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To all the musicians, words cannot express The happiness you made with the songs you played In the long parade. God bless.


I grew up in a northern town
 Ground was flat for miles around 
We were fundamentalist 
Underwear was in a twist 
Aloof, avoiding those in sin 
Expecting Jesus to drop in 
I was staunch and rather pure 
Riding on the Brethren bus 
And then I read great literature 
Lusty, longing, humorous 
Telling us to seize the day 
Before the flowers fade away 
We were taught obedience 
To the Word, God’s Holy Book 
But Mother loved comedians 
And that was the road I took 
And so I bent and smelled the roses 
Which God intended, one supposes 
And now as life slips away 
Just as Scripture said it would 
I write this little book to say 
Thank you. So far, so good.


1

My Life

IT’S BEEN AN EASY LIFE and when I think back, I wish it were a summer morning after a rain and I were loading my bags into the luggage hold of the bus and climbing aboard past Al, the driver, and the bench seats up front to the bunks in back and claiming a low bunk in the rear for myself. We’re about to set off on a twenty-eight-city tour of onenighters, two buses, the staff bus and the talent bus (though actually the tech guys, Sam and Thomas and Albert and Tony, have most of the talent and the rest of us just do the best we can). I kiss Jenny goodbye and she envies me, having been on opera and orchestra bus tours herself and loved them. The show band guys sit in front, Rich Dworsky, Chris, Pat and Pete, Andy, Gary or Larry, Richard, Joe, Arnie the drummer, Heather the duet partner on “Under African Skies” and “In My Life” and Greg Brown’s “Early.” Fred Newman is here, Mr. Sound Effects, and we’ll do the Bebopareebop commercial about the meteorite flying into Earth’s atmosphere about to wipe out an entire city when a beluga in heat sings a note that sets off a nuclear missile that deflects the meteorite to the Mojave Desert where it cracks the earth’s crust and hatches prehistoric eggs of pterodactyls, which rise screeching and galumphing toward a tiny town and a Boy Scout camp where a lone bagpiper plays the Lost Chord that pulverizes the pterodactyls’ tiny brains and sends them crashing and gibbering into an arroyo, and I say, “Wouldn’t this be a good time for a piece of rhubarb pie?” and we sing, One little thing can revive a guy, and that is a piece of rhubarb pie. Serve it up nice and hot, maybe things aren’t as bad as you thought.

At the table sits Janis or Katharine or Jennifer, who has the cellphone that Sam or Kate or Deb will call if there is a crisis. If they called me about a crisis, then they’d have two crises. I sit at a table so I can write on a laptop, but the show is written, the Guy Noir sketch, the commercials, the news from Lake Wobegon about the pontoon boat with the twenty-four Lutheran pastors, the canceled wedding of the veterinary aromatherapist, the boy on the parasail who intends to drop Aunt Evelyn’s ashes in the lake when the boat towing him swerves to avoid the giant duck decoy and he is towed at high speed underwater, which tears his swim trunks off, then naked he rises on a collision course with a hot-air balloon.
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The boys on the bus. Pat Donohue Andy Stein, Arnie Kinsella, Gary Raynor, and Richard Dworsky. 

The bus is home; everyone has a space. You can sit up front and listen to musicians reminisce and rag on each other or you can lie in your bunk and think your thoughts. The first show is the hardest, a long drive to Appleton, then sound check and show, breakdown, drive to Grand Rapids and arrive at 4 a.m., a long day, and then we get into rhythm, Cedar Rapids, Sioux Falls, Lincoln, Denver, Aspen, Spokane, Seattle, Portland, and on. The bus pulls into a town around 4 or 5 a.m. and you stumble out of your bunk and into a hotel room and sleep and have lunch and head to the venue midafternoon, and each show is mostly the same as the night before, you walk out and sing “Tishomingo Blues”—

O hear that old piano from down the avenue. 

I smell the roses, I look around for you. 

My sweet old someone coming through that door: 

Another day ’n’ the band is playin’. Honey, could we ask for more? 

And the show ends with the crowd singing “Can’t Help Falling In Love With You” and “Auld Lang Syne” and “Good Night, Ladies” and whatever else comes to mind, and they go home happy, and the bus is sociable, and there is beer and tacos and ice cream bars. You belong to a family engaged in a daring enterprise and you’re on the road and all your troubles are behind you. Sometimes late at night, I imagine climbing on the bus at Tanglewood, past the band guys noodling and jamming and the game of Hearts, and I lie in the back bottom bunk and we pull away, headed for Chautauqua, near Jamestown, New York, and I fall asleep and wake up in Minneapolis and it’s years later.

I was not meant to ride around on a bus and do shows, I grew up Plymouth Brethren who shunned entertainment, Jesus being all-sufficient for our needs and the Rapture imminent. (The Brethren originated in Plymouth, England, it had nothing to do with the automobile—we were Ford people.) God knew where to find us, on the upper Mississippi River smack dab in the middle of North America, in Minnesota, the icebox state, so narcissism was not available, I was a flatlander like everyone else. We bathed once a week, accepting that we were mammals and didn’t need to smell like vegetation. By the age of three I could spell M-i-ss-i-ssi-pp-i—one hard word I’ll always get right—and that started me down the road to writing. I had eighteen aunts who praised what I wrote, and they prayed for me, and I have floated along on their prayers. I recited my verse in Sunday School and they praised me for speaking nice and loud and clear, which eventually led to radio. My parents didn’t hug me but my aunts did, Elsie and Jean and Margaret—I stood next to Ruby’s wheelchair and she clung to me, Ruth held me to her great bosom and pressed her wire-rimmed glasses to my head, Eleanor and Bessie hugged, Brethren men didn’t deal in affection but I was rich with aunts and never lacked for love. I was born in 1942, early enough to see the last Union Army veteran, Albert Woolson, in his blue forage cap riding in a parade, and in time to be moved by Jerry Lee Lewis who shook my nerves and rattled my brain. Gettysburg on one side, “Great Balls of Fire” on the other, half of American history in one swoop. I felt destined for good things, thanks to my aunts and because I was 1 person, the son of 2 parents, their 3rd child, born 4 years after my sister and 5 years after my brother, in ’42 (four and two equals 6), on the 7th day of the 8th month in 19—nine, ten—42. I never revealed this magical numerology to anyone; I held it close to my heart. It was a green light on the horizon.
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M-i-ss-i-ss-i-pp-i. 

I’m a Scot on my mother’s side, so I come from people who anticipate the worst. Rain is comforting to us, driven by a strong wind. My Grandpa Denham came from Glasgow and never drove a car lest he die in a flaming crash. Mother warned me as a child never to touch my tongue to a clothes pole in winter because I would freeze to it and nobody would hear my pitiful cries because the windows are all shut and I would die, hanging by my tongue. So I imagined I’d die young, which prodded me to make something of myself until now I’m too old to die young and can accept myself as I am, a tall clean-shaven man of 78 who escaped alcoholism, depression, the US Army, a life in academia, and death by hypothermia while hanging by my tongue. My people were Old Testament Christians who believed that God smites people when they’re having too good a time and so, doing shows, I was the stiffest person you ever saw on a stage, I looked intense, solemn, like a street evangelist or a pest exterminator. Laughter doesn’t come easily to me; it’s like bouncing a meatball. Strangers walk up to me and ask, “Is something wrong?” No, I’m a happy man but I come in a thick husk, like sweet corn.

