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PART 1
MEETING CLEVE






1
REMEMBERING


Mnemosyne, mother of the muses, stands guard over the pool of memory. If memory is a pool, I think it must be fed by Lethe, the river of forgetting. As I prepare to dive into memory, hesitating and anxious, I raise my arms, hands in prayer position. In the moment before the plunge, I realize that I’ve spent most of my adulthood avoiding this dive yet feeling continually called to it. It pursued me, chasing me down in the classroom as I studied and as I taught. It interrupted my sleep, my quiet times, and my rationalizations. The story needs to be written, and I have to be the one to write it, remembering and forgetting.


Lying on my stomach with my head propped up by the pillow under my chin, I take a good look at the stars against the blackness of the night sky. I’m alone in my Idyllwild, California, cabin, the “Treehouse,” with the stars and my own thoughts. I am simply another writer who struggles to create the space and time to be without distractions and am giddy with the freedom of it, so much so that I’m restless. I have already done my nightly reading, turned out the light, and nestled into sleep position, but I can’t seem to stop thinking. I can’t get comfortable, so I turn over and pull back the curtains. In that position from the bedroom windows I can see the sky through the pines and oaks. Watching the night sky never fails to put me to sleep, especially if I tell myself I must stay awake until I see a falling star.


Then, I am awake. It’s 7:00 a.m. and my nose is cold. Spring mornings in the mountains are still very cool, so I light a fire. When I arrived at the cabin yesterday, I laid in the wood for this morning fire. I’m afraid of snakes in the wood pile, so I stomped my feet and threw well-seasoned chunks of pine and oak around just in case. Then each time I picked up a log, I pounded it on the ground to free any bugs or spiders who’d taken up residence.


I’m cautious because of my back, a chronic issue after sixty years of living, so I always carry only one or two logs at a time and lay them piece by piece over the pine cones, twigs, bark, and crumpled newspaper. I made four trips back and forth from the wood pile to the fireplace, where I formed a loose teepee with the wood. Then I left it for when I knew I would need it in the cool morning. It’s a satisfying little job.


Now sitting here in my chenille bathrobe, my light brown and silver-streaked hair flattened and askew, a cup of Peet’s in a yellow Fiesta mug at my side, I’m hoping to see the companion deer I’ve named Mary and Martha through one of the many windows surrounding me. The small cabin space is warming up as the fire crackles and sparks. I watch the flames of the fire I laid yesterday. The undulating flames move like northern lights across the sky of my Minnesota years, leading the way back to another fire in another stone fireplace in yet another cabin in the pines. I feel the call of that fire of 1971 and start to remember, then anxiously pull away, as instinctively as away from a hot burner. I pour more coffee and poke at the fire, afraid to begin—knowing the only way into my past is through memory. I have no journals from that time as I hadn’t yet found my way back to my old companion, the diary.


Hands in prayer position, I dive . . .
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Cleve and I first met one evening after work at the Broken Arrow Bar, also known as the “Busted Point,” outside Outing, Minnesota, just a few miles from the town of Emily. I was almost twenty years old and my mom was forty. We went for a drink after work—like girlfriends. My mother was struggling with newfound and imposed freedom. For several years Mom and Dad had been separating and then coming back together. I was definitely starting to see a pattern. Like our old gray tomcat, Fluffy, Dad always came home when the weather turned cold after a summer and fall of tomcattin’ around the woods of Emily, where I’d lived all of my life, just as my mother and father had. They married young, my mother just seventeen, and my father a few years older and recently out of the navy. In many ways my mother and I seemed the same age in maturity. Even though I thought of myself as my father’s daughter, I felt protective of my mother and of my only sister, Vel, three years younger. Perhaps I even felt older than my mother, yet I was terribly afraid of being like her. I was like her in that I, too, had gotten married as soon as I graduated from high school to my boyfriend, and I had already left him, a perfectly wonderful, smart, funny kid. Perhaps I would rather be the one tomcattin’ around than the one eventually left behind like my mother.


At the Busted Point, Mom and I sat at a table where we had a good view of the bar activity through the smoky air. She liked to call herself a “people-watcher,” and I watched with her. I worked in Crosby, another small town like so many others that zigzag across the state of Minnesota. I went to high school there and now I worked in the counselor’s office. I had become friends with Bernita, who worked in the library. She told me about her brother-in-law, Cleve, suggesting we meet. Mom recognized him from across the noisy U-shaped bar.


“Isn’t that Bernita’s brother-in-law?” she asked. “He used to play in a band with the Carlton boys from the feed store.”


I looked over at Cleve, a striking guy with dark wavy hair and large wide-set eyes. He was compact and muscular beneath his blue jeans and wool plaid shirt—one of several he always wore, I’d learn later, Pendleton with white V-neck cotton T shirts beneath—just as I’d learn those wide-set eyes were the blue of a deep Minnesota glacial lake. His presence seemed a part of my destiny, greater than any coincidence at that moment, but in truth these Minnesota towns were small and paths crossed often.


“Yes, Johnny and the Rebels,” I said, unable to take my eyes away from this man laughing with the bartender. I would never forget Johnny and the Rebels on the stage at the Emily Elementary School talent show when I was just finishing sixth grade. I turned thirteen that spring and didn’t realize that my hormones, like the sap in the maples outside in the warming spring air, had stirred and seeped into all the deep recesses of my nethers and would soon produce my first period. At that moment I was just a teenage girl thrilled to her toes by guys with guitars and drums, screaming, “Go, Johnny, go!” I sat up tall, trying to look older, hoping one of those neat guys would notice me as I watched each in turn, trying to decide which rebel was my favorite: John, the lead singer and guitarist; his brother, Rick, the drummer; or Cleve, the bass player, the very same Cleve who stood just across the bar from me now.


