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By wisdom a house is built, and by understanding it is established; by knowledge the rooms are filled with all precious and pleasant riches.


—Proverbs 24:3-4





One



Michael watched the paramedics work on his father. He stared at their backs, black uniforms hiding John Nygaard except for his booted feet, which now rested the same as when he slept in the hammock, toes pointing out. Michael had been in the barn when his mother yelled, milking the cow after school. He ran out and kneeled over his father, who had been mending a rotted fence post just outside the barn door when he collapsed. And then, minutes later, the ambulance cut across the yard, over the patches of snow, and the paramedics circled his father, blocking Michael out. Anne held Michael back and hugged him tight; he could feel her rounded belly behind him. He was jealous, did not want strangers around his father in this moment. John’s head lay too near a patch of cold mud, his jeans wet from the slush. They weren’t being careful.


He thought of dry pine boughs laid on the ground, like the ones his father laid for him in the forest clearing. He glimpsed his father’s limp fingers, dry and cracked white, rolling with each compression, each bit of forced life. Even at nine, Michael knew this was absurd, just one day after Michael’s first outing with him, his first visit to his father’s clearing in the woods.


John woke Michael early yesterday morning, a Sunday, and Michael knew where they were going. He had always hoped his father would bring him, yet never dared ask. Jumping out of bed, he threw on several layers over his long underwear as his father filled a thermos with coffee in the kitchen. John handed Michael the rifle before they left.


“We’re going to Ebersold’s first,” said John, in response to Michael’s questioning look.


Michael followed his father in the snow. The great Minnesota Northwoods grew up around them, black branches piercing the sky in frozen prayer. His bare fingers wrapped around the rifle, one hand on the butt end, one hand on the barrel. It was the same rifle his father taught him to shoot last year at the age of eight, mostly at pop cans in the backyard. He handled and shot a gun expertly now, though he still asked his father to wring the necks of the birds still alive in the tall grass.


The woods were cold and dark. The snow looked blue under the black sky, and the only sound came from their boots crunching snow into ice. Not even the squirrels had scurried down the trees yet. It was the period before dawn when the whole world slept.


After many minutes, the sun’s rays scattered through the tree trunks ahead of them. Michael watched the brown plaid of his father’s broad back sway side to side, side to side, as he pushed ahead in the snow, dragging along a stick that made a tiny trench beside them. The swaying made Michael dizzy, so he looked away and saw Ebersold’s field through the trees to their right, its fresh sheath white except in the middle, where it still soaked red.


John stopped. A piece of bait lay alongside the trail ahead of them. He stabbed around the bait with his stick. A steel trap snapped, and Michael started.


“They laid more,” said John. “Let’s go.” He threw the stick, the trap’s teeth clenched on like a dog, into the trees. “Goddamn Ebersold.”


Michael had heard it before, how Ebersold had been leaving his sick and butchered cattle in the woods for years, letting wolves clean up his messes. “Then he’s angry,” John always said, “when those wolves cross an invisible boundary onto his farm and take the food they’ve developed a taste for.” John was known as a radical, and some farmers called him a tree-hugger. He regularly scoured the woods for traps, especially in late fall when wolf pelts were at a prime and therefore the number of wolf traps multiplied, or in spring whenever he heard of the loss of a calf or sheep. John usually left the traps where they were after he tripped them, but sometimes he hid them in hollow trees, forcing the owner to search. He told Michael he felt like a wood sprite, invisible and secret, though the truth was every farmer in four counties knew who was behind the work. Once, a trap had a note taped to it: “Hi, John. Have pity.” His father placed the note in his pocket for later storytelling before tripping the trap with a stick and neatly placing it on the side of the trail, careful to brush any dirt from the teeth.


Most farmers were kind to him; they didn’t care how softhearted John Nygaard was. And most of them wouldn’t have asked the Fish & Wildlife Service to lay traps, as Ebersold did when one of his livestock was killed two nights ago.


Only a few dozen yards farther, John stopped again. “Damn it.”


Michael peeked around his father’s body. A wolf lay ahead, its front leg broken in a trap, its huge paw slack. The wolf saw them but did not lift its head. Only its eyes moved from father to son. Plumes of warm breath rose from its nostrils.


“She’s probably been out here all night,” said John.


Michael looked at her black-tipped ears and spine, the lighter underbelly. “Do you know it?”


