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    For Mom


    

    
        “I wish I was able to buy you a new car or a home or something, but I’m a little short right now, honey.”

        Dad from prison, 1987
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The funeral was a shambles

    I DROVE MY ESCORT through the gates of St. Vincent cemetery, a small, well-manicured plot of land practically invisible amid the highways and chain restaurants of Minneapolis’s northern suburbs. I passed tidy beds of marigolds and petunias, a towering ivory Jesus on a cross with three fretting women at his feet. The rutted trail wound through rows of stones like jack-o’-lantern teeth and finally met the upright granite slab that reads Vogel. The family plot, until now inhabited solely by my grandmother Margaret, rests in back next to the drainage ditch.

That Grandma was buried alone here is a testament to my family’s overall instability, a history exploded to bits. We hold grudges, disown, deny, and pretend at easy glamour. We start over and wipe slates clean. What is passed down is something nobody wants to own, so that each new generation darts ahead, dodges the shadow, breaks the link, only to be gripped for all time just as our mothers and fathers tumble backward into darkness.

Grandma had been poor, shanty Irish she called it, Catholic. She’d attended Mass on Saturday nights, a ritual of absolution before heading to the bars. She used to strut up to the church—teased red hair, brightly drawn lips—puffing a cigarette. With long fingernails, she’d flick the butt into the bushes on her way through the door. Then she’d dip her tarry fingers into the holy water. Grandma sent my father to Catholic school; Dad was even an altar boy at the Basilica of St. Mary in Minneapolis. Eventually, he’d revolted. So vehemently had he resented the Church’s hypocrisy that he’d wound up a devout atheist. He was fond of imitating priests: “Louder, boy!”

On this 95-degree July afternoon, with mosquitoes attacking, my father would be laid out under the cross next to his mother, drawn back into the fold.

The sky was thick and hazy white and I thought it might sink down and smother me as I walked, stabbing the grass with high heels, toward the tiny, unsatisfactory group gathered to mourn Dad. Under my new black-and-white dress, I felt the rolled band of my panty hose. It was creeping up my waist, swallowing me like an anaconda. I tugged at it, but could hardly breathe.

Off to the right, just beyond a chain-link fence, I noticed five or six people gathered for a barbecue outside an apartment complex situated too close to the graveyard. They were giving off sounds of ice jiggling and laughter as one or another hummed jokes and stories. Hamburger smell wafted in our direction. People like another species.

The mood on my side of the fence was grim. The casket, traveling some 250 miles from a funeral home in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, was late, leaving the mourners with nothing to fixate on but each other. At the core of our anxious entourage was my father’s younger sister, Cheryl. Cheryl had helped support Dad in recent years and was the one who’d driven out to identify his body under fluorescent lights. She felt intense proprietorship over the funeral. She’d made the arrangements. There was no money, so there was no church, no organ music, and no program (the funeral home would forget the bookmark-size cards she’d ordered). My father’s send-off consisted of a few carnations, a prayer for “the poor captive souls in Purgatory,” and a huddle of folding chairs next to an Astroturf-covered hole in the ground. I studied the hole. I imagined it an ancient mouth that had been whispering obscenities to Dad his whole life, stripping away little pieces until there was nothing left but his corpse. Now it was going to devour that too.

Cheryl had been highly selective with the invitations. She’d included her two kids, Dad’s hapless younger brother, Tom,my sister and me, and a small cadre of my father’s more respectable friends. Despite a routine of robbery, arson, insurance fraud, and counterfeiting, Dad had managed to keep lifelong pals: people happy to forgive or ignore all manner of transgression as long as they were having a good time. Dressed in rumpled suits, my father’s compatriots looked like washed-up salesmen, beaten down but still tricky. They milled about and lifted their sweating faces in praise of Dad, figuring it was the appropriate thing to do. “John was such a great guy,” declared a half-blind chronic alcoholic. I remembered that this man had visited our lake cabin during summers. Once, around the Fourth of July, he’d started a motorboat in the shallow water and broken off all the propeller blades. “He could figure anything out,” the blind man assured us, “solve any problem.”

“There will never be anyone else like John,” added a distinguished-looking man with salt-and-pepper hair. He’d been in prison with Dad when the two were teenagers. They’d fired guns together and even pulled a few scams. Once, they’d purchased a miniature golf course, sold it, and then packed it up in the middle of the night and sold it again. “Look at the way he managed to outrun the police,” he said. “For more than five months! He was so smart, they didn’t know what to do with him!”