I followed the vibration of “Johnny B. Goode” directly to him, weaving through people standing at the bar. I introduced myself as someone who worked with Bernita. He hit me with that blue stare of his, flashed a smile, and bought me a drink. Ten minutes later he asked me to go snowmobiling.


“When?” I asked.


“Right now,” he said, throwing back his Christian Brothers brandy and water.


“Okay, but I’m with my mom. Come and meet her,” I said, leading him to where she sat talking with a friend. I didn’t hesitate to leave her at the bar because she would not be alone. Everyone knew everyone in the Busted Point. I did glance at my watch and consider that I had to get up early for work in the morning, but that wouldn’t stop me. I didn’t want to lose this chance with Cleve that felt just a little like a test of my spontaneity. I was afraid if I didn’t go then, he would not call later.


First he drove his pickup to my house. While I gave him directions, we talked about sledding and Scorpion snowmobiles, and he told me a little about how his uncle owned Scorpion Manufacturing, the only manufacturing business in the Crosby area, and that he was staying with his aging uncle and helping him out temporarily. Because he was recently discharged from the navy after serving for six years, he wasn’t quite ready to jump into something permanent but was looking and thinking a lot about career choices.


I liked that it seemed he wanted me to know that he had goals. The guys coming back from Vietnam were not known for their stability. I resisted talking about Vietnam except to ask if he had been there. He had. I also didn’t talk about my recent divorce from my high school boyfriend, Bill. It was embarrassing to be so young and already a divorcée, but I would rather live with the shame than be like my mother, divorcing at forty, an age that seemed old to me. Being young and impulsive as well as devastated by my parents’ breakup, I had no clue that I had simply reacted and transferred my disillusionment. I thought I was not happy in my marriage. Whatever I expected from my marriage to Bill hadn’t miraculously happened. However, if asked what I expected, I could not have answered except in vague terms. My expectations drifted around me like an aura, undefined and ungraspable. When Mom and Dad separated, I decided without any real discussion with my husband or friends, and certainly without therapy, that divorcing sooner would prevent a divorce later.


Sitting next to Cleve in his pickup, assessing him in terms of my vague expectations, I wondered if he was too old for me. I’d never dated anyone more than two years older, and Cleve had to be at least twenty-five or older, I realized as I calculated the six-year navy stint. We turned into my driveway and continued up the hill. I instructed him to veer to the right and park in front of the small tar-paper-covered building where the snowmobile was stored. I jumped out to open the doors of the old garage. While he loaded my snowmobile into his pickup, I ran into the house to grab my snowsuit and boots. The whole exchange took ten minutes, and we were off to Crosby, a twenty-minute drive to where he kept his Scorpion at his uncle’s house.


We talked easily during the drive to Crosby. He pulled into an alley that opened up to a large backyard behind a small white house with an immaculately shoveled sidewalk. Cleve jumped out of the truck and unloaded my sled before heading into the house to get his snowmobile suit on. I sat on my sled watching him walk down the sidewalk and into the back door. A light came on in the kitchen. I could see him through the large dining room windows, standing near the kitchen counter. He left the kitchen, and I looked away at the night sky, beautiful and clear. I could hear the faraway engines of other snowmobiles out on this weekday evening. Before too long, spring would be here along with my twentieth birthday in March, but even after that, we’d probably have another month of decent sledding. I hope he’s not thirty, I thought, picking up the thread of my internal conversation.


We started up our sleds, and I followed Cleve along the town’s seldom-used back streets to the lake. Cleve drove fast, but I stayed right behind or alongside him. The wind was cold on my face as I turned to glance at him on my left. He wore a stupid stars-and-stripes helmet, but other than that I liked the way he looked and his impulsiveness. He was different, not a part of everything I already knew in Crosby and Emily. I also liked the fact that he had been away from the area. In the navy, he had traveled and seen parts of the world I only saw on the news. His experience created a mystique about him, a certain something I longed for myself.


Since my divorce, I had been staying away from Crosby in fear of running into uncomfortable encounters with people I knew when I was part of a married couple, so each time we stopped the sleds and entered the warmth of another tavern, I scanned the place for familiar faces. Finally, I decided to stop being so paranoid. I was divorced. I had made my choice, so I was free to do what I wanted. As we drove our snowmobiles over the frozen Serpent Lake, under a cold starry sky, to bar after bar, the evening started to blur. After the bars closed, we found ourselves outside his uncle’s home, heater running, engine idling, making out in the warm pickup.


I had to go to work the next day, which I managed to do in the way only a nineteen-year-old can. I was probably motivated by my desire to tell Bernita about meeting her brother-in-law. Although I was nervous and shy about telling her, I needed a confidant. I was giddy with infatuation and a little worried I wouldn’t see him again. She just smiled and suggested we all go sledding or have dinner together. She, too, was a bit hesitant about what she probably considered interfering.


I didn’t need to worry very long because Cleve called two days later, and we went snowmobiling again the next Saturday. Later on that Saturday night, after snowmobiling with a group and barhopping, I found myself drunk and loose, snug and warm in the cab of that same pickup, driving on some lonely back road. By our second date, I was willing to go anywhere with him.


“Where are we?” I asked, suddenly realizing that I didn’t have a clue where I was in all of Minnesota.


“You’ll see,” he said as we bounced along a rutted winter road. Then he pulled over. “Wait here,” he said, getting out of the warm truck.


I watched him, illuminated in the beam of the headlights, wading through knee-deep snow. He was gone about five minutes before he came back with a flashlight and shut off the engine. I followed in his boot steps, placing my Sorels where his had just been, lifting my feet high over the crusted snow, coming down into each indentation. He led me onto a snow-drifted porch, our boots crunching with each step, and through a wooden door into a dark room. Once inside, we stomped the snow off our boots, and he sat me down on a chair, wrapped a blanket around me, and lit a lantern. I sat there shivering against the stillness of indoors, colder and darker than outside, while the log walls flickered with the soft glow of the lantern light. Cleve went out to collect armloads of chopped wood, reappearing in the lantern light of the doorway and stacking each load near the fireplace.