“It’s the grandmother.” John glanced briefly at his son before grabbing the gun.


“Why?” asked Michael, his voice tight.


“They’ll euthanize her when they get here. Who knows how long that will be.” John moved forward.


“But why don’t we try to save her?”


“It’s a wild wolf, Michael. The only way we can help her is by shooting her. If you don’t want to watch, walk back a hundred yards and I’ll come to you.” He placed a hand on his son’s head. “I thought you were ready.”


Michael wanted to be ready. But he did not like that to save the animal, they had to kill it. She wouldn’t know he and his father were not like the rest of them.


But she seemed to have been waiting. She watched Michael, and he stared back. A feeling stirred in his belly, at once of longing and being at home.


Michael stayed. He could not take his eyes off the animal. He was still looking when his father shot the gun. There was nothing but the echo across the fields and a flutter of gray fur where the bullet entered. No reflexive movement, no birds in flight. As they walked away, Michael still watched her, calm in the white and red snow.
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The paramedics had stopped moving. They were looking at him, at his mother. One of them put his hand on Michael’s head, and Michael saw his lips moving. Then they were carrying John to the ambulance, and Michael was walking with his mother to the house.


The two of them stood in the doorway and looked in at their kitchen, at the large old farm table in the center. A yellow-checked kitchen towel lay crumpled in the middle of the table, a block of cheese half cut with a knife still inside it. She’d been preparing lunch when she looked out the window and saw John on the ground. She’d been about to call out to him to run into town for bread.


“Are you hungry? We need bread,” Anne said to Michael, as if it was the oddest thing. How could they still need bread?


Michael watched his mother’s eyes dart around the kitchen as she held her stomach with both hands. He watched her breath grow deeper, each one more pronounced than the one before, as if the air might run out. She bent over, then kneeled on the ground. He knelt beside her and threw his arms around her shoulders, holding on as together they heaved up and down with their crying.
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Michael’s room was cold when he woke. He pulled the quilt up to his chin and contemplated lying in bed a bit longer. But the sun’s light was peeking over the curve of the earth, pushing ahead of the sun itself, and Michael knew that soon the farmhouse would be bathed in white sunrise. He needed to gather eggs and lay hay for the draft horse by breakfast. They didn’t need the horse—his father owned a tractor—but John had felt sorry for it when its owner, an old bachelor down the road, died and the bank came to sort out and sell what was left.


Michael loved this moment of the day. As he stepped out into the yard, looking to the cold fields and the trees in the distance, this moment felt as if it were his—across the land, across the seas, across the world. His. He imagined the sun warming each living thing, the birds and squirrels and trees, all stretching up from slumber. And he was the only one to witness this waking of living things, as if for the very first time, on the very first day.


When he returned to the house with the eggs, his mother was ready with melted butter in a warm skillet.


“Over easy this morning,” she said. “No milk yet. I’m letting your father sleep in a bit.”


Michael watched his mother cook, the back of her brown hair slightly wavy and pulled back into a low ponytail. Though she was a small woman, she had the honed muscle of a farm wife. She’d had a scholarship and studied English at the University of Minnesota in the mid 1960s, but after graduation she got married. She devoted herself to taking care of the home and farm and trying to have a baby. Born in farm country, she was happy there.


Michael’s father came out of the bedroom pulling on suspenders.


“Morning,” he said. “It must be half past seven.”


“Quarter to eight,” said Anne.


John leaned down to kiss her forehead as she scraped the eggs around the skillet, tendrils of steam rising and dissipating in the sunny kitchen.


Anne looked at him sideways and smiled. “Shall we tell him?” she asked.


“I can’t believe you haven’t already.”


“I was waiting for you.”


“Tell me what?” asked Michael.


His parents turned to him. But each was waiting for the other to begin and so the kitchen remained quiet.


“Tell me what?” Michael repeated, moving forward in his seat.


“You’re going to be a brother,” said Anne, and Michael squealed. John kissed Anne on the cheek, then picked up Michael and swung him in circles until the kitchen became a white and yellow blur.
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But that was two days ago, no, three. No, maybe three weeks, or months. Michael couldn’t tell, didn’t know how to mark the passage of time anymore, could only think of previous moments not in the linear past but in a whole mixed-up sphere that he wanted to sink into the center of and grab hold. Change happens quickly, Michael learned. Suddenly something is true. It wasn’t, and now it is.