This clutch of mourners chatted uneasily, all of us remnants of Dad’s fucked-up life, trying to resolve memory into a cohesive remembrance. We were a tangle of secrets and grudges and requests to look the other way-accomplices all, witting or unwitting didn’t matter. He’d drawn us in. Dad could charm like that, with his shy smile and winter blue eyes. He was terrible, really, a crooked cheat. But he was brilliant too, ingenious and sometimes genuinely good. He showed me the ocean for the first time. He once bought me baby ducks. He baked lemon meringue pies. He couldn’t think before coffee in the morning.

My father didn’t leave behind much in the way of possessions: some clothes, two copies of a novel he’d written, and a box of mementos-a sentimental man’s collection of letters and photos and torn report cards. The bulk of what remained was not in fact physical, but psychic. Dad’s death set off a wide swath of internal hurricanes, perilous swirls of anger, regret, and shame. Everybody blamed everybody else. And we all blamed ourselves. Just for a little while, Dad got to be innocent.

Mom and my younger brother,Nick, who lived on either side of a small Iowa farming town, opted not to drive out for the service. Mom had done the explaining. Dad and Nick had been estranged since Nick was a boy. He didn’t wish to start up a relationship now. Mom, for her part, preferred to sort through muddled emotions in private. She’d been the ex-wife longer than she’d been the wife.

That left my sister, Liz, and me. She’d arrived at my apartment two days before the funeral, worn and tight, her blond hair tied back into a hefty ponytail. Her eyes looked flat, like stickers of eyes. I assembled a couple of turkey sandwiches, which we picked at and then ignored. We sat silent at the dining table watching the circus of squirrels jumping from tree to tree outside. Then she turned to me, brimming with tears. “I keep picturing him at the end. He must have been so lonely.”

The death of a father, of a crucially important person, drags you to a secret place, imparts secret knowledge. It trivializes everyday matters and separates you from everybody else. You feel abandoned by the living and kinship with the dead. You feel superior because you’ve tapped into this enormous sadness that’s always there. People look dumb. They talk dumb. They act dumb. Liz and I drove downtown in the Escort, a college graduation present a few years earlier from Mom and her husband, Charles. Enshrouded with conspiracy, we walked into a department store and purchased two pairs of huge, black sunglasses. We wore them in disguise.

When Liz and I are in the same room,we laugh often and Phyllis Diller-loud. She is three years my junior, smart, stylish, and daring. The same sparks set us off. Once, in Hawaii, we laughed at the antic gestures of a lifeguard as we unknowingly swam inside the feeding radius of a tiger shark. Thankfully, we could now traverse this sad terrain together.

We cried and reminisced in wavering voices about the old days. We talked about summers at the cabin on Round Lake in Brainerd, Minnesota, and birthdays and Christmases and, sensibly, how there was no way we could have saved Dad, even though we both secretly wished we could have and, at least in my case, believed I should have. Time expanded and contracted, and late on the afternoon before the funeral we sat at a bar near my apartment and downed straight shots of Jim Beam. Getting drunk was like salve on a blister. It pushed the truth far away so we could see it. The two of us passed out and woke hours later with empty, complaining stomachs. At three o’clock in the morning, we back-combed our hair into bouf-fants, painted our faces with makeup, put on church-quality dresses, and drove to Embers. We ate basted eggs as people just off the graveyard shift stared.

I watched Cheryl walk away from the grave, light a cigarette, and lean against her car, her head bowed. Liz and I followed. “Are you okay?” I asked,my hair still absurdly ratted. She looked up with red-rimmed eyes, her face swollen, as though she’d been brutalized. “You know,” she said, “John used to sit by the phone on his birthday, waiting for you kids to call. He wouldn’t leave the house. I’d try to get him to go out for dinner or even to the store and he’d say ‘No, they might call.’” I gaped at Cheryl. My sister started to sob. Heavy helpings of guilt are a staple among Dad’s family. His mother served it to her kids, Dad served it to us, and now Cheryl was wielding the big spoon. The Vogels believe people can’t be counted on to feel sadness or remorse of their own accord.

Uncle Tom must have heard what Cheryl said because he appeared before Liz and me. He stood compact, like an Irish jockey, his reddish brown hair blown straight back as usual. His blue eyes swam in his head. “I couldn’t get along with John toward the end either,” Tom said. “He was like a different person. Nobody could be around him.” Tom isn’t a very reliable man, but those words of exoneration were some of the kindest anyone has ever uttered to me.