From the age of nine or ten, I was determined to be a writer and didn’t waver from it. This is due to having grown up in a tiny utopian sect that due to its separatist tendencies kept getting smaller. Whatever the opposite of “ecumenical” is, we Brethren were that. We considered Lutherans to be loose. I grew up believing that the Creator of the universe, the solar system, the Milky Way and the Way beyond it had confided in a handful of us, the Faithful Remnant. The whole of Christendom had slid into a slough of error and our little flock of twenty-five or thirty in this room on 14th Avenue South in Minneapolis was in on the Secret. When you believe that, it is no problem to imagine you’ll grow up to write books and be on the radio. Most Brethren preaching sailed over my head but I loved the stories: Noah and his boatload of critters, Jonah and the whale, Daniel and Nebuchadnezzar, Bathsheba, the drunken Herod who is seduced by the young dancer who asks the head of a holy man as a favor, Thomas the doubter, Peter the denier. To all appearances, we were normal Midwestern Americans, we wore clean clothes, spoke proper English, took small bites and chewed with our mouths shut, mowed our lawn, played softball and Monopoly and shot baskets, read the paper, were polite to strangers, but in our hearts we anticipated the end of the world. Meanwhile supper was sloppy joes on Monday, spaghetti on Tuesday, chow mein on Wednesday, tuna casserole on Thursday, hamburgers on Friday, fish sticks on Saturday, pot roast on Sunday. We sat down to meals under a wall plaque, JESUS CHRIST IS THE HEAD OF THIS HOUSE, THE UNSEEN GUEST AT EVERY MEAL, THE SILENT LISTENER TO EVERY CONVERSATION. This didn’t encourage loose talk at meals, so we didn’t: conversation was sparse. Philip, Dad, and I sat on one side, Judy, Mother, and the twins on the other, and baby Linda in a high chair at the end. I spooned oatmeal into her and she ate applesauce with her fingers off a plate. Please pass the potatoes and What’s for dessert? was about the extent of conversation. We certainly didn’t talk about bodily functions: diarrhea was “the trots.” We didn’t pee or poop, we “went to the bathroom.” We avoided the expression of personal preference, such as I want to watch TV tonight, and anyway we didn’t have a TV. We had a radio, a big Zenith floor model with stately columns in front and vacuum tubes that gave off heat and a tuning knob the size of a grapefruit. I lay on the floor and listened to Fred Allen and Jack Benny, and sometimes when nobody was around I stood in the hall closet among the winter coats and pretended I was on the radio, using the handle of the Hoover upright vacuum cleaner for a microphone. One day I took the Hoover behind the drapes in the picture window and imagined I was onstage, about to come through the curtain and say, “Hello, everybody, welcome to the Gary Keillor show,” and my older sister knocked on the window. She was outside, weeding the flower bed, laughing at my white Fruit of the Loom underwear. I was so excited about doing the show, I forgot to put on my pants.

My folks were Depression survivors, so they squeezed the toothpaste hard to get the last molecules out of the tube. Mother darned the holes in our socks. Dad was a farm boy and grew up with a big garden and loved fresh strawberries, tomatoes, and sweet corn and couldn’t imagine living on store-bought, and so he purchased an acre of farmland north of Minneapolis and built a house on it and kept a half-acre garden. Mother would’ve preferred a bungalow in south Minneapolis, but Dad got his way and so I grew up a country kid. I was a middle child and was left to my own devices and became secretive, devious, never confided in anyone. As a city kid, I would’ve adopted a gang and become socialized, but instead I was a loner, had very little adult supervision. Mother was busy with the little kids. I could leave the house unnoticed, sit by the river or ride my bike among the cornfields and potato farms, ride for miles into the city past warehouses and factories, penny arcades and cocktail lounges, independent at the age of ten. Nobody told me the city was too dangerous for a kid to ride around on a bike, so thanks to ignorance, I was fearless. I learned to smoke by the age of twelve.

My parents loved each other and stayed in the background as we children worked out our identities. There was no alcohol, no dark silences, no shouting, no slamming doors. I was never struck, though sometimes Mother said she wanted to. Once in a while she said, “You kids are driving me to a nervous breakdown.” And let it go at that. I don’t recall Mother or Dad praising me ever—that was left to Grandma and the aunts. I was a quiet, bookish kid who liked to stand off to the side and observe, which back then people took to mean I was gifted. Today they’d say “high-functioning end of the autism spectrum,” but autism hadn’t been thought up yet so I was free to imagine I was gifted. I was crazy about girls, they were all fascinating, the way they talked, their boldness. Once, when I was eleven, I walked past Julie Christensen’s house and she said, “Do you want to wrestle?” and so we did. She took hold of me and threw me down and pulled my shirt up over my head and sat on me. It was thrilling. She said, “Let’s see you try to get up.” I didn’t want to get up. She kissed me on the lips and said, “If you tell, I will beat the crap out of you.” She was a freethinker. She taught me to sing the Doxology to the tune of “Hernando’s Hideaway.” (Sometimes I look at my wife and think of Julie. I never was in therapy—you are the first person I’ve told this to.)

I was an indifferent student in high school and college, which served to limit my career possibilities, which were further limited by having no social skills thanks to growing up Plymouth Brethren, who taught us to avoid defilement by standing apart from those in Error, i.e., everyone on Earth. But I had good jobs—I washed dishes and I was a parking lot attendant and then a classical music announcer, which is like parking cars except you don’t yell at anybody. For a few weeks one summer I ran a manure spreader and did it about as well as a person could. The next summer I was a camp counselor and led three canoeloads of thirteenyear-olds across an enormous wilderness lake, a black sky above, lightning on the horizon, and I instilled confidence in them even as I was shitting in my shorts. Back then, a state university education was dirt cheap, and I incurred no debt so I could entertain the notion of becoming a writer. I wrote dark stories, Salingeristic, Kafkaesque, Orwellian, O’Connorly (Flannery, not Frank), exhaled cigarette smoke with authorly elegance and looked down upon engineers in their polyester plaid shirts with plastic pocket protectors who were busy designing the digital world we live in today. I was in the humanities, where existentialism was very big back then though nobody knew what it was exactly nor even approximately, which made it possible for even an ignorant twerp to expound upon it. At the U, I identified as a liberal Democrat for protective coloring but I had conservative leanings, was scornful of bureaucracies, unions, popular movements, and venerated the past and intended to make my own way and create work that would earn money on the free market, preferably satire that goes against the prevailing tide. I am still a Brethren boy. A little profanity I can tolerate but obscenity turns me away. I have agnostic friends but I don’t tolerate intolerance of religious faith. Scripture is clear about how to treat strangers and foreigners, any race or creed or gender, they are brothers and sisters. Life is a gift and we need be wise in the knowledge of death.

My true education was the deaths of four of my heroes, all four not much older than I, earthshaking deaths. My cousin Roger drowned at seventeen, a week before his high school graduation, diving into Lake Minnetonka to impress Susan whom he wanted to be his girlfriend, although surely he knew he couldn’t swim. I admired him, a sharp dresser, a cool guy, his slightly lopsided grin, his disregard for sports, his fondness for girls. Two years later, Buddy Holly crashed in a small plane in Iowa. I heard the news on the radio. It turned out that the young pilot was not qualified to fly by instrument at night, but, unable to say no to a rock ’n’ roll star, he took off into the dark and flew the plane into the ground and killed everyone in it. Two years later, Barry Halper, who hired me for my first radio job and became my good friend, who was smart, stylish, Jewish, had been to Las Vegas and met famous comedians, drove one afternoon east of St. Paul and crashed his convertible into the rear of a school bus and died at the age of twenty. And a year later, my classmate Leeds Cutter from Anoka, a year older than I, the smartest guy at our table in the lunchroom, who talked about why he loved Beethoven, how he’d go to law school but make a life as a farmer and raise a family, who was in love with my friend Corinne, who said, “I never do easy things right and I hardly ever do hard things wrong,” was killed by a drunk driver while riding home from the U. He was nineteen.

