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Author’s note


In the autumn of 1952, my father was walking the beach along Onslow Bay just north of Wilmington, North Carolina, when he saw something floating in the ocean. Bits of flotsam and jetsam often washed up on the beach, most of it of little value or interest, but when my father saw the silver-colored briefcase bobbing in the surf he waded out into the breakers and retrieved it. I remember the day he brought it home. He had never seen an aluminum briefcase before. They are common today, of course, but in 1952, aluminum was rarely used for anything other than aircraft parts.

The briefcase contained four notebooks, which my father, being an inquisitive man, sat down to read. He described the contents of the notebooks as telling a “weird sort of a science fictional story. Something like H. G. Wells, only not nearly so believable.” At the time, I had no interest in a bunch of old notebooks, and I never gave them another thought until my father’s death in 1991. While going through his things I came across the briefcase in the attic beneath a pile of Christmas decorations. That night I sat down and read the story of Jack Lund.

In transcribing and organizing the contents of these notebooks, I have taken a few liberties. Some of what follows is purely speculative, including a few passages describing events of which I have no firsthand knowledge. I truly believe, however, that I have captured the essence of Jack Lund’s story. Although at first I read the notebooks as a fantasy, my investigations over the past seven years have convinced me that the events described in Jack’s notebooks actually occurred.

—P.H.


THE FIRST NOTEBOOK:

The Door

This notebook described events occurring early in the subject’s life, yet the notebook itself was relatively modern: a cardboard-covered, spiral notebook of the type commonly used by high school and college students in the 1950s. The writing inside was shaky and faint, as if the writer were very old. He used a blue fountain pen.

—P.H.


Andrea Island, Puerto Rico

July 30, 1952

I don’t know where to start.

It’s not that I don’t know what I want to say, but that I don’t know what to say first. Andie says I should begin at the beginning, but when was that? Or rather, when will that be? My story is like the surf outside our cottage. Each wave that ends its life on our white sand beach is reborn, again, far out to sea. Is it the same wave? Impossible to say. They are all different; they are all the same.

Andie says to just start telling the story. Andie says it really doesn’t matter, as long as it gets told. She says to write until the notebook is full. So I’ll begin with the phone call that first brought me to Memory. I was thirteen years old then, but I remember it as if it were yesterday, and that is the way I will tell it.



Meeting My Grandfather


The ringing woke me up.

I turned my head. The alarm clock’s glowing red numbers read 11:59. As the phone rang again, the red numbers changed to 12:00. So that is where we will begin, at midnight, February 17, 1993. It was a long time ago but, as you will see, the memories are still bright and clear.

The phone went silent halfway through the third ring, and I could hear my mother’s low voice. I expected her to hang up right away, because a call in the middle of the night was almost certain to be a wrong number, but she didn’t. I heard my father grumbling about how was a guy s’posed to get a good night’s sleep around this dump. After a few moments I heard my mother hang up.

Everything was quiet for a few seconds, then I heard the shuffling, creaking sounds of someone quietly dressing.

Our rented house, a tiny two-story wooden house in the Chicago suburb of Skokie, was so small you always knew what everybody else was doing. I heard my parents’ bedroom door open. A bar of light appeared under my door. I heard footsteps on the tiny landing at the top of the stairs. I could tell by the sound that it was my mother, wearing her regular shoes, not her slippers. My door opened. I saw her framed in front of the brightly lit hallway.

I didn’t know what was going on, but I remember getting this feeling in my stomach like something bad had happened. She walked over to my bed and sat down and put a cool hand on my forehead. Mom always woke me up that way, with the hand on the forehead. I loved the way it felt—soft, firm, and comfortably cool.

“Are you awake, Jack?” she asked.

I nodded, staring up at her silhouette, feeling my forehead move against her palm. She knew I was awake, of course, but she always asked.

“Something has happened.” Her voice had a tightness to it, like the sound it had when she was too mad to yell, but this time there was no anger in it. There was something else. “It’s your grandfather,” she said. “Your grandpa Skoro.”