I was mad at Cheryl for a long time after the funeral, especially when I discovered the following summer that she hadn’t put a stone over Dad’s grave, even though Liz and I had given her money for one. When I saw the site, I burst into tears. My father was under the grass without a raised hand to indicate where exactly. I called the cemetery and ordered a stone. I worried over what to put on it. A good friend suggested, “In forgiveness there is peace,” but Liz didn’t like that. She didn’t want people walking by and saying, “Geez, I wonder what happened there?” I opted for a simple inscription, John Bryson Vogel, 1942-1995. According to the scheme of the family plot, I should have put “son” at the top of the stone, but, in my mind, the Vogels had let Dad down. I wanted to divorce him from the family.

The hearse pulled into the cemetery and approached deliberately. My eyes fixed on its glossy black coating. I wondered what it would be like to drive such a conspicuous car across the state, a dead person in back, passing families on their way to picnics and fathers mowing lawns. Did the men escorting Dad’s body stop for coffee? Did they hum along to the radio? Did they make bets on the number of people who’d show up for the service?

We helped the drivers unload the plain gray box onto a gurney. The casket was a budget model, a Vantage made of twenty-gauge steel, nonsealing. Still, it was better than the plywood-and-cloth numbers reserved for the truly destitute or despised. “Would anyone like to see John, to say any last words before we commence?” the taller of the two drivers asked, his voice properly solemn. I stepped forward, clutching a photo and a note my sister and I had written, both sealed in an envelope tied with ribbon. The photo was a color shot from the Brainerd cabin. Dad is kneeling before a giant bush of orange day lilies, a brilliant blue sky behind, the three of us kids on his lap. My brother, Nick, has his fingers up behind my head, giving me a set of rabbit ears.


Dad,

We forgive you for all the bad things you did. You showed us that the world is full of possibility and we will always love you for that.

Jennifer and Liz



The tall driver unfastened the casket’s lid. “We were told not to make him up,” he said, preparing me. “We did all we could, given … the circumstances.”

I hadn’t spoken to Dad in over four years. He’d become an abstraction, a cartoon. I’d joked that if he ever purported to be dead, I’d march up to the altar at his funeral and stick my head into the coffin to make sure his body was really there, to make sure the whole flowered affair wasn’t part of an intricate scam to bilk an insurance company or dodge a beating.

That comment now seemed so brutal. Contempt had dissipated like fog. Images of Dad flashed and disappeared, a guerrilla slide show of parkas, kittens, blue water, cigarettes, birthday cakes. The succession of images struck progressively deeper and finally froze on Dad, tan and shirtless in cutoffWrangler shorts, sitting in a lawn chair working a crossword puzzle. He’d spend hours with a pen, filling the squares sequentially because jumping ahead was cheating. A cigarette smoldered in his hand and a drink sweated on the table beside him. I was there too, long brown hair, skinny legs, blue bikini, pleading with him from the end of the dock to come swimming. “You go first, honey,” he said with a teasing smile. “I’m right behind you.”

Ah, the grip. The same as had seized my father and grandmother and her parents and their parents before that. Sweet memories whispered into the ear, emotions stirred; all to lower your defense, so the package can be slipped into your open, beseeching palms. The gift, beautifully wrapped, nicely weighted, bottomless. The box containing questions and mysteries and memories of the future, to be forever picked through and sorted. I was my father’s daughter. Denying it was pointless.

I stared down into Dad’s face surrounded by off-white satin. The top of his head was wrapped with a white bandage to hide the bullet holes, one at each temple, giving him the aspect of a Civil War casualty. His eyes were soft purple and his mouth was relaxed into what almost looked like a smile. In fact, he appeared more peaceful than I’d ever seen him, as though death had been a genuine relief. There would be no more worrying or hiding for Dad, no more sitting in the living room with the shades drawn, an inch-long cigarette ash hanging from his fingers. My father was finally released. And the world was free of him. I imagined that he would have worn this serene face in life had he been a more honest person, the sort who bounced grandchildren on his knee and hosted Sunday dinners.

I looked for a long time, doing my best to remember. The high forehead. The long lashes and slightly arched eyebrows. The pronounced, flat cheekbones. Then I lifted my cement arm with my crane body and slipped the note into the coffin, laying it on Dad’s chest, just below his left shoulder.