I felt the wrongness of their deaths, the goodness lost, the damage done to the world, and felt responsible to live my life on their behalf and embrace what they were denied, the chance to rise and shine and find a vocation. They didn’t know each other, but I see them as a foursome, Barry, Buddy, Leeds, and Roger. They were my elders and now they’re my grandsons. They each died in swift seconds of violence and the thought of them gives me peace. I promise to love this life I was given and do my best to deserve it. I carry you boys forever in my heart. You keep getting younger and I am still looking up to you. Life without end. Amen.

After college, I was hired by a rural radio station to do the 6 a.m. shift Monday to Friday, because nobody else wanted to get up so early. I worked alone in the dark and learned to be useful and clearly imagine the audience and do my best to amuse them. In my twenties I sent a story by US mail to a famous magazine in New York, as did every other writer in America, and mine was fished out of the soup by a kind soul named Mary D. Kierstead, who sent it up to the editors and they paid me $500 at a time when my rent was $80 a month and that was the clincher, that and the radio gig, my course in life was set, everything else is a footnote.

A few years later I went to see the famous Grand Ole Opry radio show in Nashville and decided to start something like it of my own. My boss, Bill Kling, against all common sense, approved of this. I had lost a short story about a town called Lake Wobegon in the men’s room of the Portland, Oregon, train station, and the loss of it made the story ever more beautiful in my mind, and, thinking I might recall it, I told stories about the town on the radio and also wrote books, including one, Pontoon, about which the New York Times said, “a tough-minded book . . . full of wistfulness and futility yet somehow spangled with hope,” which is no easy thing for an ex–Plymouth Brethrenist, to get the wistful futility and also spangle it, but evidently I did.

My great accomplishment was to gain competence at work for which I had no aptitude, a solitary guy with low affect who learned to stand in front of four million people and talk and enjoy it. I did this because the work I had aptitude for—lawn mowing, dishwashing, parking cars—I didn’t want to get old doing that. I preferred to tell stories. My first book, Happy to Be Here, published when I was forty, earned the money to buy a big green frame house on Goodrich Avenue in St. Paul. People noticed this. A renter for twenty years, I wrote a book and bought a house. In warm weather, I sat on the front porch and people walked by and looked. That era is over. Now you can get an unlimited Kindle subscription for pocket change and a successful book will buy you an umbrella tent. I am lucky I lived when I did.

I also became the founder and host and writer of a radio variety show of a sort that died when I was a child, for which I stood onstage every Saturday, no paper in hand, and talked about an imaginary town for twenty minutes. It was the easiest thing I ever did, easier than fatherhood, citizenship, home maintenance, vacationing in Florida, everything. I wrote five pages of story on Friday, looked it over on Saturday morning, went out onstage and remembered what was memorable and forgot the fancy stuff, the metaphors, the subjunctive, the irony, most of it at least.

Lake Wobegon was all about the ordinary, about birds and dogs, the unexpected appearance of a porcupine or a bear, the crankiness of old men, the heartache of parenthood, communal events, big holidays, the café and the tavern, ritual and ceremony, the mystery of God’s perfection watching over so much human cluelessness. The tragedy of success: you raise your kids to be ambitious strivers and succeed and they wind up independent, far away, hardly recognizable, your grandkids are strangers with new fashionable names. The small town is strict, authoritarian, and your children prefer urban laxity and anonymity. There was no overarching story, few relationships to keep track of; it was mostly impressionistic. The ordinariness of a Minnesota small town gave me freedom from political correctness, no need to check the right boxes. In Lake Wobegon society, ethnicity was mostly for amusement, and Catholic v. Lutheran was the rivalry of neighbors.

I did Lake Wobegon pretty well, as I could tell from the number of people who asked me, “Was that true?” The Tomato Butt story was true and the homecoming talent show. The stories about winter were true. The story about being French was not true. Or the orphanage story. But I did have an Uncle Jim who farmed with horses and I rode on Prince’s back to go help him with the haying as Grandma baked bread in a wood-stove oven.

I never was a deckhand on an ore boat in a storm on the Great Lakes, the Old Man at the wheel, water crashing over the bow and smashing into the wheelhouse, running empty in thirty-foot seas, navigation equipment lost, and the Old Man said to me, “Get on the radio and stay on the radio so the Coast Guard can give us a location,” and I went on the radio and sang and told jokes for two hours and the ship made it safely to port, and that was how I got into radio. That was my invention, to demonstrate my facility. Hailstones the size of softballs smashed into my radio shack on the rear deck as I told Ole and Lena jokes. A story about a lonely guy in marital anguish wouldn’t have served the purpose.

One true story I never told was about Corinne Guntzel, whom I met when we were six years old and rode a toboggan down a steep hill and onto the frozen Mississippi River. It was thrilling. Later, she got the same excitement from beating up on me about politics. She was a college socialist and smarter and better-read and I argued innocently that art is what changes the world, which she scoffed at, of course. I loved her and thought about marrying her but feared rejection, so I married her cousin instead and then her best friend, after which Corinne killed herself. It’s not a story to be told at parties.

But the best story is about the day in New York I had lunch with a woman from my hometown of Anoka and had the good sense to fall in love with her. I was fifty, she was thirty-five. I am a Calvinist, she’s a violinist. We talked and talked, we laughed, we walked, we went to the opera, we married at St. Michael’s on 99th and Amsterdam, we begat a daughter. Now, twenty-five years later, she and I live in Minneapolis, near Loring Park, across from the old Eitel Hospital where my mother was a nurse, near the hotel where I worked as a dishwasher the summer after high school and learned to smoke Lucky Strikes, a block from Walker Art Center, where Suzanne Weil produced the first Prairie Home Companion shows. My old apartments are nearby and fancy neighborhoods I walked in back in my stringency days. I like having history around to help keep my head on straight and ward off delusion.

I had relatives who used outhouses and now I walk into a men’s room and pee in a urinal and step back and it automatically flushes. I walk around with a device in my pocket the size of a half-slice of bread and I can call my daughter in London or read the Times or do a search for “Success is counted sweetest by those who ne’er succeed. To comprehend a nectar requires sorest need.” It’s a world of progress.

When I go live in the Home for the Confused, I’ll sit in a sunny corner and tell stories to myself. When my time is up, they’ll wrap me in a sheet and truck me back to Anoka and the Keillor cemetery fifteen minutes north of where I was born and plant me with my aunts and uncles on whom the stories of Lake Wobegon were based. I got a lot of pleasure out of writing them up, and so it’s right I should lie down there in a cemetery where Aunt Jo used to send me over to mow the grass and trim around the gravestones. Dad’s cousin Joe Loucks is here, who drowned in the Rum River in 1927: a dozen boys formed a human chain into the river to rescue him and he slipped from their grasp. Now they are here too. Old farmers are here, also an astrophysicist, a banker, a few salesmen, a cousin who died of a botched abortion by a doctor in town. Some had more than their share of suffering. My cousins Shannon, Philip, William, and Alec are here, all younger than I. When I was young, I was eager to escape the family, but death is inescapable and I’ll be collected into their midst at last. A brief ceremony, no eulogy, no need to mourn a man who had an easy life. Lower him down and everybody grab a shovel. Either there will be a hereafter or I will be unaware that there is not. I believe there will be. I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love. Neither death nor life, nor our fears for today nor our worries about tomorrow, nothing in all creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen and amen.