He pushed the covers off and forced himself up to sitting, placing his bare toes on the cold wood floor. When he entered the kitchen, his mother was at the counter preparing lunch already, a fresh chicken and pickled carrots she’d canned last fall. Breakfast sat on the table.


“Do you want help?” Michael asked.


“No. Just sit and eat.”


“Are you feeling better?” This didn’t sound right to Michael; it wasn’t enough of a question to show all he meant to ask.


“Better.” She paused in her work and looked out the window into the morning. Michael could see from her profile that she’d been crying. “I was just noticing the snow on the pines across the road. It’s full of meltwater that froze again overnight. Makes it look like clouds all along the branches. Lovely, don’t you think?”


Michael looked. “Sure, it’s pretty.”


She resumed cutting. Harder, he thought. “I don’t think there’s any place lovelier in the world. I don’t ever want to leave it.”


A cat scratched at the door and mewed.


“Here,” said Anne. “Give her these chicken scraps.”


Michael opened the door and leaned down. “Hi, girl.” The cat grabbed a piece of skin and trotted away, and as Michael rose he could see his father coming up the walk. John looked tired as he stomped the snow off his boots, but he smiled as he stepped over the threshold past Michael and into the kitchen. He walked up behind his wife and put his arms around her waist as Michael watched. She laid her head back on his shoulder for a moment, then continued cutting the chicken.


“We have to go into town today,” said Anne, “to the funeral parlor,” and Michael lost sight of his father, saw only his mother still at the counter. She put down the knife and washed her hands at the sink. “Forgive me, Michael,” she said, as she walked to him by the door. “I forgot myself.” She pulled his head to her chest. “How are you?”


“Okay,” he said, but again it wasn’t enough.
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“Let’s go, Michael. I’ll let you drive,” John would have said.


And Michael would have jumped up into their old, light blue truck and placed the county phone book on the seat so he could see properly. His left leg would get the clutch down just far enough.


As it was, he sat next to his mother and looked out as she drove. The road was hard-packed earth with patches of gravel and ice. They passed the neighboring Mulvey farm with its tall silo, passed the sled hill he raced down on a steel shovel with Pike Mulvey, both boys holding their legs in the air, thigh muscles burning, until they dug in their heels to stop just short of the lake. It was the same lake where, last spring, Pike caught the biggest northern anyone remembered ever seeing. Many thought it was mostly his father’s doing, but his father always claimed he’d been down the shore trying to un-snag his line from a willow, hadn’t even known Pike—then called Daniel—had a line in the water. How an eight-year-old got such a fighter as a northern onto land was suspect, but then Pike, since the age of five, had won every arm-wrestling match at school and could carry a kitchen cord of wood on his own.


The road upped and dipped over the farm fields like a ribbon for the seven miles to town. Michael had heard this land described as monotonous, but he found a home in every hill and gully. A stand of white pines signaled they were nearing the gas station, followed by the market and the post office. The town was two blocks long, nothing much—the larger town, with the grain elevator and clothing stores, was ten miles beyond—but the funeral parlor was here, as well as a beauty parlor, several bars, and a one-room movie theater that sometimes had current releases.


All of these things were still here. Only his father wasn’t. Michael could not reconcile the two facts, could not make them match, and so he felt like he was floating through something that wasn’t real. It all should have passed with his father.


Anne pulled over at the post office out of habit, something everyone did no matter his or her errand, something Michael had done with John many Saturdays. He grabbed the door handle but then looked over at his mother. Anne had turned off the truck but held onto the key in the ignition. She stared ahead, and Michael waited for her to move. She restarted the truck, and Michael let go of the handle as they pulled back onto the road. When they arrived at the funeral parlor, she left the truck running to keep him warm. “You wait here, Michael. I’ll be a few minutes.” But when the heavy oak door closed behind her, Michael scooted over and grabbed the wheel.


The one-story brick post office had a perfectly flat roof that leaked in the middle. Customers were used to walking around a white plastic bucket placed in the center of the room. It was still there, Michael noticed. Still there.