I counted to three. I gave the okay to close the cover.
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Early February 1995

FIVE MONTHS EARLIER, two U.S. marshals had found their way to my door. Their arrival wasn’t a surprise. They’d first gone to my previous address and talked with my former roommate Kelly, a rock climber who lived a very aboveboard existence. Kelly phoned immediately to alert me that she’d given the marshals my new address. She was breathless and excited and dying to know what the agents were after. Her questions were annoying. I informed her that this wasn’t a TV drama, for fuck’s sake. It was 6:30 P.M. when the marshals pressed the button on my building’s intercom system.

“Ms.Vogel?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Agent Kawaters from the U.S. Marshals Service. My partner and I would like to have a word with you if that’s all right.”

“Ah … Okay.”

“Would you mind if we came up?”

“Actually, well, I’d prefer it if you didn’t. I’ll come down. I’ll be right there.” I didn’t want the marshals inside my apartment; I didn’t want them sitting on my sofa, where I might be compelled to offer them hot beverages. Nor did I want them examining my belongings and making assumptions.

I’d been on edge for a week, ever since reading the front page of the daily Metro section, which featured an abysmal picture of Dad. The photograph had stopped me like a sinkhole. He looked decades older than the last time I’d seen him and terribly, incredibly sad. His defeated eyes gazed past sagging eyelids straight into the camera, as if saying to me personally, “See. See what’s happened. I’ve had nobody.” The weight of his past and the certainty of his future were right there in the photo. The accompanying article was brief. My father had been arrested a month earlier at his print shop just west of Minneapolis for counterfeiting. He’d printed nearly $20 million worth of $100 bills. He’d been passing the bills for months: $45,000, the police figured, in eighteen states. Experts described the fakes as “excellent bogus money.” The article said Dad had been indicted, but had failed to show for his hearing. He’d left town, apparently, and remained at large. Authorities were embarking upon a nationwide search. Any leads were appreciated.

My allegiance rested firmly with my father and I had no intention of helping the police put him in prison. He was my blood, after all, one of the few people I really, deeply knew. We’d been close once. When I was sixteen, he’d rescued me, provided a warm place to live complete with pepper steak dinners and a king-size waterbed. We’d even road-tripped to Seattle together and moved into a town house on the edge of Lake Washington. The marshals knew this. That’s why they’d come to my door.

I wouldn’t have helped them catch even a stranger. If families harbor secrets and build walls against the world, families like mine harbor grand secrets and build walls against the police. I’d been skeptical of badges ever since I could remember. Lawmen always seemed the sort who wanted to wreak havoc and do as they pleased but lacked the courage. Or, worse, they were breaking laws and hiding behind their guns and nightsticks to do it.

Those who are relieved by the sight of a squad car rounding a corner or the glint of a badge in a crowd seem to have an understanding with the police I can’t fathom, based on property and reputation and respectable jobs and pants with neat hems. I, on the other hand, have always been the type the police are dying to arrest. Criminal by nature, like it’s only a matter of time. One big slipup and I’m in jail for the rest of my life. It’s what’s passed down. A mark.

I had successfully parlayed my skepticism into a career. For four years I’d been a reporter for a politically aggressive weekly newspaper called City Pages. I wrote about the slow erosion of civil liberties and made it my personal mission to uncover corruption and other types of disreputable behavior among officers of the Minneapolis Police Department. In late 1994, I’d published one of my best pieces, a feature-length story entitled “Hit Parade” that revealed which officers had cost the city the most in civil suits. I’d unloaded all the details: the cops who were caught driving around with two drunk Indians in their trunk; the lieutenant who threw a flash-bang grenade into an apartment during a drug bust and burned an elderly couple to death; the naked sergeant who pulled a gun in a massage parlor after a hand job and later claimed to have been executing a raid. Just before the report had gone to press, I’d come home to find my living room window shot out.

The bullet remained lodged in the window’s wooden frame as I pulled on my jacket, gloves, and boots and walked down two flights of stairs to the front door. I saw the marshals before they saw me. They were standing in suits under the circle of light emanating from the ceiling fixture, talking with tight mouths, their hands stuffed into their pockets. When I drew within range, they both looked up and smiled wide, friendly smiles. Agent Kawaters was of medium build with reddish hair, a meticulously trimmed beard, and pale eyes. He looked deeply clean, almost translucent. His partner was stockier, with dark hair and dark eyes. He looked like Fred Flintstone.