He made a fire while I watched, safe inside my snowsuit and blanket. The flames overtook the wood, snow hissing as it melted, roaring life into the dormant cabin with cute gingham curtains and a hand pump at the kitchen sink. The stones in the fireplace took shape in the light of the flames, and the room warmed enough for us to make a bed on the rug with sleeping bags and down comforters. On that cabin floor before the flames of that fire, we roared to life as a couple, and fell asleep with our young passion.
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This morning, sitting here in the Treehouse with my empty yellow cup at my elbow, I let the smoky fire die and watch as morning breaks on a beautiful, sunny day. I move onto the deck where I am closer to the birds. From my perch in my favorite teak chair, grayed by years of weather, leaning back against the faded blue cushions with my feet on a stool, I can see no other structures. It’s just me and the trees, evergreens and oaks. I’m still trying to distinguish among the western pines: ponderosa, Jeffrey, Coulter, white pine, and mountain pine. I breathe in the mountain air. The air at seven thousand feet feels thin and dry, so different from sultry Minnesota air. I’ve been gone a long time, a lifetime.


The visit into my past wasn’t so frightening after all. My young self still hovers at the edges of life like the unsettled dead, a ghost not at peace. I feel such tenderness for her, knowing what lies in store. She wants, she thinks, only to be wrapped up in safety. She wants to follow, to be led and cherished, fed like a newborn robin in a feather-lined nest she will never have to leave.


Back then, I tried not to reveal any of these deeper needs for security and connection. I lived in the land of rugged individualists and thought I was required to be one. Instead, I projected spark and independence. I drove my own snowmobile through trails between trees and across frozen lakes, zooming to the next pit stop, where, discarding thick leather gloves, helmet, and hat, I marched into the bar for Christian Brothers and water right beside Cleve.


The bars were all similar, long and shiny, full of stories, tears, laughter, and the odor of stale beer, cigarette smoke, and hints of popcorn. I can still hear the cacophony, a mix of voices, a young woman’s high-pitched laugh, and the low rumble of a story-telling smoker, Creedence Clearwater Revival on the jukebox, the tinkle of ice against glass. We covered miles of snowy ground that first winter through Emily, Outing, Pine River, Deer River, Brainerd, Nisswa, Pequot Lakes, and more. We rode days and nights, alone and in groups. Some people I knew; many I would get to know better over those winter months. We were a family of sorts, sharing not the same bloodline but the same passion for the lifeline of winter—sledding.


My favorite days during our first winter together were those when Cleve and I were alone in the fresh, snowy world where every single tree twinkled ice white. I loved it when we slowed the engines to a low growl, grinding our way along a trail, and stopping to appreciate the absolute beauty of the winter. We sat on our sleds in the quiet, our breath white vapor in the freezing air, listening to the woods around us. I had never cared for winter as much as I did when I was with Cleve.


During the day I went to work at Crosby-Ironton High School in the office, but I was terribly bored. I sat at the desk outside the counselor’s office and typed or chatted with students when they came by. I watched the clock and waited for weekends, feeling as though I were still a high school student. The job was mind-numbing. Even before I met Cleve, I knew I needed to do something else, something more exciting. Mr. Zima, my typing and steno teacher at the high school, maybe the only teacher who ever noticed me at all, encouraged me to become a court reporter, but that scared me to death. Instead, I began the process of applying for jobs as a flight attendant with Northeast Airlines. I liked the sound of it, the idea of it. “Flight” denoted escape, adventure, and courage—all those associations I wanted for myself and was pretending I already owned.


After my first interview with Northeast Airlines, a month or two after Cleve and I met, Cleve brought me to one of our usual pit stops in the woods on a lake outside Outing. I was still wearing the kelly-green sheath dress I wore for my interview. Sitting at the bar on a high stool, my dress hitched up above my knees uncomfortably, I was holding the owner’s little girl Tabitha while she played with Cleve’s keys. We talked about the next interview in the Twin Cities, and Cleve said he would take me.


“You would drive me down there?” I asked, surprised by his offer, especially by what seemed to be his eagerness.


“Sure,” he said, smiling. “I’d be glad to.”


I felt myself getting angry. In that instant, I knew I did not want to leave him. I did not want to proceed with this frightening—grown-up, get-a-career, leave-my-familiar—step. I wanted Cleve to stop me. I wanted him to say, “Don’t go. Stay here and marry me.” Further, I wanted his promise to protect me, lead me, and never leave me. I wanted this. I had decided. Now, I just needed a way to realize my longing. The thought crossed my mind that he was applying reverse psychology, but I never found out for certain because I was too impetuous to wait. I drank down my brandy water quickly, so I wouldn’t have to taste it. After a couple more they tasted better, and I loosened up enough to think sledding was a good idea.


These decisions always involved changing into snowsuits and boots for the cold, travel, and loading and unloading snowmobiles. On this particular afternoon, we doubled up on his Scorpion. I don’t remember where we went, but hours later we ended up back where we started. The bar was closed by the time we got there, so we headed back to Emily. The night was already bitterly cold, and temperatures were still dropping. We were alert drunks in the below-freezing darkness.


I clung to Cleve, closing my eyes against the wind, my breath freezing to ice on the green wool scarf wrapped around my neck and nose. It was much too cold to snow. As one, we flew through the night. The engine cranked; the skis skimmed the icy edge of the tarred road. We might have been hurtling through space at hundreds of miles per hour as far as I could tell. Miles slipped behind us like black thread from a spool. Then, suddenly with the roar of the engine and the wind in my ears, I felt a stumble. Against what? A chunk of ice, a rock? We flew into dark space, ski over seat. I flipped so fast I felt suspended in time and air. In the stillness one second expanded into eternity, and I was able to wonder when, clunk, my helmeted head, clunk, would, clunk, stop, clunk, hit the ground, clunk! There, finally, done. Slow-motion time returned to live time. I was lying in the snow-packed ditch, dazed.