Pike’s father, Bob Mulvey, leaned an elbow on the counter and chatted with Mr. Sogard, the clerk. Bob was middle-aged, though something about his eyes made him seem older, a leathery tiredness surrounding shallow blue pools. Always the farmer, he wore denim overalls with his work shirt and mud-splattered boots, his fingernails caked with dirt, slop, and blood. He was not unique among the men in this area, at once tender and rough, naive and hardened. Men like this surrounded Michael and made him feel safe.


“Michael,” said Mr. Mulvey, and he straightened.


The clerk smiled kindly as he passed over a couple of envelopes. Michael grabbed them and turned to go.


“Tell Pike hey,” he said over his shoulder, but Mr. Mulvey stopped him with a gentle hand on his arm. “We’ll be over again later. Tell your mother.”


When Michael returned to the funeral parlor, Anne was still inside. He parked the truck and scooted back over to the passenger seat. Out the window, a cardinal sat on a telephone wire, piping its hooo-wit. Hoo-wit. Hoo-wit. Hoo-wit. A loud and clear whistle, calling out, calling to. And Michael began to cry, the tears falling like the fast-dripping icicles along the gutter of the funeral parlor. They fell without forethought, almost without knowledge, like the moment just after his father’s death. Just yesterday, but how could that be? His mother emerged, squinting in the sunlight, and pulled her old wool coat around her growing belly. When she opened the door and saw Michael sitting in his tears, looking at her for help, she stepped up and pulled him to her, his nine-year-old legs trailing behind him.


It was late afternoon by the time they drove up their gravel driveway, the white farmhouse coming into view between the pines and bare oaks. Michael usually had chores before dinner, and he wanted to do them. He stacked the wood his father chopped yesterday morning and salted the walkways between the house and outbuildings so the melting snow wouldn’t freeze overnight. He raked the chicken yard and set aside the extra corn he found for the squirrels. He imagined the purple silhouettes of his father and Mr. Mulvey in the fields, discussing where and what to plant come spring.
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When the funeral and visitations were over, when pie was eaten and stories told, frozen casseroles wrapped and placed in the freezer, and sorry visitors trickled to none, Michael’s mother sat him down at the kitchen table. “We have to move,” she said.


No, Michael thought. No. No. No. “We can’t,” he said. “We can’t move. This is our farm.”


“Yes, but we have to leave it.”


He shook his head. “This is our farm! You can’t make me do this, too!”


“We’ll have a new house, in Illinois. A town called Ackerman—where your Uncle Kevin lives.”


“I don’t care. We don’t have to go.” He kicked his foot again and again under the table.


“Yes, Michael, we do. I have to work. Kevin’s hired me as a waitress.”


Michael looked at his mother then, his quiet and strong and schooled mother. She could never wear some silly outfit. She could never take orders on a notepad.


“We’ll leave by August, in time for you to start fourth grade.”


“I’m not going.” He believed this. He would find a way. “I’ll stay with Pike.”


“We can’t survive otherwise. We’ll barely have anything left after paying off the mortgage. Things will be tight, but better than here.”


“Nothing’s better than here.” He kicked harder and hoped he’d find her leg.


Anne placed a hand over his. “There’s no way around this. We’ll have to go through.”


Michael saw that her eyes were wet and that she was about to cry, but he ran to the barn and left her sitting at the table. He stroked the cow’s neck and talked to his father, still so present in his life that he could hear his words, his voice. He saw his father rub his eyebrow and pick at the hairs as he broached the tender subject.


“She already found a nice little house to rent,” his father said. “You might like it.”


He looked away. “You know I’m not going to like it.”


“I know you, Michael. I know you’ll be alright.”


“What about the cat?”


“The neighbors will feed her.”


“Who’ll take care of the animals?”


“The new people will buy them.”


Michael watched the cow and the horse in the stall beside it and envied them. They were home and always would be.


“Why does someone else get to live here and not us!” he cried. He could hear his father, could see him, but could not run to him as he so wanted. He laid his head against the cow but pushed his cheek too hard, so the cow sidestepped and Michael stood upright again. “What about the wolves? Who’ll find the traps?”


“It’s been troubling me, too, Michael. But wolves have been around far longer than we have. They’ll make it far after, I suspect.”


“Stop it! You don’t want us to leave!”


His father only said, “There’s nothing left to do.”


Michael dropped down into the hay and grabbed a bunch in both fists. “I’m not leaving you.”


“You don’t have to.” His father moved closer, and Michael believed for a second that he could touch him.


“You’re coming?”