2

My People
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James Keillor, 40, a skilled carpenter turned farmer, 1900. 

MY LIFE WAS HALF LAID out before I existed. My great-grandfather William Evans Keillor was walking home in Anoka one night in 1910 and heard an invisible crowd of people around him in the dark, walking with him, talking in low unintelligible voices, who, as he neared his house on the hill, faded into the night. A Brethren preacher had recently come through Anoka and Great-Grandpa assumed the voices were Plymouth Brethren, and so he led his family down the narrow rocky road of Brethrenly separation. Episcopalians can be unintelligible, so can Methodists or Mennonites, but he chose Brethren and our family history hangs on this ghost story. Grandpa James married Dora Powell, who was a progressive Methodist at the time, a proponent of women’s education and racial equality, and she became a loyal

farm wife and Brethreness, though she made her sympathies known to her grandchildren. She advocated for scholarship and science. She said, “Don’t be a five-dollar haircut on a twenty-nine-cent head.” A $5 haircut was fairly extravagant back then.

Denhams were city people. Grandpa Denham was the son of a Glasgow street sweeper and grew up in a tenement, no toilet, no bathtub. His poor overworked mother died young and his father married her nurse, Martha Whiteside, a censorious woman. Grandpa never attended a movie or read a novel. He was not a storyteller. He sailed back to Scotland in 1920, to visit his dying father and kept a meticulous diary of his trip, what he ate for breakfast, what he saw aboard ship, right up to when the ship docks in Glasgow and then the diary ends, not a word about his father, Martha, none of it. I suppose it was too painful and confusing for him to leave a record. I wanted to be a Powell, or a Keillor, but I have Denham in me too, and I have painful chapters too but shall tell my story as honestly as I can without causing too much pain to those I love. The Denhams appeared in the Lake Wobegon saga, their name changed to Cotton, and they were renowned for caution and a tendency to apologize. Their letters often begin, “I am so sorry it has taken me all this time to sit down and write to you. I’ve thought of it daily but then get busy with one thing or another. Please forgive me. I shall endeavor to do better in the future.”

Brethren instilled perfectionism. A band of dissenters, led by the Irish curate John Nelson Darby, who around 1831 left the pomp and hierarchy of the Establishment Church to create an assembly of saints gathered in simplicity, as instructed in Scripture. God is perfect and everything we do or say must meet His standard, which is impossible, as we Brethren could see, looking around the room at the few survivors. I still live with perpetual failure. I attend an Episcopal church now and that is a magnificent pageant, but no show is ever good enough, no piece of writing is ever finished. When I lie in hospice care, on oxygen, catheterized, I will whisper to the nurse: Bring me that book, the chapter about the luncheonette, I forgot to put in the salt and pepper shakers and the napkin rack. 

I chose my parents well. John Keillor and Grace Denham, a farm boy and a city girl, loved each other dearly and I grew up in the warm light of that love. She missed him when he was on the road, sorting mail on the North Coast Limited. He liked it when she came over and sat on his lap. She baked pies for him and beautiful pot roasts. She had little bouts of jealousy; he felt completely out of place among the Denhams. He and she disagreed about Christmas; he was laconic and she was excitable. Whenever Mother left the house, she imagined she’d left the iron on and the house would go up in flames and we’d come home to a basement full of ashes. She never left it on, but she kept thinking she had. When a big storm moved in, she went to the basement and begged him to come but he liked to stand in the front yard and watch it.
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John and Grace, 1936. 

Dad came from a family of eight, she from thirteen. Her mother died of a blood infection when Grace was seven, and she was brought up by sisters. She and John laid eyes on each other at a Fourth of July picnic on the Keillor farm in Anoka in 1931, a month after he graduated from Anoka High. She was a slim lovely girl of sixteen, born on May 7, 1915, the day the Lusitania sank, and he was eighteen, born on Columbus Day, the handsomest boy in the Brethren. His father James’s birthday was July 4 and he was on crutches, suffering from a mysterious wasting disease, and Grace was solicitous and took his arm, and John noticed. She sent John a birthday card in October. They met again in a carload of Brethren young people going to the Minneapolis airport for a plane ride. She was frightened and he put an arm around her in her white summer dress. Both families were opposed to the romance, on the grounds the two were too young and had no money and he was needed on the farm— his father died in 1933. Grace went into nurse’s training and got a job as a caregiver. He visited her often and sang hymns to her with the word “grace” in them. On Sunday, May 10, 1936, he wrote her a long letter:

Friday morning after breakfast, I was instructed to haul manure over to a field north of Aunt Becky’s place. We put all four horses on as it was a long hard pull. After duly getting ready, I mounted the driver’s seat and left for the field. Everything went fine until the homeward trip for the second load. At the top of Aunt Becky’s hill, the horses started acting up, kicking and jumping around, as the spreader had run against their heels. I eased them almost to the bottom of the hill when they became unmanageable, and broke into a terrifying gallop. As they did, I dropped one rein, but bent forward and picked it up. I then crawled back in the main part of the spreader so I could stand up and brace myself. I thought of jumping out but decided to stick by it and try to stop the mad rush of horseflesh. 

In no time at all they had covered the distance from Aunt Becky’s to our place with my efforts to stop them of no avail. As they neared our driveway, they tried to turn in, but could not make the turn. They ran across the ditch between the paper box and a telephone pole and on into the yard. As they crossed the ditch, the tongue on the spreader broke and plowed about four feet into the ground, breaking in three pieces. As it did so, it threw the machine to one side and I pitched out the other onto the broken pile of tongue. 

My mother being a witness to the scene ran over and asked if I was hurt. I said no and ran after the team, which had become tangled down the road in the ditch. It was then I started to feel faint and hurt, but nothing serious as it could have easily been, for which I am truly thankful. It is no fun to be hauled behind four wild horses at breakneck speed to be thrown lord knows where. 

Jo brought her bedroom suite home yesterday and is it ever swell. I feel sort of jealous of her because I wish I or you and I could get things like that, don’t you, Honey? Perhaps our time will come when we can have the fun of picking out our furniture and things for our home. I have been thinking of you and realize more and more that you are more to me than any earthly or natural ties and yet I cannot as yet claim you for my own. I can only say I hope in the near future to make such a claim. 

Until then, I am lovingly
Johnny
P.S. May I come down sometime? Love, Johnny

That was his way of proposing marriage, a reminder of his mortality followed by intimations of intimacy. I wish that I—or you and I—could get a bedroom set, don’t you, Honey? They feared losing each other in those unsettled times, and a few months later, he borrowed his brother Bob’s Model A and he and Grace drove to a secluded spot—let’s say the Pioneers and Soldiers Cemetery at Lake and Cedar in Minneapolis—and lay a blanket in the grass and held each other close and made love. In November, in fear and trembling, Grace rode the streetcar to the Medical Arts Building downtown, accompanied by sister Elsie, and the doctor said that yes, it was so, as Grace suspected. She was starting to show.