“Where do you hurt?” Cleve asked, standing over me and holding his side. “I think I broke some ribs.”


My knee hurt, and my jaw felt odd. The right side of my jaw near my chin crackled in my head with a grinding, loose, fragmented feeling. Cleve helped me up and righted the sled, pulling it from its side and back onto the skis. I became aware of the below-freezing temperature once again. I panicked as I looked around for homes or lights. There were none. How far, I wondered, were we from help? I know Cleve was thinking the same thing as he tried to start the Scorpion. The first try didn’t work. The second try didn’t work either. Silently, I called to the universe, Please, please, please. We were both more than relieved when the sled started, and we climbed onto the stiff frozen seat and limped the rest of the twenty miles to my home. Cold and stiff, we got off the sled. He walked me, wounded and aching, into the house, where my worried dad waited up for me. Both men wanted to take me to the hospital, but I assured them I was fine for the moment and would go in the morning if I needed to.


I probably should have gone because I didn’t sleep that night for the pain. At first light, I was still awake, moaning and hungover, my knee throbbing and my jaw unhinged. I knew I needed to see a doctor. What followed was a miserable day, visits to doctors, and the discovery that I had a broken jaw. My jaw was wired shut, my smile looked as though I had braces, and, for six weeks, I could only drink my meals of broth, juice, shakes, and malted milks.





2
THE MISSISSIPPI


By the time the snow melted and the ice was out on lakes and rivers, including the Mississippi, Cleve and I needed something else to do. The snowmobiles were cleaned up and stored away in the garage, ready for next winter. After surgery and six weeks of drinking my meals through a straw, my broken jaw had healed, leaving me with the best bite in the county. It also left me with a solid excuse not to pursue the job with the airlines. I had determined that I could not interview with a broken jaw.


We were living together now in an apartment in Brainerd, about thirty miles from our families, which was just far enough. We had talked about living together, but I was still surprised when Cleve drove me to a small apartment complex, pale brick with white trim, the buildings surrounding a small pond. My first apartment experience! It was clean and new, and I was elated when he handed me my own key to our very own one-bedroom space with new green carpeting. The words “living in sin” ran through my head every day that I used that key. I felt we were playing house, borrowing this and that piece of furniture or kitchen item from rummage sales and friends. No one I knew lived together unmarried, and I was concerned about my reputation, but Cleve was totally unaffected. He genuinely did not care what people thought about it. He assumed we should be together.


I loved this aspect of him, and it revealed itself regularly in our lives. During this Vietnam era, being freshly relieved of military duty with all its requirements, orders, and controversies, Cleve was determined to be his own person. His determination attracted me. Perhaps my own longing for the new or different latched me to him, and I willed him to pull me along, without a fight or even a little struggle. Never was I more grateful for his strength, as I perceived it then, as when it pertained to how he handled his mother.


Mabel Harrison stood an imposing four foot nine. She was a slight, beaky little French Canadian, whose husband had been dead at least a decade before I met her. Cleve was “a menopause baby,” the fifth and last child, who was born when Mabel was in her late forties. Mabel still worked in the meat department of the Crosby Super Valu and lived in an upstairs apartment in the old brick building next door to the store. She did not like me—at all.


In all fairness to Mabel, our first meeting did not go well. While she was in California visiting Cleve’s brother and his family, Cleve stayed in her apartment alone. He had been spending some of his nights there since returning from Philadelphia, where he was stationed just after his last Vietnam tour. One night we went to the apartment, made up the sofa bed where he slept, put Janis Joplin’s Pearl on the reel to reel, and made love slowly and deliciously. Usually, I returned to my parents’ house, where I was living, but that Saturday night, with no reason to get up and go to work the next day, we simply fell asleep in Mabel’s apartment, with its dark oak woodwork and creaky wood floors. The soft lights from the sound system gave off a comforting blue glow as we drifted off, our bodies entangled and content. It was so much warmer than the cabin.


Abruptly, we were jarred awake by the sound of a key in the front door. In an instant Cleve leapt from the bed, threw my scattered clothes to me, and hustled me into the bathroom down the hall. From there I heard him greet his mother at the door, suitcases bumping against the wall as he helped with her luggage.


When I was dressed, Cleve brought me into the kitchen, where I met Mabel briefly. Her tight restrained smile told me what she thought of the situation. Needless to say, it was not a good beginning. We did meet a few more times in the months that followed, the three of us sharing coffee or lunch in her little kitchen, where I asked her about her family history and tried to get to know her in my way. What I didn’t know until later is that Cleve had introduced Mabel to a girlfriend he had in Philadelphia the previous year. All I knew about her was that her name was Bernadette, she was Catholic, she liked to knit, she did not like snowmobiling, and Mabel liked her. His mother expected Cleve to marry her, a much better catch for her son, I imagined. In her eyes I was probably just a little jack pine savage from north of the Mississippi River. (“Jack pine savage” was how locals referred to those of us from north of the river. We were thought to be the product of inbreeding and poverty. Part of that was correct. We were very poor.)


Cleve’s determination to live with me would not be deterred by his mother’s opinions. He stopped to see her regularly but kept me away and our life separate. What she thought of me bothered me, but I followed his lead, as I did with everything.
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Some people might not know that the source of the Mississippi River rests in Itasca, Minnesota. It begins as a trickle that flows into rocky green pools that flourish like creeping Charlie through a Midwestern lawn. From Itasca the waters spread and turn into a river that separates my little town of Emily from the next little town of Crosby, eighteen miles away. I was always afraid of the river, not water, generally, and not lakes. I was afraid of the Mississippi, specifically. Even looking out from the car window as we drove over the bridge, I could see the currents swirling the waters below. It was unsettling. I was sure it was alive with algae, water beetles, snakes, and who knows what else.