“Wherever you go.”


Michael could almost feel him, his face turned up toward the wide barn doors and the warm outside. He closed his eyes so he could imagine hugging him.


“Your mother lost me same as you,” his father said. “Don’t be hard on her.”


For weeks after, whenever he was not at school, Michael sat in the barn. He watched his house, a thing he knew was wood and nails, but he wanted to hug it, wrap his arms around the large chimney his father had built before Michael was born, hauling rocks up from the lake. He wanted to hug the front steps where his father and mother used to sit talking, dark shadows against the white house, while he caught lightning bugs in the yard. Michael wanted to hug the doors that led to hard-packed earth in the cool cellar, his favorite place on humid summer days. His friends were scared there might be ghosts, but not Michael.


He looked at the fields behind the house, the trees beyond, and the lake he knew was after that. His mother had said their new home was in a suburb, with many houses side by side on every street. They would have a yard, though she did not know how big. She worried whether she could have a garden.


“I’ll come visit,” said Pike one Saturday as the end of the school year approached. They’d planned on riding bikes to town, the day being the kind of sunny that warms without causing sweat. But the move was too imminent, and Michael could not bear to spend even one afternoon away from home. So they played catch in the backyard between the house and barn, in the shade of an oak tree. The farm cat sat atop the picnic table and watched. As Michael caught the ball, he tried not to look at the rotting fence post next to the barn behind Pike.


“Will you?” asked Michael.


“Sure. I can get my dad to drive me. Or maybe there’s a train from Minneapolis.”


“I’m sure there’s a train. Or a bus.”


“I’ll come,” said Pike.


On a warm day in May, Michael came home from school to find Mr. Mulvey sitting on the front step, elbows on his knees. He twirled a long stem of grass in his fingers. Michael sat down next to him on the old wood and watched a garter snake disappear under the house. He liked it when Mr. or Mrs. Mulvey stopped by to visit; he liked anyone who had known his father.


“Your mother had a miscarriage,” said Mr. Mulvey. “The baby’s gone.”


The baby had not yet come, so Michael could not imagine it being gone. He understood that now there was no chance of the baby, that it would not come at all, and he remembered that he’d planned to tell it about the wolves, would have had to because the baby would never have known Minnesota, or their father. This gave him a twinge of ache in his heart, but the loss felt so much smaller than the loss of his father. It was nothing compared to that. And so it didn’t hurt, not really. That made him feel better.


Michael didn’t want to say that, didn’t know what to say, but he knew Mr. Mulvey didn’t expect him to say anything. They sat in silence awhile until Michael remembered to ask about his mother.


“Is she okay?”


Mr. Mulvey looked down at his hands. “About okay as you’d expect, I guess.”
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Anne had been unprepared for the question.


She filled out the forms a nurse had brought her, and on automatic she wrote in her name, age, address, insurance. She signed waivers for the dilation and evacuation she was about to receive. And then, sandwiched in the middle of the mundane, she was asked what she wanted to do with the baby’s remains. The hospital would dispose of them at her wish, or she could bring them home for burial.


Why hadn’t she thought of this? Of course she should have thought of it. She had been almost five months pregnant. She had felt the baby move. Why had she not thought of this?


Out of habit, she reached for the phone to call John but then pulled back into sobs. A nurse brought her water and tissues but then had no words, knew there were none, and having witnessed many tragedies was not self-conscious about it. She touched Anne’s shoulder before leaving the room. Anne placed her hands on her abdomen and closed her eyes, hugging the baby with her mind and blood and being, loving the piece of John she carried. She cried until the tears were gone from her, and then opened her eyes. Her pain—her intense, heaving pain—had already killed her baby. She could not let it do any more harm. She wouldn’t let it. She’d do better for Michael.


The baby was a girl, they learned afterward, and Michael stood at Anne’s bedside and asked if they could name her Diane. “After the song dad always sang,” he said. “I can’t get it out of my head.”


Anne knew then that they would bury her—just she and Michael and Mr. Mulvey leaning against a shovel in the backyard, standing in the sun. Surrounded by trees and grass and sky, and all the things that would remain. It was the right place for her.