I pulled open the door, and each shook my hand and introduced himself.

“How about if we talk in the car?” suggested Kawaters. “It’s right outside.”

I looked toward the street and spotted a boxy, charcoal sedan with plain silver hubcaps. It was one of those cars that screams POLICE! “Sure,” I said, “that would be fine.”

They opened the car door and I slid into the backseat. The moment the door clicked shut, I panicked. What was I doing in the back of a cop car? What would I say? It occurred to me at once that I didn’t have to say anything. I wasn’t under arrest. These two wanted information—they’d come courting. Maybe I could even glean a few details about the search for Dad. The agents hopped into either side of the front seat. Kawaters started the engine and spun the heater knob to high. They turned sideways toward the center of the car to face me. It was dark, except for the lighted dash. A very intimate setting.

“I imagine you know why we’re here.” Kawaters did most of the talking.

“Yes, I know. I really … I can’t believe it. How much was it again?”

“Almost twenty million.”

“Jesus!” I let out a sharp, barking laugh.

I felt a pang of pride at the magnitude of Dad’s crime; his was the fourth largest counterfeiting bust in U.S. history. Making fake money isn’t easy. Nor is it common. The craft takes patience, precision, and talent. To be good—really good, not just photocopier adequate—you have to make negatives, meticulously carve masking materials, and burn metal plates. You have to line up the plates perfectly so they print on register. You have to be exact in mixing ink shades. An eye for paper color and weight is crucial. And you’ve got to print and print until you get it right. It turned out that Dad had taken the extra step of embedding tiny security threads in his bills. It was just like him to aim for perfection.

My father should’ve worked harder at being a legitimate artist. He was genuinely good. He used to sculpt clay busts that looked like something Michelangelo would have created, except that the faces were often twisted, as though looking through fire. And he sketched all the time—complicated pen-and-ink drawings of beautiful, dour-looking faces on the backs of napkins and scrap paper. He sent some comics to Playboy once, but they weren’t accepted for publication. I assume that’s because, while well rendered, they were in poor taste, even for Playboy. One cartoon was of a bear commenting on the funny smell inside a cave, which was really a huge vagina. Dad didn’t have much faith in his artistic skills. Down deep, he didn’t believe he had much of value to say to the world. Besides, how were those talents going to get him where he wanted to be financially? It’s an ironic question now.

“I’d like to have one of Dad’s bills as a souvenir.”

The agents were amused by the request. “Ah, I don’t think that’s possible. All the bills will have to be destroyed.”

“You couldn’t just slip me one? I promise I won’t cash it.”

“No, I’m sorry.”

Silence.

“How did you catch him, anyway? The news reports have been short on details.”

“The Secret Service arrested him. Our job is to find him.”

“Oh, so you’re like bounty hunters. Except I guess you don’t get a reward, just a paycheck.”

“Yes, I guess you could say that.” Again, they seemed amused. “The way John’s arrest came about was, well, he made what you might call a fatal mistake. From Brownsville, Texas, he mailed a package to his shop up here. The package turned out to contain plate negatives, which are used to make counterfeit money, a roll of hundred-dollar bills, and cocaine. He’d hidden these items in two aerosol cans with false bottoms.”

A postal clerk had apparently become suspicious because of something Dad did or said at the counter that day. She’d called in a couple of Customs agents, always on hand in Brownsville, a border town, and they’d loosed a dog named Narco on the box. The dog sniffed out the cocaine, which gave the police probable cause. After discovering the hidden contents of the aerosol cans, Customs alerted the Secret Service, who repacked the box and sent an agent dressed like a delivery guy to Dad’s shop. Cheryl, who ran a mailing service next door, signed for the package. A few minutes later the police executed the raid. They discovered presses, paper, ink, even fresh bills lying out to dry. My father was there too. He admitted everything on the spot and was hauled off to jail. The police posed for photos surrounded by packages of Dad’s bills and cracked obvious jokes, calling him a “self-made millionaire.” Then, in a move that was authentically funny, they released Dad on an unsecured bond—that is, without bail—pending trial, allowing him to skip town.