Every time I rode across the bridge, in a car or on the school bus, I was terrified that we would fall in. By the time I was in elementary school, I was planning escapes in my head. First I’d have to find a way out of the vehicle, probably through a window if I could fit. Worrying if I could fit sent me scrutinizing the windows and sizing them up. I dreaded getting stuck. Would I have time to roll the window down before the water rushed in and drowned me? Before the bugs or snakes or fish got me? Planning my escape from death could last for several miles, long past the time it took us to cross the short bridge. I didn’t associate our Mississippi with the Huck Finn version so far south from my world. Even after learning about the river in geography and tracing its entire length with my finger on a map, I still had trouble making the leap from Southern fiction to Northern Minnesota reality.


In May when the ice was finally gone from all the lakes and rivers, Cleve picked me up after work to go fishing. The boat and motor were loaded on the back of the pickup where the snowmobiles used to be. He had fishing rods and reels, bait, a cooler, and even a change of clothes for me. Yes, indeed, I’d follow him anywhere. We drove just north of the Mississippi Bridge, the same scary bridge I still feared, and took a left, on an unfamiliar road, through the early summer green to a dirt road. We bumped along in the ruts, with grasses rubbing against the undercarriage of the truck, to a small clearing along the river.


“Um, are you sure this is safe?” I asked while staring out at the fertile and swirling water, imagining the rich life that pulsed beneath the surface.


“Oh yeah, I’ve fished the river for years,” he said nonchalantly, untying the ropes that held the boat secure.


“What about currents?” I asked, my anxiety poking my imagination into action with images of our little boat roaring out of control over white churning rapids as high as Niagara Falls.


“The current isn’t that strong,” he countered simply as he continued unloading the boat, unaware of my wild thoughts.


Standing beside the truck in front of God and Nature, I discarded work clothes, shimmied into blue jeans and boots, and pulled on a T-shirt and gray sweatshirt, letting the hood trail down my back under my long, straight blond hair. I swatted at the mosquitoes buzzing around my head and sprayed a cloud of OFF! around me.


Taking my hand, Cleve helped me into the boat, threw in two life preservers, and placed the cooler in the center. He followed, pushing the boat, scraping metal against sand, into the water and jumped in when it cleared the shallows. He pushed us away from the bank and pulled the cord to start the motor. He pulled once and nothing happened. The water lapped the gunnel. Again, he pulled and nothing. I was getting even more nervous when the choke took hold and the motor started with a chug and a sputter.


We motored upstream as the late-afternoon sun began to settle lower in the sky, the cooling breeze blowing back our hair and the workday we had spent away from each other. My fears drifted away, too, as I settled into my seat, leaning back against the life preservers, watching the shore pass us by, and listening to the songs of birds and the call of a loon. All I had to do was open the cans of beer.


Soon Cleve cut the motor and got the rods and reels out. He showed me how to attach the reel. He tied on a lure and gave me a lesson in casting with a reel, showing and correcting me until I had it. I was thrilled with my lure, a red-and-white spoon, since I had never been a fan of worms or minnows. He assumed rightly that I hadn’t fished from a boat in a while. Most of my fishing had been done in the winter on a frozen lake in a fish house, where I would spear fish with my dad.


I don’t remember a time when I didn’t ice fish. As soon as the lakes froze over enough to be safe, at least six inches thick, Dad put the fish house out on the ice. I loved going with him, loved the warmth of the truck on the way to the lake as we wound our way along narrow roads until arriving at our spot. We bumped along the frozen ruts from the wheels that had gone before us onto the frozen lake, listening to the slow churn of tires on snow.


Our icehouse was a small two-person shack, tall enough inside for an adult male to stand up. On the floor, a couple of rectangles big enough to pull out a twenty-pound northern pike were cut out of the plywood. The ice was painstakingly chiseled out to match the holes in the wood, and egg shells were dropped in. As the shells drifted down and settled, they reflected light from above, allowing us to see the bottom, which was sandy and weedy but still murky; lake waters seldom appear crystalline and sharp-edged like waters off a coral reef—not even close.


Still, the wet underworld drew me in. With the door of the fish house closed for darkness and the little propane stove crackling out enough heat that I could take off my parka, I sat on a wooden stool, working the decoy, a carved wooden fish. With a slight but quick jerk of the stick, the decoy dashed around and around the deep green water, luring unsuspecting northerns that would become our sustenance for the winter and that night’s supper.


The first time Dad left me alone in the icehouse, I was about ten. We had been fishing for a couple of hours without catching anything. “I’m going to walk over and see if the other guys are having any luck,” he said. “You can stay here. I’ll be back in a while.”


“What do I do if a fish comes in?”


“Spear ’em.”


“But what do I do after I spear him?” I was nervous about being alone with this big northern I might confront.


“Just throw him outside. He’s not going anywhere.” Dad left, flooding the house with bright light and cold air, closed the door, and left me alone in the dark. As my eyes readjusted, I felt my anxiety lessen. I held the spear in one hand and worked the decoy with the other. The water was a deeper green-blue near the ice, nearly two feet thick. I found it fascinating to think I could be sitting here in warmth and still be on ice in the middle of a lake. I leaned the spear against the wall next to me and switched the decoy to my other hand, watching the way the filament disappeared in the water, leaving only the fake fish decoy. I jerked the line, and the fish darted in a circle. I experimented with making the decoy change directions, faster, faster, then slow then fast then slow and stop, then fast. The decoy had a white streak on the sides that caught the reflection of the egg shells with a glint each time it circled around. I examined the shells on the bottom, leaning over to see how much of them I could see while wondering about how they worked and whoever thought of the idea. It was a good idea.


A fish!