She and Johnny faced her father, William Denham, in January. She was unaware that her father and his sweetheart, Marian, had been in the same situation in Glasgow years before—Marian was pregnant for several months before they married, and William’s stepmother took a harsh view of this, even after the young couple married and had six children, and that was one reason they brought their brood across the Atlantic, to escape her disapproving eyes and sharp tongue. The old man, unable to reveal his own story, sat before the young couple and wept. And they lied and told him they’d married secretly on August 8, 1936, but it was not so. They were not married until January 6, 1937, by a justice of the peace in Stillwater, and my brother Philip was born in May. Not out of wedlock but not nearly far enough in. The fiction of the August marriage was maintained to the end of their days. The marriage certificate was kept secret. In later years, when we children inquired about their wedding and who was in attendance and was it in a church or where?, we got vague answers, and if we persisted, Mother got testy. They never observed their wedding anniversary until 1986, supposedly their fiftieth, and over Mother’s opposition, we children insisted on giving them a quiet dinner in August in Anoka. Mother agreed to it on one condition: only immediate family, no guests who had been around in 1936 except the two lovers themselves, and no publicity. It was a small, quiet dinner at Mary Helen Cutter’s restaurant in the Jackson Hotel. A nice wine was served. Philip offered a toast. Mother was relieved when the whole thing was over and done with. Years later, when a granddaughter brought forth a baby out of wedlock, Mother wrote a tender letter to her, assuring her that the crisis would pass and she would be happy again and grateful for the child, and then Mother did not mail it, for fear it would expose her own secret. It was found in her papers after she died.
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Grace, 18, and Elsie, 16. 

The four crazed horses gallop toward home, the young man bracing himself, and the spreader crashes into the deep ditch and he’s thrown onto the wreckage and somehow doesn’t break his neck, but jumps up and runs after the team, and the crash lends urgency to his passion for Grace and he makes his claim and she accepts him in her arms. Their families weep over them, preach at them, but then accept them, and the secret is kept. Two large families and there must’ve been whispers but none of it ever reached us children. Philip, the scandalous child, was well-loved as were we all.

Thinking back, I remember Dad’s agony when he took his turn preaching the Sunday night gospel meeting and ascended the platform like a man going to the gallows—his sermons had no conviction or spirit and were extremely brief—and we felt great relief on the drive home and he stopped at the Dairy Queen on Lyndale for sundaes, a root beer float, whatever we wanted, hang the expense. I wonder now if, on those Sunday nights, his own adventure of 1936 was on his mind, the drive in the Model A, the walk into the cemetery, the spreading of the blanket, lying next to her, the breathing. It’s hard to preach when you are distracted by your own vivid memories. The Pioneers and Soldiers was only a few blocks north of the Gospel Hall.

The pain of the scandal made John and Grace merciful to a fault and forgiving, as we children discovered as we went off in our various directions: they could be disappointed but they never condemned, they never raised their voices, never spoke ill of anyone in my hearing. I was their rebellious child—somebody had to be—and I drew heavily on their forbearance. Both were brought up evangelical, under hellfire preaching, in a flock of contentious Christians, but scandal freed them to be loving and gentle all their lives. We lived next door to angry couples. I remember people yelling. A woman cried out, “When are we ever going to get out of this dump?” I babysat at neighbors’ who came home drunk and cursing each other. I only saw one serious argument: Dad left for work at the Railway Mail and Mother looked out the kitchen door and said to herself, “One of these days, that man and I are going to come to a parting of the ways.” I was fourteen. I was floored by that, I turned and went upstairs and threw myself on the bed and I wept, and Mother came up and apologized and said she didn’t mean it. I grew up in a house of love, my parents holding hands, whispering to each other, so I looked upon happiness and contentment as ordinary and natural, and I still do. It took me longer to find that happiness but when I did, I recognized where I was. Jenny walked into the room and sat on my lap and put her head on my shoulder and I felt a sweet abundance. I would do the same for her but I weigh 240 and she weighs 114.

Family Tree 

[image: image]
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All You Need to Know

I’M OLD ENOUGH NOW TO see that my life was woven of the benevolence of aunts and a series of crucial failures before the age of twenty.


	A botched robbery

	Cowardice in the face of Darwinism and learning the art of invisibility

	Green teeth

	A fall from a haymow headfirst onto concrete and into the bull’s pen

	Demonstrated incompetence at the power saw

	A flunked physical at age thirteen, due to mitral valve prolapse

	A schism in the Plymouth Brethren that rendered our Minneapolis Assembly weak and listless and left a blockhead in power, thus making it easy for me to jump ship and wend my way back to the Anglicans whom the PBs had revolted against.



Seven failures that closed off certain avenues and opened others, all when I was too young to have a will of my own, and thus I went bopping along a circuitous path to wind up traveling around doing A Prairie Home Companion, telling stories that made intimate friends of complete strangers. I owe a great debt to failure, though I do feel I’ve gained enough benefit from it and would like to coast for a while.

The green teeth episode sticks with me. I was ten and a boy named Bob told me they were green and rotten and said it with authority, looking closely into my mouth. We were standing by the swings on the playground of Benson School. The school was torn down long ago, but I remember the exact spot where he said it. I looked in a mirror in the lavatory and saw no greenness but believed him because he sounded so certain. I didn’t mention it to my mother or anyone else. It was my terrible secret. I was horrified. Pictures of me from that time afterward show a solemn, tight-lipped boy. The muscles around my mouth forgot how to smile. Even today, people look at me and ask, “Are you okay?” Yes, I’m fine; when your teeth are green, you don’t smile, that’s all. Thanks to this somber face, I never went into retail sales or politics, but it was no handicap for a writer or a radio guy, so that’s what I did instead. My tormentor who said my teeth were green once took hold of my wrist and said, “Your wrists are so thin, like a girl’s. It’s good you didn’t go out for football, you would’ve gotten killed.” Which drove me to wear long-sleeved shirts, to hide this deformity. He was a big confident guy, an excellent student, was elected president of our senior class, and he bestowed his contempt whenever he laid eyes on me. I was an indifferent student but was admitted to the University of Minnesota and worked in a scullery and in parking lots to pay my way. My tormentor saw me there and said, “I never thought you’d make it to college, you’re such a freak.” He saw my poems in the Ivory Tower magazine and told me how worthless they were, and probably he was right.

I took a hodgepodge of English lit courses and stayed in college as long as I could, and in 1969 I went to work in radio, twelve-hour days, writing at night at home; meanwhile my tormentor graduated from medical school and did his residency and ran into me at a reunion and asked, “So what are you up to now?” like a dog sniffing my résumé. I muttered something. He was married and had a family and was on an upward trajectory when one day, repairing a water pump at his home, he stuck a screwdriver into the works, thinking the circuit was broken and it was not and he was electrocuted. He was entering the best years of his life, and a flash of powerful voltage passed through him and he fell into a coma and died three days later. It happened as I was finding my vocation and embarking on a happy career. Since then, I’ve forgiven him over and over, and also I’ve avoided trying to repair any electrical appliance, I don’t even replace burnt-out lightbulbs. I am fearful of this story winding up in symmetry.