The police might have been less inclined to release him had they discovered the storage locker a few days sooner. They rolled open its door to find 196,114 counterfeit hundred-dollar bills and scads of household items: twenty-one telephones, forty-six boxes of golf balls, eleven irons, six fishing poles, sixteen can openers, nine mixers, three juicers, six Scrabble games, thirty-nine stuffed animals, four hair dryers, twenty-eight watches, and more. Much more. The police thought Dad was collecting goods to open a store, but that wasn’t it. He’d seen a television news report that accused Wal-Mart of moving into small towns and lowering their prices until they’d run competing mom-and-pop stores out of business. The strategy so infuriated Dad that he developed a vendetta against the company. While his counterfeiting operation was in high gear, he couldn’t pass up a Wal-Mart. He used the chain to trade his homemade $100s for authentic $50s, $20s, and $10s.

My father was no Robin Hood, but he had a soft spot for momandpops. It was an unusually consistent point of honor. I remember once, when I was nine or ten, he and I took a walk down the wooded path that ran past our cabin in Brainerd. We wound up at a little store run by an old couple, part of a resort on the lake. Dad bought me a candy bar. About halfway back, I tore open the package to discover that worms had chewed into the chocolate. I wanted to return the candy bar immediately, demand a new one. Dad walked me back to the store, but rather than pointing out the worms to the woman behind the counter, he purchased a replacement and made a crack about kids and gobbling. After we left, he told me how important it is to support the little guys. If I didn’t, he said, the world would be overrun by impersonal chain stores, big conglomerates that don’t give a rat’s ass about anybody. By giving those old folks our twenty-five cents, we were doing our part to preserve a free society.

“It wasn’t very smart of the police to let Dad go.”

“They didn’t think he was a flight risk. He’s pretty well rooted here. He’s got family. His sister. You. Say, you haven’t heard from John, have you?”

“No. I doubt he’d call me. We haven’t spoken in a long time. He thinks I’m … let me see if I can remember his words, ‘cold and heartless.’”

“We think he might come to see you.”

“Why would you think that?”

“We have a letter he wrote to you.”

“Really? What does it say?”

“Something about being sorry for the way things turned out. I don’t recall exactly. The Secret Service has the letter. It’s part of their investigation.”

It made me angry that the police had read the letter. It made me even angrier that they wouldn’t tell me what it said. The letter was private, not “part of their investigation.” I imagined the sad, sentimental wording. It probably attempted an explanation. It likely touched on the good old days. Dad used to confide in me. We’d linger over a plate of moo goo gai pan in a Chinese restaurant and he’d explain his views and innumerable insecurities. “I never think anything I do is good enough,” he’d say. “You’re my favorite,” he’d say. “We’re alike,” he’d say. Then he’d snap open his fortune cookie and declare either “Woman who fly upside down have crack up” or “Yankee pig, you will die. “He thought that was hilarious.

“I’d like to see the letter.”

“I’m sure that would be possible once the investigation is over.”

“Would you please make sure of it?”

“We’ll do what we can.”

I’d been in the car with the agents for about a half hour when my landlord, Frank, pulled up in his big blue Mercury. Somewhere in his sixties, Frank was short and paunchy, with greasy hair and horn-rimmed glasses. For decades he and his wife had taken care of the brownstone where I lived. Frank had a shop in the basement where he was building a Valentine’s Day bed frame for his wife, complete with carved wooden hearts painted pink. He lavishly decorated our building each time a holiday came around. He also collected weather vanes, which were mounted in a tangle on the roof. Frank shuffled past the car and peered into the backseat window. I waved in a manner I hoped looked casual. He waved back, but I know he thought I was in some kind of trouble.

“It would be best for John if he turned himself in.”

Silence.

“For safety’s sake. So something really bad doesn’t happen. We’re not the Minneapolis police. We’ll take care of him.” The agents had obviously read the writing I’d done for City Pages. I wondered what else they knew about me.

“I really doubt I’ll hear from him.”

“Well, if you do, please let us know. Is there anyone else we should talk with?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“Would you put us in touch with your mother?”

“I can ask her to call you.”

“That would be great.” Kawaters passed me a business card.

“Mind if we stop back?”

“No, I don’t mind.”