I thought I knew then what she was about to tell me, because I knew that her father, my grandfather Skoro, was getting very old, and his heart was going bad. He lived in a town called Memory, way up in Minnesota, and he was rich. I hadn’t seen him since I was a baby. My mother said that since my grandma had disappeared he’d turned into sort of a hermit and didn’t like visitors, especially kids. I didn’t remember him at all. Every few months Mom would drive up to see him. She said it was to make sure he had enough kipper snacks, rye bread, and corned beef hash. And to give him a chance to yell at her. She would always laugh when she said that.

I had always stayed home with Dad, who also liked to yell at her. While she was gone, Dad and I would eat a lot of pizzas and he would drink a lot of beer. He told me that Skoro didn’t care for our sort of company. Once when Dad was in a bad mood from drinking too much he told me, “Your grandfather is a cheap, mean, hard-hearted old miser. Well, he can have his money. I hope he chokes on it.” I always remembered that, because when he said it he threw his beer bottle across the room and broke one of Mom’s favorite collector plates. He gave me ten dollars to tell her I’d been the one who broke it, and I did, but I think she knew I was lying.

“Your grandfather is dying,” my mother said, her voice going all high and funny on that last, final word. Her hand was still on my forehead, but it was no longer cool and comfortable. It had become hot and moist and she was squeezing. I twisted my head away and sat up. She locked both her hands together, pushed them down into her lap, and looked away. The light reflected off tears on her cheek. I didn’t like to see her that way.

“Mom? Are you okay?” I asked.

She nodded. “We have to drive up to Rochester,” she said. “They have him in the hospital there.”

“We? You mean we’re all going?”

She shook her head. “Your father’s staying here. He’s not feeling well.”

“You mean he’s drunk.”

She looked away.

“Why do I have to go?” I asked.

“He wants to see you, Jack. He hasn’t seen you since you were a little baby.”

“What if I don’t want to see him?”

“I need the company, Jack,” she said quietly. “Please don’t make a fuss.” Her eyes were filling up with tears again, so I decided not to argue anymore.

My mother drove as if she expected to be hit any second. When a big semi would blow by us she would duck her head and swerve toward the shoulder. My father refused to ride with her. He said she was a public menace. But Mom wasn’t the one whose car was in the body shop every few months. Mom wasn’t the one who had tried to drive through the back of the garage. She wasn’t the one who’d got drunk and run over the mailbox.

I watched her cringing and ducking and swerving her way out of Skokie, the 1 A.M. traffic zooming by, the defroster in the little Honda rattling, straining to clear the frosted windows. I huddled in the passenger seat, hands inside my down parka, my head scrunched down into the collar like a turtle. After a while, the traffic thinned out and the windows cleared and it got warm enough inside the car so I could relax. I had the feeling that Mom didn’t want to talk, but it was pretty boring watching the mileposts flash by.

“I thought Grandpa Skoro didn’t like kids,” I said.

She flinched, just like she did when Dad yelled at her.

“Now Jack, that’s not it at all. It’s just. . . he’s had a hard time being around people . . . ever since your grandmother . . . left.”

My grandmother had disappeared about two years after I was born. Some people said she left on her own, others believed something terrible had happened to her. It was a long time ago. My dad said she was probably dead. My mother didn’t like to talk about it.

“So how come he wants to see me now?”

“He’s dying, Jack. Maybe he’s sorry he never got to know you.”

“Well, I’m not.”

That hurt her. She drove in silence for a few minutes, then said, “He is a lonely old man.”

“Dad says he likes to be alone.”

She shook her head. “That’s because your father never knew him. They’re a lot alike, you know. Angry.” She laughed, a high-pitched laugh that I’d never heard from her before.

We didn’t talk much after that, and I think I fell asleep.

• • •

My whole life, I’ve always hated hospitals. When I tell you what happened, and when you get to know more about me, you’ll understand. This hospital in Rochester was one of the modern kind where they have colored stripes on the floors so you don’t get lost and they try to make things cheery by putting in lots of fake plants in the halls and cheap prints on the walls and the nurses wear bright colors. But it still smelled like a hospital, full of pain and germs and people hooked up to machines.