Despite my best efforts, I was spared alcoholism, lung cancer, carpal tunnel syndrome, high blood pressure, and death by stupidity. I once got my car up to 100 mph on a straight stretch of northbound Highway 47 just to see if it could and a pickup truck pulled out of a driveway ahead of me and I steered around behind it as it pulled into the southbound lane, thus avoiding death at 22. My brother Philip and I went canoeing around the Apostle Islands on Lake Superior and paddled into a deep cave under one of the islands, and explored it for a while, ducking our heads under the low rocky ceiling, and then paddled out to open water a minute or two before the wake of a distant ore boat came crashing into the cave, four-foot waves that would’ve splattered us on the cave ceiling, no need for EMTs, the turtles would’ve feasted that night. We sat in the canoe and watched, no need to say a word: death was in the cave and we had eluded it. Once a mattress that I was hauling home fell off the roof of my car and landed in the center lane of the freeway fifty yards back and I ran to drag it to safety as my wife screamed and a semi whooshed past, horn blasting, and I got to experience the Doppler effect up close. I horsed the mattress back up on the car and we drove slowly home. She thought about saying something and then did not. I’ve often stepped off a curb in New York thinking my thoughts and heard shouted Chinese, and a deliveryman on a bicycle raced by so close I could smell the garlic sauce. I once ran on a slippery dock at Cross Lake and slipped and instead of landing on the dock and breaking my neck and starting a new life as a paraplegic, I landed in the water (which covers three-quarters of the world, so statistically your chances are good) and was spared an endless amount of self-pity.

I survived these close calls and the Saturday night show, A Prairie Home Companion, launched in 1974 and, with a break in 1987, ran until 2016, and through no fault of my own became a box-office success in the public radio sphere, a porpoise among the hippopotami, and I was launched onto a writer’s dream—I wrote and hosted the show while smarter people, Margaret, Christine, Kate, and Sam, ran the business. I played the detective Guy Noir (It was November. Gray day. My landlord, Doris, had just turned on the radiators, which are on the National Registry of Historic Heating Systems and I looked out the window and saw a gray cloud that looked like someone I knew and then realized it was my face.) who waits for a big case involving Louie B. Louie or some other slimeball with a bulge under his jacket and instead in comes an old man who’s lost his glasses and needs a detective to retrace his footsteps. I played the cowboy Lefty in search of his Evelyn and I played a dullard named Duane, and now and then I got to stand next to a woman and sing a love song with her, and this was considered work. I have a picture of Grandpa Keillor in his farmyard on a bitterly cold winter day, earflaps down, denim jacket buttoned up, a sweater over his coveralls, pitchfork in hand, tending his animals, and he looks truly happy, as was I doing the show or sitting down to write with a fine black pen on the white cardboard the dry cleaners put into my shirts. It is too small for a story and the right size for a sonnet.

Frankie and Johnny were lovers and swore to be true 

To each other and it didn’t take him all that long 

Before he went to the hotel with You Know Who 

And got busy doing Miss Frankie wrong. 

He was her man, a good lover, handsome 

In his bowler and spats, but not so astute, 

Which led to her looking over the hotel transom 

And pulling out the .44, which went rooty-toot-toot. 

And the rubber-tired hearses came and poor Frankie 

Was locked up in a dungeon cell. They threw 

Away the key. She lay and wept in her hanky 

But mostly she felt like a fool. Wouldn’t you? 

People had warned her, again and again and again. 

And she knew it too. There is no good in men. 

We sang “Frankie and Johnny” in Mrs. Moehlenbrock’s fourth-grade classroom out of our blue American Harmony songbooks and we loved the lines the first time she shot him he staggered. The second time she shot him he fell. The third time there was a southwest wind from the northeast corner of hell. We sang it loud. And we sang about the E-ri-e was a-rising and the gin was a-getting low and I scarcely think we’ll get a drink till we come to Buffalo. It was joyful to sing about gin, a Brethren boy who had sat under Brother Tomkinson’s preaching as he shouted, “There are people here who are going to hell and they don’t know it!”—it made for a vivid and varied life. Bullies stalked the schoolyard, and I slipped away from them. Brethren preached separation from worldly pleasures, but my mother laughed at comedians, particularly Gracie Allen, who said, “My mind is so fast, sometimes I say something before I even think it.” To Mother, this was hilarious. And also, “If it wasn’t for Thomas Edison, we’d be listening to radio by candlelight.” Other Brethren frowned on jokes. Dad was indifferent to them and I never heard him tell one. Mother claimed she couldn’t remember jokes, but when I told one, she just laughed and laughed. And so, from the time I could read, I looked for jokes to tell my mother and it made me happy to hear her laugh. It’s just that simple.

Years later, working on a screenplay for Disney, a very funny movie that never got made, sitting through production meetings attended by fourteen men in short-sleeved white shirts who talked about the Narrative Arc and the Hero’s Quest and what is the Gift that he brings back from his Journey, I went for a walk one foggy afternoon and passed a Hertz office, and got an urge to rent a car. They offered me a convertible; I took it. I cruised along Sunset Boulevard, the top down, traffic juking and bopping around me, through a canyon of flashing lights and people wearing sunglasses and billboards with faces of famous celebrities I never heard of, and then lost my bearings and circled for a while in strange neighborhoods. Whenever I drive around for fun, I think of my dad who loved driving around. There was some teenage boy left in my dad, though he worked so hard, doing carpentry work, sorting mail in the swaying mail car hurtling through the night, his .38 snub-nose revolver at his side. My dad came home weary from his shift with the Railway Mail Service and after supper he fell asleep in his chair reading the Star, and Mother had to wake him up to go up to bed. I didn’t want to ever work that hard. So I aspired to be a freelance writer and achieved that, thanks to the virtues I rebelled against that my dad had tried to instill in me: to buckle down and tend to business and to thrive on work, the old middle-class virtues of persistence and attention to detail. Jokes made my mother happy so I went into radio to do a show that had died long before but in my Brethrenly isolation I didn’t notice and if I live to be 100 I’ll ride in a parade in a convertible with a big sign, America’s Last Living Live Radio Show Host. The idea of radio will be as foreign to them as the telegram or mimeograph, but there will still be good manners and people will applaud as I go by.
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Luncheonette

I WAS CONCEIVED IN LATE fall, their third child, in their rented house on Jefferson Street in Anoka. They had been forgiven for the scandal of 1936 thanks to their having produced two obedient, truthful, well-behaved children in Philip and Judy, and now here came a third. I’d like to say I was conceived in patriotic fervor on December 7, 1941, the night of Pearl Harbor, but actually it was November 7, and I appeared August 7, 1942, at 6:40 a.m., Gary Edward Keillor, eight pounds, seven ounces, in Dr. Mork’s maternity hospital at 1841 Ferry Street, near where the Rum flows into the Mississippi. The long wall across the street by the Caswell house was built by my great-uncle Allie around 1911, of rock from the Rum, he who in his eighties went with his wife, Millie, to buy a new mattress at Thurston’s in Anoka and told the clerk, “I don’t like the firm mattress—I can’t get a good purchase with my knees,” and Millie blushed. My great-uncle Lew’s Pure Oil station was around the corner, and John worked there, pumping gas in his smart Pure Oil uniform with an officer’s cap, waiting to hear about his application at the post office. He had no fondness for farming, but thanks to his upbringing he knew about carpentry and auto repair, and was patient and soft-spoken by nature, having herded cows. He was hired by the post office and then drafted into the Army. America was at war. Anoka was a town of 7,000 with a classic Main Street, two banks, two newspapers, a county courthouse with a high steeple in a grassy square, a Carnegie library with dome and pillars, the county fairgrounds with dirt racetrack and the State Hospital for the Insane on the north side of town. The big news of the day was the landing of the 1st Marine Division on the beach and rainforest of Guadalcanal in the Pacific, the first land offensive against Japan after Pearl Harbor.