I exited the car and strode through the dark to the front of my building. I turned and saw that the agents were still sitting in the sedan at the curb. The engine was running and exhaust sputtered softly out the back. The two weren’t looking at me. They were hunched over, scribbling notes.
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We moved to a remote farmhouse

I HAVE NO RECOLLECTION of Dad from before I was three. The years prior are shadows cast by scraps of paper, secondhand stories, photographs. I have a picture of him in a pressed suit and tie, riling the fat, tiger-striped cat splayed on my lap; we’re both laughing. I can’t tell whether it’s day or night. I can’t tell whether he’s getting up from the sofa or sitting down. And no matter how hard I look, I can’t decipher whether our interaction is genuine or staged for the camera. There are stories to suggest that he doted on me during the earliest years of my life, that he thought me the most beautiful baby ever born, despite my Eisenhower-size forehead. I’m told he proudly wheeled me around the neighborhood in a stroller, stopping for anyone who wished to rub my chin and spit out a coo-chi-coo, and that he toted me to work with him at the lightbulb company where he was a door-to-door salesman. I’m told also that I adored the attention, so much that I insisted on being held very close to the chest. Any embrace deemed less than intimate drew long, piercing wails. Apparently, I wished to remain a baby forever. I refused to walk, though I could rattle off fairly complex sentences. I continued to suck from a bottle even after Nick, my junior by over a year, had moved on to a sippy cup.

It was at three that, in blurs and flashes, I began recording events to memory. That was the year, 1970, that Dad moved me, Mom, Nick, and Liz, just an infant, from Minneapolis to an abandoned sheep farm near Annandale, Minnesota. The farmhouse had long been vacant and the kids from town considered it either too spooky to approach or the ideal partying spot, depending on their age. Leaves had piled like snow against the wide front steps and many of the windows were broken out.

The house was three stories tall with a dormered attic at the top, but it had the feel of a much larger place. It stood imposing on a hill, surrounded by old oaks that had stopped growing just as they reached the roof’s peak. Built along straight lines, the house was almost perfectly square if you took into account the double-decker wraparound porches. The porches were picketed with spindly pillars that grinned menacingly at anyone who approached the front door. In summer, the porches were encased in rusty screen, but in winter, you could walk right off the floorboards and land on your back in the yard. Inside were six bedrooms, a mammoth fireplace made of big round stones, and a grand oak staircase that started on the third level and wound down like a spine until it splayed elegantly to meet the main floor.

Mom and Dad spent months repairing the farm. Dad opened an account at the hardware store in Annandale. Trucks laden with lumber and windows and stacks of paint cans motored slowly up the long driveway. The deliverymen appeared genuinely pleased that my parents were putting such care into the old place. They stepped from their trucks and looked the house up and down, shading their eyes with their hands in salute. Sometimes they whistled and shook their heads. Dad stood on the gravel in his shorts and loafers with no socks, one hip chucked out, talking with the men. He was tall and thin and tanned brown. He waved a lit cigarette as he spoke. The men laughed on cue.

My parents stood atop tall ladders with scrapers in their hands for entire afternoons and sometimes into the dark, when it wasn’t safe to stand atop tall ladders. They hammered into place bright new pieces of wood and shaped fields of carpeting with razor blade knives. They replaced the broken windows and painted the entire structure gray with white trim. Dad insisted on yellow doors for accent. The house began to look beautiful, as though it’d never been haunted at all.

My family, however, was no match for the farm. We were too small and loosely bound together to inhabit such an expansive property. We may as well have been vagabonds who’d accidentally happened upon it, dragging in our meager belongings, playing house among the ringing echoes of families much grander and heartier. We moved furniture and toys and clothing into the most desirable rooms and left the others empty. It was easy to disappear among the vacant caverns, to get yourself into trouble without anyone knowing.

Nick and I were fascinated with the attic, painted white and honeycombed with closets. We designated one particular closet the Store because it had a Dutch door that split into two parts, a top and bottom. Nick was usually the storekeeper and I the skeptical customer. One afternoon, we were dickering over the cost of grass and rocks when I caught a glimpse through the nearby window of a white glob stuck out on the roof. I walked to the window, which was smudged and dirty and had a long crack at eye height. I pointed for my brother to look. The two of us peered at the mysterious white clump growing out of the roof like a mushroom. We jimmied open the window with a butter knife and crawled out, one after the other.

There was no wind, but I stuck close to the wall of the house, never before having been so high off the ground. After a little testing, I discovered that my feet clung to the warm shingles. I moved toward the white clump. My brother was already there, down on his haunches like a farmer examining corn sprouts, staring at it. He grabbed the clump rather suddenly with both hands and began pulling.