Screaming and screeching while my little heart thumped wildly, I grabbed the spear leaning against the wall, raised it above my head, and threw hard. I missed the hole entirely. The spear stuck into the wood alongside the open water. The northern was gone, the hole was empty, and I stood in shock, the decoy dangling from my hand. The door opened with a flash of light and a rush of cold air.


“I missed,” I told Dad. He found it all very funny and explained that I was supposed to lower the tip of the spear into the water before I threw it.


Fishing with Cleve was different. We puttered on upstream, casting out and reeling in our lines slowly. Even when I got my line tangled with a weed or a deadhead, Cleve would stop and make it right. We would troll, then, chug along upriver, talk a little, sit quietly until one of us had a strike. He’d stop the engine, play the fish, usually a northern, sometimes a bass, and bring him flapping and flopping into the bottom of the boat with a net. Even I caught fish.


On this first evening on the Mississippi, we reached a bend in the river where a stretch of sand made a fine landing place. Cleve maneuvered onto the sandy shore and pulled the boat ashore while I sat in it. He helped me out and began unloading supplies I didn’t know he had: oil, flour, salt and pepper, and a large cast iron pan. Even more than his preparation, I was amazed by his confidence. He sent me off to gather some dry wood for a fire, which was easy to do. Lots of driftwood lined the shore. As I walked along the river looking down, I suddenly felt strange, as though I was being watched in this quiet, lonely place. It was an eerie feeling. We had seen no one so far. I stopped and looked up and around me, seeing only trees, hearing only birds and the buzzing of insects. Then, I turned my head toward the river, my eyes traveling across the still waters to the opposite bank. There on the bank stood four cows staring at me with curiosity written all over their broad, pretty faces.


I kept gathering wood, looking up from time to time to meet the bovine brown eyes, wondering at their wise and knowing stares. Did they see something I didn’t?


Cleve cleaned the fish. He built the fire, heated the oil in the blackened frying pan, dredged the fish in seasoned flour, and fried our supper. As the sun set and the cows watched, we sat shoulder to shoulder, sipping cold beer and eating the fish we’d just caught.





3
TIRE IRON AND STARS-AND-STRIPES HELMET


We fished all summer and into fall, as the Mississippi River reflected the brilliant amber, orange, and russet leaves of the hardwoods that lined its banks against the autumn sky. In the fall, the skies of Minnesota are like no blue I’ve ever seen since then. But all of those vivid colors faded right before our eyes into grays and muddy browns as the once-brilliant leaves withered and fell to earth, exposing the skeletal tree branches against a smoke-gray sky. The boat and motor we used for fishing were stored where the snowmobiles were kept all summer, and we hoped for early snow.


In the fall, if we were not fishing, we liked to hunt for partridge just as my father and I used to. At a very young age, I would be the one to accompany Dad when he went hunting, driving down dirt roads in his pickup, watching out the windows and talking about everything and nothing. Now Cleve and I drove the narrow back roads in the pickup slowly with our windows rolled down, looking for the flutter of a grouse’s red-brown feathers. We bumped along for hours, the pickup version of a sled ride. We talked. We drank beer sometimes. We didn’t get many birds, but we did get stuck. Those back roads could be unpredictable, depending upon the weather. One Saturday as we hit a particularly wet stretch of road scattered with puddles and mud, Cleve took a run at a wet, muddy area. In my head I was saying, Uh oh, this doesn’t look like a good idea. Without a moment to reconsider, we were stuck.


Spinning the wheels did no good. It only served to bury the truck to the axle. When we got out to assess the damage, my boot slipped on the wet clay. I grabbed onto the pickup door and caught myself while my mind raced back over the route we had taken, calculating the miles we would have to walk. I hadn’t been paying close attention, as usual, and I really didn’t know where we were. I stood quietly watching Cleve. His back to me, he started looking for branches, anything to place under the wheels for traction. He ignored me when I asked if I could help. He came back with brush, piled it up near the vehicle, and got the tire iron to jack up the truck in order to place the brush under the tires. It seemed futile to me, but I didn’t say anything. Boards might have helped, but where would we get boards in the woods? I stood watching him in his jeans and Pendleton shirt. He had taken off his jacket. I pushed my hair back from my face and looked around me at the trees and mud. I was afraid to help and afraid not to.


“I need you to drive,” he said.


Nervously, I got behind the wheel, rolled down the window, and closed the door.


“Start it up,” he said. I did as I was told and waited. “Now let the clutch out slowly and move forward.”


Thud! The clutch slipped and the truck fell off the jack and back into the clay muck.


“Slowly, I said!”


I winced and closed my eyes. We tried again and again. My hands were tight with tension. I could see Cleve in the rearview mirror now digging up the mud around the tire with a shovel he had in the truck bed. Nothing worked. The color rose in his face. He was sweating and getting more and more angry.


“Try again,” he hollered. I carefully let out the clutch. The tires spun. Thud! Again the truck slid off the jack. I got out of the cab in time to see Cleve grab the tire iron and start beating the truck. He swung the iron into the side panel, once, twice. He raised the iron above his head and crashed it down into the hood of the truck. With blue paint flying and deep dents appearing, I stood back and watched the explosion. It was the first time I’d seen him lose his temper.


When he finished throwing a tantrum, we walked a mile or so to a house and called my dad, who came to pull us out. When Dad saw the truck, battered and bent, he raised his eyebrows at me. In that look, I saw Dad’s concern was a place I did not want to go, at least not yet.


As I got to know Cleve, I learned that his temper could burst into flame unexpectedly. At times it was red like his face when he was angry. Other times, it was so beyond red it was nearly blue. At a gas station in Crosby, we were gassing up the truck one late afternoon. We were both wearing our new matching down jackets from Eddie Bauer, the same sky-blue color with snaps down the front. A high school kid, holding the gas nozzle, came to Cleve’s window to ask how much gas he wanted. Cleve was pulling out his money clip while the kid, his blond hair sticking out from under a baseball cap, stood there waiting, holding the nozzle pointed up. Suddenly, gas gushed out of the nozzle, spraying Cleve and his jacket with gasoline.