We moved around during the war, living with Grandma and then Aunt Jean, and when I was four and Daddy came home from the war, we lived in a duplex apartment at 39th Street and Bloomington Avenue in south Minneapolis for a couple years while he saved up to build us a house in the country north of the city. America had won the war and saved the world. Boys on the Bancroft School playground sang: Hitler had just one ball. Goebbels had two but they were small. Himmler had something similar, and Goering had no balls at all. My first dirty songs. I didn’t completely understand the words but I knew to sing it only to myself, not at home. Dad bought a movie camera and shot a scene of his children emerging from the front door on Bloomington one by one—“Don’t look at the camera and smile,” he said—so we looked down at the sidewalk and frowned, Philip, nine, with curly hair, and Judy, eight, straight and tall, and me, Gary, four years old, almost five, in a blue peacoat, and as I walk out the door, a streetcar passes, and I look up and smile.

I liked to sit on our front steps and watch the big yellow streetcars go by, the conductor clanging his dishpan bell, the long upright arm in the rear with the little wheel that rode on the electric overhead wire, sparking as it rolled. Mother and I often rode the Bloomington car downtown and she gave me coins to drop into the glass farebox, the coins dinging on the little metal flanges, and we sat in the woven-straw seats and women smiled at me, chubby-cheeked, and once the conductor in full uniform saluted me and called me Winnie—I was a dead ringer for Winston Churchill. And we rolled downtown to the department stores smelling of new clothes and perfume and floor wax and soup from the basement cafeteria, the elevators operated by uniformed women with white gloves, visions of elegance and comfort, and a man in a suit who knelt at my feet and slipped shoes on them, one after another, until Mother saw what she liked. And then we walked to the library.

One day, while Mother was visiting Mrs. Lindahl up the street, I stole money from her change jar so I could ride the streetcar downtown. Having ridden it with her, I had seen how it was done. You simply climbed the steps, grabbing onto a pole, and dropped your money in the glass box and took a seat. The motorman would throw the big wooden lever and the car would roll north and we’d wind up on the avenue of Powers and Donaldson’s and Dayton’s department stores, from which I could find my way to the public library and climb the stairs and look at the magnificent enormous picture books, of which they had hundreds at the library, spread across long tables, free for the looking. That was the extent of my plan.

Before leaving for Mrs. Lindahl’s, Mother told me to swat some flies and I had swatted them. The change jar was shaped like a strawberry, sitting on the counter by the toaster. I lifted the lid with the stem and grabbed a fistful of change. I headed down the back stairs and walked down the alley to catch the streetcar at 38th Street.

My mother told this streetcar story now and then, even as she got into her nineties, and once in Scotland, in Pitlochry, I went for a walk and got a powerful sense of the past, smelling coal smoke, and the acrid tang brought back Bloomington Avenue, the alley, the luncheonette. The past brought vividly to life by air pollution. My streetcar adventure was a large event in my life, maybe not so important as the apple that fell on young Isaac Newton’s head, but important.

So I stuck my hand in the strawberry-shaped change dish, stole a fistful of change, scooted out the back door and down a wooden staircase and up the alley past the little white garages lining either side. I was afraid of dogs, but none came after me. I got to 38th Street, intending to catch a streetcar, and walked by a luncheonette just as a strange man opened the door. He held the door open. He said, “Good morning.”

It was simple synchronicity. The friendly man said hello and held the door open for me and, politely, I entered. On a minor turn of fate hangs a lifetime. I walked into the luncheonette, a storefront the size of a one-car garage, and climbed up on a stool at the counter, and the cook asked what I wanted and I said, “A cheeseburger.” I put my change down on the counter and he took a few coins and put the patty on the griddle and it hissed and flames flared up. A man sat a few stools away, gazing out the window. The cook was smoking a cigarette, and the smell of tobacco smoke was new to me. Dance music played on the jukebox. It was all quite new. The cook set the patty in a bun on a white plate, and I noticed he’d forgotten the cheese and I pointed this out just as I felt a big hand on my shoulder. It was Dad. He pushed the plate away. I said to the counterman, “But I wanted cheese.” Dad led me out by the hand. I said, “But I paid for it!” I tried to go back, and Dad pulled me along back home. Mother was waiting by our garage, looking distressed. She handed Dad a yardstick and told him to give me a whipping and marched up the back stairs and into the kitchen. He and I sat in the garage on the bumper of our 1941 Ford sedan not looking at each other and he said something mournful about my having caused Mother worry and after a while he stood up and I followed him up the stairs to the kitchen. Dad was not a whipper. I was sent to my room, an enjoyable little closet with my books, my pencils and paper. Philip and Judy came home from school and were told what I’d done and they looked at me with, I thought, new respect.

(Had the man at the luncheonette not opened the door, maybe I catch a streetcar and ride downtown, get lost, maybe I step into the street, a truck honks, a man shouts, a big dog barks, I stand, weeping, and a policeman takes me home and my terrified mother, stricken with guilt, is watchful of me ever after and I grow up sensing the world as hostile and perilous and I take a cautious course in life, a job as a stock boy at Dayton’s from which I retire at 65, single, childless, and move into a high-rise and watch a good deal of television, but it didn’t turn out that way.)

Dad sang me a song that night as I lay in bed. He loved old sad songs and he sang:

Where is my wandering boy tonight, 

The boy of my tenderest care? 

The boy that was once my joy and light, 

The child of my love and prayer? 

My heart o’erflows for I love him he knows. 

Oh where is my boy tonight? 

I was touched by the song. My dad never said he loved us, but there he had sung it in a song. I’m sure he told Mother that he loved her, but men back then kept their affections to themselves lest they betray weakness. Brethren men spoke of God’s love, of course, but none of them ever looked at me and said, “I love you” and I would’ve been embarrassed if one had. This is still rare in Minnesota. My friend George Latimer said, “I love you” to me not long ago, but he was 85 and it was the cocktail hour and it was over the phone during a pandemic and he was feeling blue and it was snowing and George is a liberal Democrat.

The next day was Sunday, and we walked to the Grace & Truth Gospel Hall at 3701 14th Avenue for Sunday School and the Remembrance Meeting. Aunt Marion saw me and put a hand on my shoulder and said, “I understand you like cheeseburgers. If you want one, you can come to my house and I’ll make you one. With cheese. For free.” And she laughed and laughed and so did Uncle Bill. Aunt Elsie said something similar. My bad deed was amusing to them. My dad had told them the story. The thief was now a character in a humorous story. Even my mother laughed about it. She loved the Lord and yet she enjoyed comedians like her rascally brother George, who had left the Brethren for ungodly Lutheranism, but he could make her laugh out loud. My uncles weren’t so amused by the cheeseburger, but the aunts remembered it for weeks. They loved me and their laughter was proof of it. It was as simple as that.
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Elsie and Don (Myrna and Earl). 

A delicious confection of love and comedy, tasted when I was almost five. And so the die was cast. Brethren were opposed to shows, but thanks to Dad’s lenience and my aunts’ appreciation I grew up and became a show myself. Many years later, doing Prairie Home at the State Fair grandstand, knowing they were in the crowd, I put Aunt Elsie and Uncle Don into the Lake Wobegon monologue as Myrna and Earl, a story in which she entered her apple pie in the Fair’s baking contest held at the grandstand, and while the judges looked at the finalists, Myrna stood and modestly disparaged her pie, the crust especially, as Elsie tended to do, and so she won a red ribbon instead of blue, though the winner was more pudding than pie.
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Eleanor and Grandma Dora, 1949. 