Later, when Mr. Mulvey left and they sat on the grass, Anne grabbed Michael’s face in her hands and watched him for several moments, rubbing his cheeks with her thumbs. His hair and eyes were the deep brown of wet tree trunks. Behind them, inside, boxes of clothes and dishes, books and knickknacks, filled the living room in crooked towers. “I couldn’t have raised two children on my own,” she finally said, but that was all.
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The sun burned through July. Michael wished hard and felt hopeful to the end, but the day came, as any day. He and his mother packed up the truck and trailer one morning and said goodbye to their farm, to the places of his father, to the baby. Before he left the house for good, Michael snuck a knife from a box and pushed it hard into the front door jamb. It felt good as he broke through the grain and scratched out the letters. Michael 1983. If he could not take it with him, he would leave something behind.





Two



Julia Parnell gripped the steering wheel as though it kept her from falling out of the car and rolling down the highway. She thought if she let go or stopped the car she might never start again, and so she drove and drove, right out of Iowa. She knew where she was headed but did not trust herself to get there. And so she held on, hands sweating, forehead sweating, back sweating, because the air conditioner in her car would not blow cold.


The swollen late-summer trees along the highway moved in the prairie breeze. Corn was her friend here, rows of green present and dependable. Dependably quiet.


She turned off the radio because every song had too much meaning. When she hit Dubuque, she stopped for gas but entered the full-service line so she would not have to leave the car. And still, her hands gripped the wheel. As she crossed the Mississippi River into Illinois and entered gently rolling hills, she calmed. In Galena, she pulled off the road and parked near a fruit and vegetable stand, enjoying the company of strangers as she sat on the hood of her car in the gravel parking lot and again began the letter she knew she had to write.


August 15, 1983


Dear Rose,


I hurt. And I know it’s my doing.


But once again, she couldn’t finish. The few words she could think of sounded weak. The rest were mixed up in her head and wound together so tightly she didn’t know what the words were or how to untangle them.


She balled up the paper and threw it into a metal bin next to the fruit tent. The cashier smiled at her. It was a nice smile, well meant, but it reminded Julia of her mother. Maybe she would have thought of her anyway, that omnipresent being standing somewhere above Julia’s head and noticing all things. Noticing and knowing. Smiling, but not meaning well.


She would love this, thought Julia, me sitting in the middle of nowhere. Right through her smile she would be able to reach with invisible claws and gut me. Well, that’s a bit dramatic. And not.


The only time Julia remembered her mother actually yelling was when the dog vomited on the new ivory carpet. Mrs. Parnell was expecting the bridge club any minute, and the smell was suffocating, not to mention the orange stain in the middle of the living room among the card tables. When she screamed at the dog, spit flew from her mouth, and Julia was scared she might kick it. The dog had interfered with Mrs. Parnell’s golden rule: Do unto others whatever you must to make them feel comfortable and at ease. Her bridge club would certainly feel awkward trying to hold pleasant conversation while the sour smell of bile and kibble clung to the air.


Her mother must have yelled other times, but Julia did not remember. She always seemed to know what she must do to avoid the treatment given the dog, which was not allowed out of the parameters of the tile kitchen for six years except to relieve itself or take a brief walk. Julia learned to laugh at jokes she did not understand and agree with opinions she did not share. When she was older, Julia often pretended to not comprehend something if it gave someone pleasure to explain it to her, especially a man.


Julia pleased. But Rose, her lifelong friend, was asking her to do something she simply could not do. And while Julia could blame it all on the way her mother raised her, in truth, she shared her mother’s philosophies. Making others uncomfortable pained her; their disappointment caused her to squirm in shame. She remembered an incident in high school when she was a faceless member of the large student body government. She attended all the meetings, listening from her seat in the middle of the others in the auditorium. Sometimes she had the urge to speak about some issue or another, but her chest would fill with what felt like a thousand tiny pellets and they would rise to her throat and then her face, causing it to burn red. She never spoke.


But one day, the first warm day of spring, most of the students skipped the meeting and headed for lunch outside. Julia sat among a handful of other members as the president called the meeting to order from the front of the room. Toward the end, when the president asked whether there was any other business, a girl Julia did not know raised her hand and stood.


“I’d like to propose that the student body government sign a petition demanding the ban of Forever in our school library,” she said.


A few students murmured, and Julia could not tell if it was approval or disapproval. She had only heard of the book; she had not read it.


“It’s filth that I believe is best left to the trash bin or the homes of pedophiles,” said the student.