“It’s underwear!” Nick declared. He stretched them out with some difficulty—they were dried stiff—and held them against his scrawny body approximately where a pair of underwear would go. They hung past his knees.

I moved in for closer inspection. The clump turned out to be a pair of extra-large men’s Fruit of the Loom briefs. Streaked brown from rain and infested with seeds, they’d obviously been lying on the roof for some time.

“Yuck, put those down.”

“I’m gonna wear ’em.” Nick lowered the white-and-brown underwear as if to slip a leg into a leg hole.

“Don’t you—” I snatched them from my brother and flung them over the edge.

I could see everything from the roof: the expanse of our patchy yard and the gravel driveway where my red tricycle lay on its side; the dented plastic swimming pool in which I kept the turtle Dad had picked off the asphalt; the clothesline, where towels hung like dead geese; the buildings and broken-down structures that surrounded our house—three decaying garages and an empty, rusting water tower. Beyond that, stretches of a two-lane road peeked from between dense trees. The blue water of Lake Sylvia glistened. I saw land crisscrossed with barbed-wire fence. I knew that through the pastures were trails, some obvious and some hidden, leading to milkweeds and raspberries and the foundation of a burned building. The foundation reeked of charred garbage, but if you plugged your nose and scavenged hard enough, you could find treasure. I’d once unearthed a tiny, golden ballerina.

A group of brown and white cows luxuriated under a tree in the pasture nearest the house. I bellowed “Mooooo,” trying to get them to look up, but they just lay there staring into the heat and flicking flies with their tails. Grandma Margaret had delivered the cows one afternoon in a big red trailer. They’d clomped down the metal ramp and stepped nervously onto foreign grass. Grandma had stood there smiling, hand on hip, counting them as they exited while Mom poured feed and filled the water trough. The cattle were restless and frequently broke loose and ran through the yard. Usually, they made it as far as the road, then lost steam and stood around. Somebody always came to the house when the cows were blocking traffic or eating someone’s garden, and Mom would round up whatever help there was and herd them back to the barn. Grandma thought a bull might impose order upon the unruly group, so she’d brought out a brute named Oscar. The cows assimilated Oscar right off, though, and the number of escapes increased.

Standing on the roof, I noticed that the sky was flawlessly, abysmally blue and fixed with white puffy clouds that looked like the clouds on the cover of a church bulletin I’d seen. A woman who lived down the road had taken me to a service. During the long sermon, the minister talked pleasantly about angels. They sounded wonderful, better than people; they had harps and wings and didn’t have to worry. I asked the woman about them on the way back to the farm. She explained that people became angels when they ascended to heaven, which was a perfect place in the sky. Becoming an angel seemed to me the best anyone could hope for, floating up into the endless blue. I asked Nick if he’d like to become an angel. He said yes.

We were holding hands at the roof’s edge when Mom came around the corner with a basket of laundry. She looked like a stick woman.

“Mom,” I yelled, “we’re going to be angels!”

My mother glanced around and up and, upon seeing us, dropped the basket of laundry. She stuck out one hand as if stopping traffic and ran off sideways. “You kids stay right there!” she yelled. “Don’t move!” She disappeared into the house. Next thing I knew, Mom’s face was in the open window. Then came her arms, then her whole body. She grabbed me and Nick by the backs of our shirts and dragged us into the attic. “Are you trying to give me a heart attack? You are not to play up here anymore!” Her face was red. I saw that she was shaking.

We sat at the bottom of the oak staircase, chins in hands, as Mom marched up with a screwdriver and removed the brown enamel doorknobs from both doors that led to the attic. She marched back down, past us, with the knobs in the pocket of her shorts. They clacked together as she hurried silently outside.

Dad wasn’t home that day. For reasons yet unclear to me, he came home less and less often as the months passed. It got so his returns felt like visits, his departures shadows that kept his place at the kitchen table. By winter, he’d all but abandoned us. I remember seeing my father only twice after the snow covered the ground. One time, he and Uncle Tom showed up with a snowmobile and a sled shaped like a disc. Mom bundled us in thick coats, scarves, mittens, and boots with plastic bags inside, and Dad and Tom pulled us across Lake Sylvia on the sled. They shot us over snowdrifts and we flew into the air, landing with a thud on the ice. We laughed so hard tears welled up and frosted our eyelashes. I thought we were having a wonderful time until Dad looked back at me from the driver’s seat and forced a sad, scrunched smile.
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