Don and Elsie came backstage afterward and were clearly delighted though also faintly embarrassed at being made much of, even under pseudonyms. She asked if I remembered the luncheonette, and I did and I still do. She was my mother’s closest friend. They spoke every day on the phone until Elsie died, and that phone call was Grace’s steadying pleasure. She and Elsie were the younger, more ebullient sisters in the midst of Brethren austerity, two slender girls grinning at the end of the panoramic photograph of hawk-faced men and bearded preachers and their dour wives. She was my beloved aunt, jittery on the outside, strong on the inside, and she and Don went into the Lord’s work and ministered to far-flung isolated Brethren. When she lay dying, Don cared for her at home until the very end and was put off by suggestions that she go into hospice: “Of course I’ll take care of her,” he said. “I love her.” When I need to clear my vision as a Christian, I don’t read St. Augustine, I just think of Elsie and Don on my way to St. Michael’s, arriving late this morning just in time for confession, and there’s not room in the pew for a tall man to kneel comfortably so I twist into position, which reminds me of trying to make love in the back seat of an old VW—not where my mind should be right now—her name was Sarah, she had a laughing fit, which let the air out of the moment so there is no sin to repent of there, only the memory of a failed attempt, and in the prayers I whisper her name, and in the prayers for the departed, I envision the two girls in summer dresses in the photograph and I say their names, Grace and Elsie, Elsie and Grace.
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At the Farm

AFTER THE LUNCHEONETTE, I was sent up to Grandma Keillor and Uncle Jim’s. I was put on the Zephyr bus to Anoka and Uncle Jim picked me up by the Baptist church and drove me out to the farm and there was Grandma in the doorway, smelling of lavender, her silvery hair pinned up in a proper bun. She hugged me and commented on how tall I was. I adored my grandma. A few years later, when I needed glasses, I picked out a pair of octagonal wire-rims just like hers.

We sat in the kitchen where she was baking bread, flames flickering in the woodstove when she lifted up a lid and tossed in a log. She said she’d heard that I liked to read and she approved of that. The farm was a long step back into the past: kerosene lanterns, no running water but a hand pump in the kitchen where I caught cold water in my hands and splashed it on my face and washed with Lava soap and rinsed. Chickens ran loose in the yard, and an evil goose lay in wait for a child to snap at, cows grazed in the pasture between the big red barn and Trott Brook. It was dark at night. No yard lights. The outhouse out back. Everything was a lot like it had been in the 1880s, and if you awoke in the middle of the night needing to do your business, there was a nice enamel pot with a lid under the bed, no need to go to the biffy. No radio, so there was plenty of silence. For entertainment, we stood around the pump organ and sang about the little rosewood casket sitting on a marble stand with a package of love letters written in a faded hand.

Grandma whistles under her breath, a tuneless music. She cuts me a slice of warm yeasty bread and pours me a cup of Salada tea. Her fingers are knotted at the knuckles. She is a woman of firm beliefs. If you leave your windows open at night, you won’t get sick. Chew your food thirty times before you swallow. There’s no need for herbs if the ingredients are good. You catch more flies with honey than with vinegar. And once I heard her say, “The colored are better looking, more intelligent, more talented, harder working, more honest, and more loving toward their families than Caucasians.” I was impressed. Her grandfather had been a federal administrator in the South after the Civil War, during Reconstruction, and she got her ideas about people of color from him.

[image: image]

The schoolhouse where Dora Powell taught and James Keillor went to court her. 

She had taught in the big frame schoolhouse across the road forty years before, and there Grandpa had gone to court her. He was on the school board. They married and had eight children: Ruth, Robert, James, Josephine, John, Lawrence, Elizabeth, and Eleanor. He was strict, and at supper each child was required to stand up and give an account of his or her day, for their father’s reproof or commendation. People remembered that about him, and also his love of books, seeing him raking hay, the horses’ reins in his left hand, a book in his right. He died in 1933 of a neurological ailment exacerbated by smoke inhalation the day the house burned down. At his funeral, the preacher chose as his text, “For all have sinned and come short of the glory of God,” and some neighbors were offended that he’d speak of James Keillor that way.

The school across the road wasn’t a school anymore so my cousins Susie and Janice and Rachel and I played school there. The Brethren held Meeting there on Sunday morning and we sat in formation, facing the table in the middle with the pitcher of wine and loaf of bread, me next to Grandma next to Uncle Jim, the tall regulator clock tick-tocking on the wall. A Model T Ford was parked in the yard and the cousins and I liked to sit in it and rock back and forth and sing, “Go tell Grandma the old gray goose is dead” and the song about the death of a cat and tears ran down our cheeks.

After lunch, Uncle Jim hitched up Prince and Ned to go bring in the hay. He put his hands under my arms and hoisted me up on Prince, my legs spread wide on the broad back, arms around the neck, my face pressed against the mane, the two great ears twitching above. Jim boarded the hayrack and chucked to the team and they trotted across the yard, the hayrack creaking and groaning, harness jingling. They paused at the gate and Jim jumped down and unlatched it and swung it open, and the team and I went rocking along down the lane and into the meadow where the hay lay in windrows where he had mowed it that morning and they stopped. I swung a leg back over Prince’s back and slid down his flank and climbed up on the rack to do my job. The horses started forward at a slow walk and my gentle uncle, shirtless in his blue coveralls, forked billows of hay up on the rack and I stomped on it to pack it down and make a nice firm load, no words between us, each with his work to do. We did four windrows; the load was four feet high and fairly firm, and he spoke to the team and they headed back for the barn. He gave me two ears of dried corn from the corncrib, and I held them up to each horse in turn who wrapped his horse lips around it and with great delicacy took it in his teeth and crunched it.

Years later I wrote a song about them, changing their names to Brownie and Pete, for the rhyme, and Chet Atkins and I did it on a tour: Oh the harness jingled on Brownie and Pete, two big Belgians with their dancing feet, pulling a hayrack down the pasture lane—I was six years old and I got to hold the reins. Uncle Jim up beside me, standing up on the rack. “Hold onto the crossbar, boy, push the branches back.” Their big feet dancing and their  big backs shone, and they tossed their heads like thoroughbreds as we headed home. Chet’s drop-thumb style was perfect for the nobility of workhorses, their gait, the grace of their big hooves. It was one of the better songs I ever wrote, but you had to have ridden a workhorse to appreciate it and not many people have.

The horses pulled the hayrack up close alongside the barn, and I clambered up and opened the doors to the haymow and jumped into the great cathedral of barn, beams of sunlight from holes in the roof, golden motes of dust falling through the beams, some piles of hay across the floor of the mow. I took a pitchfork from near the door and went to work spreading the new hay around as Uncle Jim pitched it into the mow, and when he was done, he excused himself to go use the outhouse and I stood on a high promontory of hay and recited a poem to hear my voice reverberate under the arch of the roof. Breathes there the man with soul so dead who never to himself hath said, “This is my own, my native land”—whose heart hath ne’er within him burned as home his footsteps he hath turned from wandering on a foreign strand, and in my admiration of my own voice, I didn’t notice the open trapdoor and I dropped down into the cow pen below and bounced off the hindquarters of a cow in its stanchion and landed on concrete and skidded on fresh manure under the gate into the bull’s pen. He sniffed me and pushed at me with his great slimy nose as Uncle Jim came on the run. He whacked the bull’s hindquarters with a shovel and carried me into the house and lay me on the sofa. I touched my head. I was bleeding. Grandma brought wet brown paper to put on my wound—it had some medicinal value—I lay very still and didn’t cry and she put her face down next to mine and held my hand and sang to me a favorite song about the babes lost in the woods:
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