Before I could blink or think, Cleve was out of the truck whipping off his soaked jacket. He had the kid by his coat collar, yelling into his face.


“I could have been smoking! You idiot!”


My heart pounded in my throat with panic. For that instant I was terrified that Cleve would really hurt the kid. Even then, as bound to denial as I was, I had to wonder at the discrepancy between this man out of control in front of me and the man who wrapped me in blankets against the cold and cooked fish along the river for our dinner.
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Small bar-restaurants dotted Midwestern roads. They were the kinds of places that we drove by many times on the back road to Brainerd via Pequot Lakes and did not even notice. The summer Cleve and I were a new couple, resorts filled with returning customers and their families. Lakes hummed with fishing boats and the occasional ski boat. Shop owners made enough money to last through the winter. January through April put the world into hibernation, unless you enjoyed the new pastime of snowmobiling. Trails crossed and crisscrossed around and over frozen lakes between bars. Small groups of us riding snowmobiles, schnapps in the pockets of our snowmobile suits, Sorel boots laced tight, hands protected by fleece and leather against the snapping cold, congregated and decided our route. Only a blizzard would keep us home. The lower the mercury, the more stops to warm up and fuel up with whiskey water or 3.2 beer, if that’s all the bar was licensed for.


One late Sunday afternoon in March, a group of us, including my mom and her boyfriend, had been barhopping all day. We grinded our way down a trail full of hummocks from heavy sled traffic and frequent changes in the weather. March was like that in northern Minnesota, full of storms, thaws, and freezes, which messed up the trails. It was an irritating and slow ride, going up and down those mounds. I sat behind Cleve on his snowmobile, hanging on to him with my arms around his middle. I was suddenly chilled, hungry, and tired. The temperature was dropping, so I pushed my wool scarf up over my nose with a mitten and wondered how much longer I’d have to endure this discomfort until the next stop. But I couldn’t ask. He’d never hear me through that dumb stars-and-stripes helmet he always wore and the engine noise, so I closed my eyes and drifted along with the motion. Alcohol buzzed in my brain, and the noise and the moguls lulled and rocked me into semiconsciousness. It was better by far than being irritated and uncomfortable.


At dusk I was jarred back to my place on earth, cold bottom on the sled seat as we pulled into the plowed parking lot next to a line of sleds and only a couple of cars. The low building, shingled with wooden shakes, was the only one visible. I was sure I’d driven by it on my way to Brainerd, but I didn’t know it was a bar that served food and warmth. A pale yellow glowed through one smoky window in the door. The six or seven of us, including my mom and her boyfriend, stamped our way in through the narrow entry, pulling off mitts, unzipping suits, and removing helmets. It was a relief to get off that sled. I realized I was more than ready for winter to be over. I was tired of sledding and tired of drinking away my weekends. In spite of being grateful for warmth, I was annoyed that the place was so noisy—bubbling with laughter and loud talk, saturated with smoke and alcohol. I eyed the local crowd as I slipped my snow suit to my waist. We were the outsiders here, and I felt the stares. I recognized the looks behind the stares because they were the same as those I gave strangers who visited our usual stomping grounds. They weren’t necessarily hostile but rather curious and a little suspicious. I ignored them and stood talking to my mom while Cleve grabbed a seat at the bar and ordered whisky waters for us.


Two small tables near the busy bar cleared, and we all clattered into chairs around them looking at menus. Music blared from the jukebox, “Take this job and shove it . . .” Cleve stayed at the bar talking to the bartender. I kept an eye on him, feeling some impatience that he didn’t join us, which was unlike him. When a pretty blond in a snow suit sat down beside him and started chatting and teasing, I forced myself to stay in my seat, trying to divert my attention to my mother, but my eyes wouldn’t stay away. I flared when she took his stars-and-stripes helmet and put it on her Gumby-necked head and touched his thigh, shrieking a laugh. I was up and at the bar by the sheer force of mine, spitting out venom. “Isn’t it time to order dinner now?” Even in her drunken state, the woman got it. Cleve, however, nonchalantly told me that he had ordered at the bar. The woman slipped away, but he didn’t budge, instead turning his eyes to the bartender. I returned to my seat, fuming and sullen. Humiliation mixed with possessiveness ignited my irritated mood. He had never done anything like this to me in public. What was he trying to prove? My mom was clearly trying not to look at me, which made the situation even worse and confirmed my humiliation. His actions and my anger must have been obvious enough to make her uncomfortable. Feeling jealous was horrible, but letting other people know I was jealous was even worse!


A few minutes later, when my steak and potato arrived, Cleve joined us at the table as though nothing had happened. I opened the foil of my steamy russet, forked in the melting butter, and added salt and pepper. I swallowed my anger, kept my focus on the potato, and took a big bite of the nutty sweetness. I, too, could look away and act as though nothing had happened. Perhaps his behavior wasn’t anything but the result of too much alcohol.


This was one of our last runs of the season and I was glad. Clearly, all the drinking was taking a toll on us. I was tired and irritable. Cleve was touchy. It was time to put away the sleds and return to quiet fishing on the Mississippi. I missed being with him, just the two of us spending time together.
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Since we were living in Brainerd, I applied for a job with the Brainerd School District. I saw the job ad in the Brainerd Dispatch not realizing it was for a bookkeeper because my attention to detail was limited. I applied and was invited for an interview. That day, dressed in the same kelly-green sheath dress that served me well in my airline interview, I found my way to the office of Gene McKee, in the basement of Lincoln Elementary School. Working in a basement hardly seemed like a step up from my present job as the high school counselor’s secretary, but the pay was better. As Gene explained the position, I kept negating my qualifications.


