathless, consumptive-looking.

“None of your business, dear.”

“You stay oudem my barnem candles! I got hayender!”

Then the door swung again and the Avalanche Kid returned, his Chipmunk .22 slung over one shoulder, the puppy squirming and gagging under the opposite arm. Silently and seamlessly, he took his place in the Kussmaul gallery, ducking his father’s beer elbow as it swung down.

“I’m missing stuff from my barn,” grunted Uncle Roundy, turning back to the Barn Lady. “Tools. Gas.”

“Now we’re talking,” growled Salt Box. “I had a gas can walk away about a week ago. And I lost a lamb the other night.” He looked accusingly at the lady artist. “I ain’t found that lamb. And I ain’t found out how that lamb undid a head-high latch neither.”

The girlfriend said, “Hey, lady. Us too. A twelve-pack of Mountain Dew and a whole side of bacon.”

“Boy calf!” squealed Uncle Tater. “Gonis morning outem calf pen!”

The accusations went on, but Half-Timber shocked me back, tugging crudely to make a knot. “Sorry,” my surgeon mumbled. I slugged down Jack Daniels and waited for the world to come back to me.

“You stay outa my barn!”

“You put one foot out of the crick and you’re trespassing!”

“Where you gonem candles?”

The Kussmaul voices ricocheted around me. The puppy licked my face. The Barn Lady laughed gaily. “Let’s just settle this,” Salt Box was saying when I could hear the finer points again. “Nothing to settle,” she replied. Half-Tim was wrapping up now. He was drenched in sweat. The chicken smell was coming out his pores. Salt Box had followed Barn Lady menacingly toward the door.

“Messing with livestock is a felony. Even if you just get all sweet and PETA and let a lamb out, the coyotes get it and then you killed that lamb—which is just as good as stealing it. But even though you been trespassing and killing and stealing, we don’t go to the law. We forget about it. And you give us Kussmauls some of that barn painting money.”

“You give us half,” said Uncle Roundy.

“And then you stay the hell out of this coulee,” said King Midas.

I came up on my elbows. Barn Lady wasn’t frightened yet. Not a bit. Not even with the Avalanche Kid squared up on her, his little .22 rifle aimed just inches south of the angle where someone might claim he was pointing it at her. Barn Lady looked like she was having fun. “Should I dance, Deucey?” she asked the kid, and then she danced—a careless, loopy, bracelet-shifting, flower-child twirl into the rifle’s purview and back out, her wobbly old arms pulling her hair up and letting it fall.

“I’ll tell you what I’ll do for you gentlemen,” she said grandly. “Since you’re such a fine bunch. I’ll tell you what I’m going to give you.”

She paused with the door open.

“Nothing!” sang the Barn Lady, and let the door slam.

And Bang! cracked the eleventh gunshot across the West Fork the next morning.

I staggered through the tangle of tree scrub and saw it was the Avalanche Kid, in the cold light of dawn, firing his little Chipmunk .22 rifle from the County Y bridge. He aimed down, into the un-seen region below the bridge. The concussion spanked the heavy air: Bang! An even dozen.

“Hey!” I yelled at the kid. “It’s just a beaver. There has to be something left of him. Enough!”

I fumbled the tire tube and the box of garbage bags as I smashed through streamside asters.

“Stop!”

Bang! Thirteen.

The kid stared down, ruinously defiant, purely Kussmaulian, his dirty little chin stuck out at me. Then he swung the rifle butt down to his hip and hauled open the bolt. He was going to re-load and shoot again.

“Christ, kid!” I squawked. “Stop! Don’t pulp the thing!”

But as I stumbled up I could see that the kid’s target was still plenty intact.

I could see the Barn Lady. Her plump little body rolled and tossed at the tail of the bridge pool. Her thin gray hair trailed away in the current, and the push of the creek ballooned her overalls. Her left arm bent grotesquely above her head, wobbling like a trout. A final shot slammed past me—Bang!—and jolted the body.

“There,” said the Avalanche Kid.

He coughed words down at me.

“I shot her.”

I stared up, disbelieving. The kid’s puppy was nowhere in sight. Beside him on the bridge was Barn Lady’s easel, her paint box, her little red wagon. The canvas on the easel was the whitewashed Amish barn she and I had spoken of, the one with the blue monitor roof—the actual barn itself just becoming visible at the edge of the fog, about two hundred yards north of the bridge.

“Hey …” I stammered up. “What the …”

But now the Avalanche Kid was trembling, tears streaking down his dirty cheeks. He tried a deep breath. I heard a cry of shock behind me: the dead woman’s husband had finally struggled from the teepee, thrashed his way up through the high weeds and slag beyond the bridge. He was seeing it.

“Go ahead,” managed the Avalanche Kid.

I gaped at him.

“I killed her,” he said. “You saw me do it.”

I sat back in cold mud beside the body. I was going to be sick.

“I let go them animals they was talking about last night, too,” the Avalanche Kid said. “Then I killed her.”

I tried to move my eyes bankside, to neutral ground. There, cased in the clear plastic bag from the Mercantile, and stuck in dewy purple asters, was the sketchbook—the one I was supposed to look at.

“I killed her,” repeated the kid. “You saw me.”

He shivered. He croaked, “Right? You saw me hit her. Now go ahead and tell somebody.”
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“A superbly told tale...”

—KIRKUS (starred review)
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