The president looked hesitant. “What’s in it?” she asked.


“Sex. Pornography.” The girl looked around the room, adding, “The pill.”


“Pornography?” asked the president.


The girl nodded. “It’s disgusting.”


Julia slowly raised her hand as she said, “Does it matter?”


The girl turned Julia’s way. “Excuse me?”


Julia remained seated. “I mean, aren’t we supposed to not ban books? Does it matter what they’re about?”


Irritated, the girl said, “What are you talking about?”


“We were just reading about Hitler in World History. He burned books. Aren’t we supposed to not be like Hitler?”


The girl rolled her eyes. “That’s different.”


“Why?”


The girl spoke succinctly, as if explaining something to a little sister. “This is a book about sex and birth control being available in a library for students, some who are only fourteen years old.”


Julia was not exactly comfortable, but she felt armed with Mr. Rudolph’s lesson last period on the danger of a society where thought and expression were policed. She stood, warming to this feeling of speaking up and out. “But if we start—”


“Whatever.” The president interrupted Julia, who immediately sat back down. “This is annoying and it’s the end of the period. Let’s vote.”


Julia left defeated.


Sitting on the hood of her car, she was able to recall the humiliation instantly. She knew it might not have bothered others, but it bothered her. And she was okay with that. It’s who she was. She didn’t want to change the world, though later, sitting on the bus on the way home, she did plan to recount the story to her mother, hoping for her delighted surprise at Julia’s courage and the “My word!” she often offered her friends when they accomplished a delicious pie or organized a particularly lovely party.


Julia slid off the hood and got into the car. Her sweat-soaked shirt felt cool against her back, for a moment. Then the heat penetrated from the blue vinyl cushion. She sat, flushed, and the cashier appeared at her window.


“You all right?” she asked, her apple cheeks striped with sweat sliding down from her hairline.


“Oh, yes, sorry. I’m fine. Just a little hot.”


The cashier passed a pint of raspberries into the car. “Here. Good and juicy.”


“Oh, thanks, I couldn’t.”


She placed them on her lap. “Sure you could.”


Julia reached for her purse. “I’m not sure I have … How much are they?”


“Just take them. Go on now. Safe travels.” She backed away from the car.


Julia smiled, overcome with guilt. “Thank you,” she said, and out of habit she thought of a way to repay the cashier for her kindness.


“Will 20 get me to Ackerman Road?” she asked, though she knew it would not.


The cashier shook her head. “Oh honey, no. You gotta jump on 90 down a ways. That goes straight through to Chicago. Just hop off where the sign says Ackerman.”








Three



The Nygaards’ new ranch home was a rare exception in a neighborhood in which most houses were built in the same Colonial style during the same three months of the same year, 1958, by the same developer who bought the land from a farmer named Miles Hausmann. The Hausmann family had owned the land for four generations, milking their cows and sending the dairy on the Illinois & Wisconsin Railroad twenty miles southeast to Chicago. Miles got older, though, and was tired of milking cows. He had two children, but both grew up and out, heading to the great big city for great big jobs. At first, Miles sold just a parcel of his land for extra income, and he thought he’d leave it at that. Then he sold another larger parcel, and then another, until finally, by the time Miles died, the rich loam was eaten up by brick and clay, asphalt and rock. When Michael and his mother moved into a house on Miles Hausmann’s old land, the original farmhouse still stood nearby, but on only a quarter acre, and the owners of the farmhouse were a retired economics professor and his wife.


The town of Ackerman was founded on a low, flat hill in the 1830s by Methodist farmers who came from New York. The move was the last in a series of westward pushes that started with their ancestors in Germany, moved through Ireland, and landed in America.


The farmers trudged west, away from the rocky soil of the east, swung around the tip of Lake Michigan, past the mud swamp streets of the growing village named Chicago after the Algonquin Indian word for the wild onions that grew along the river there. The farmers came to another river, the Des Plaines. They walked through the water, and on the other side they looked up and saw an endless prairie of tall grass and groves of oak and knew finally that they would stop.

OEBPS/images/title1.jpg
The Rooms
Are Filled

a novel

Jessica Null Vealitzek

SwP

SHE WRITES PRESS






OEBPS/images/9781938314599.jpg
Jessica Null
Vealitzek

A NovEeL

The Rooms
Are Filled






OEBPS/images/common.jpg