“I’m really not very good with numbers,” I persisted, convinced this job wasn’t for me.


He countered, “You don’t have to be. I’ll teach you what you need to know.”


We walked over to the filing cabinets, and he further explained about vendors and statements and bills. My brain glossed over in boredom. Then he showed me the machine for the monthly posting of bills paid. Located in a corner of the coffee room, the machine was a huge contraption that reminded me of a combination typewriter, adding machine, and weaving loom.


“It looks imposing,” he said, “but it’s really very simple to operate. I’ll show you.” He sat down in front of the piece of equipment and began explaining how to place a vendor’s card in the feed and type in the amounts. I was horrified when he pushed a button and the machine clattered and clanked, processing the information he had typed in.


“I’m not sure I will be very good at this. I think you can find someone better.”


He seemed desperate to have me take the job. I wondered if I was the only applicant as he countered again, “How about this? You give it a try for a couple of weeks, and if you don’t like it, you just collect your paycheck and quit. I think you’ll find that it’s easier than it looks.”


He sounded so much like my dad with his persistent reassurance that, with a shrug, I agreed to start as soon as I gave notice at my old job. The good thing about the new job was that I lived only a few blocks away. I could sleep later and still get to work on time. I liked the proximity. Also, the YMCA was right across the street. I joined so I could swim or exercise after work, if Cleve and I didn’t have plans. He always came first.


We were spending more time alone and less time socializing. We hung out with Dan and Bernita at their home and less time in bars. I never asked for this new lifestyle, and we never talked about it; we just eased into it. We didn’t talk about a lot of things that should have mattered, yet in my fuzzy thinking, it seemed that our relationship was evolving and maturing. I was happy with more peaceful days and fewer wild weekends. Since I worked a forty-hour work week, he often did the laundry, the grocery shopping, and the cooking. That’s what he had done for his uncle, so he took care of our domestic life too. We didn’t have a television, so we went to movies. We sat in the back of the theater eating popcorn and holding hands. It was nice. I liked our time alone. I found myself relaxing, which in turn brought about the inkling that I was not fully comfortable with our drinking, mine or his. Drinking to get drunk was a lifestyle he’d honed in the navy. In the navy it was acceptable and even condoned—a “boys will be boys” attitude that drunkenness was part of living and working hard. Work hard; play hard! Even though I drank alongside Cleve until I was drunk along with him, overindulging rubbed against my grain.


My sense of right and wrong was set early by Dad, and that sense sat just beneath my skin like a second layer. My dad wasn’t a drinker. He often disparaged those he knew who spent their money on drinks and their afternoons and evenings on barstools while they complained about taxes, blaming their poverty on the government. He hated seeing kids sitting out in the car while their parents sat inside getting drunk. My dad knew these things. Emily was a small town with one main street that ran past the gas station, grocery store, post office, Emily Café, and Log Cabin Bar. Everyone knew you were in the bar because everyone knew the color, make, and model of your car.


I didn’t see or consciously parse the moral contradictions in my father, a man who had affairs but would not lie to another man. His handshake closed a deal, and he would not waste time and money drinking.


My mom, however, was another story. At softball games, I’d watch her get drunk on beer, giggling and loud, while my dad drank only one. I got mad and felt embarrassed at her behavior. I hated it when she drank and told her so.


“I don’t like it when you drink beer,” I said, leaning over the front bench seat of the red-and-white 1957 Chevy, the seat warm and sticky from the heat and my sweaty arms.


She laughed. “I didn’t drink that much beer. I was just having some fun,” she answered. “Now, sit back.”


I did sit back but pouted, angry at her for embarrassing me and herself. She didn’t act like herself when she drank, and it scared me and made me feel very uncomfortable.


When I was younger, my parents didn’t go out much. They went out on New Year’s Eve. They square-danced with a group. They went to wedding dances at the town hall. We all went on weekend picnics with friends and to softball games and Fourth of July celebrations. That was it.


In high school, my friends went to keg parties on weekends, but I never drank until just before graduation, when I drank rum and coke with some girlfriends. Yet with Cleve, I incorporated his drinking lifestyle into my own. I justified it but didn’t feel right about it.


The internal process for me was complicated and unexamined. What I believed—living a drinking lifestyle was wrong—and what I wanted—to be collapsed into Cleve so I wouldn’t have full responsibility for my life—were at odds. I was afraid and insecure. Alcohol helped lift me away from the fear, to act confident and strong. Without the alcohol, I didn’t believe Cleve would like me as much. Worse, I believed he would leave me behind.


My discomfort was complicated by our friendship with Tom and his wife, Judy. Tom was a daily drinker, and Judy didn’t drink. She was only five or six years older than I was, a mom and a homemaker, a great cook, and a talented woman with crafts of all kinds. Her home was clean and organized, and I secretly wondered how she could tolerate Tom’s lifestyle. Tom was one of our best drinking buddies. He spent many days with us in bars. The three of us were like a drunken version of the three stooges. I even started calling him Mot instead of Tom because he was upside down so much of the time. At the end of a very long day, we’d meander back to his house, where Judy would feed us and put Tom to bed.


I often tried to talk Judy into getting a babysitter and going out with us. I liked her and was concerned about her leaving Tom alone with us so much. He flirted with other women when he got drunk, and I was afraid he would do something stupid and lose Judy. Once in a while she would go along, but since she didn’t like to drink, our days got very long for her. I could not have been in her position; I was, in fact, afraid I might end up in her position, just as I was afraid I would end up like my mother. Though my dad was not a drinker, he was a womanizer, which eventually led to their breakup. The idea of sitting home day after day, night after night, alone with a two-year-old while my husband was running around or out partying scared me. I imagined I would feel left out and worried. I could never trust a guy like Tom, who drank that much, unless I was physically present keeping an eye on him. Cleve drank as much as Tom when we were out together, but I was there with him. Somehow, I felt I had more control that way.
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