Grandpa Skoro was hooked up to at least three of them. He had a tube in his nose, another one in his arm, and this thing attached to his chest that led to a complicated-looking video display like you see in the movies with the jagged green line going across a screen.

I could hear my mother suck her breath in when she saw him. He looked like he was dead, but the line on the screen was showing these little blips. His bald, crinkled head was white and powdery-looking, a forest of stiff white hairs shot out from his brow, and his open mouth was rimmed with dried spit. The only part of him that had any color was a long, pink scar running along the line of his jaw. Mom moved in closer, leaned over him, whispered, “Daddy?”

That seemed weird, my mother calling this half-dead old man Daddy.

He opened his eyes, pale blue on bloodshot yellow. A grayish tongue crawled across his lips, leaving a glistening layer of spit. He whispered, “Betty.”

She pushed her head in past all those tubes and wires and kissed him on the forehead. I stayed back behind her, wishing I was someplace else. I didn’t want to get any closer. I was afraid. Afraid of the old man and afraid of the nearness of death. I took a step back, thinking that if I could get out into the hall I could lose myself in the corridors and make my excuses later.

But my mother turned around just then and said, “Jack, come say hello to your grandfather Skoro.” She stepped aside so I had a clear view of the old man, and he had a clear view of me.

Grandfather Skoro was smiling, if you could call it that, and reaching out a veiny hand. I started toward him. As I reached his bedside and opened my mouth to say hello, his face changed, as if his flesh were clay in the hands of a mad, invisible sculptor. It began with his mouth falling slack, showing his two remaining peg-like teeth. Then his eyes sort of pushed out of his head and he jerked back away from me like I was a ghost.

“You!” he said, his voice cracking.

I thought, What did I do?

He looked like he was going to die right then and there, but the mad sculptor was not yet done with Skoro. His wide, horrified eyes suddenly went small and glittery. His spiky eyebrows snapped together above his long, twisted nose. His mouth went from round to a bat-shaped snarl, and his pale cheeks bloomed fiery red. I don’t remember how he got his hands around my neck, but I remember not being able to breathe, his thumbs sinking deep into my neck, and that face, bright red now from forehead to chin, bearing down on me, my mother screaming, the old man’s horrid breath in my face, his wet lips writhing, saying, “Kill you. Kill you. Kill you again.”

When I opened my eyes I was flat on my back on the hard linoleum floor, a nurse pressing something cool against my forehead, my mother sobbing hysterically, my grandfather hanging half out of his bed, eyes open and vacant, a bubble of spit frozen on his mouth. The monitor displayed a flat green line, howling its mechanical grief.



Memory


You’d think that when somebody dies it would be a simple thing to dig a hole in the ground and stick them in it, but I soon found out that life wasn’t simple, and neither was death. It was going to take three days to get everything taken care of, three days in Memory, Minnesota, where Skoro had lived his life and where he wanted to be buried.

We left Rochester in midafternoon, drove northeast to Wabasha at the southern tip of Lake Pepin. Lake Pepin is actually a wide spot in the Mississippi, a lake twenty miles long and three miles wide. We followed the shore north. In that part of southeastern Minnesota the river bluffs rise so high you’d almost think you were in the mountains. The road twisted in and out of the narrow valleys, sometimes climbing to the top of the bluffs, then snaking back down to follow the riverbank. Mom drove with her chin pushed forward over the wheel.

“I hate these roads,” she said.

We pulled into Memory at four that afternoon. A sign at the edge of town read:

WELCOME TO
MEMORY
POP. [image: image] 40

I said, “I suppose now they’ll have to make it thirty-nine.”

“I suppose they will,” she said dully.

After what had happened back in Rochester it had taken awhile for her to calm down, but she seemed to be fine now. In fact, she seemed more relaxed than I’d ever seen her. Now she was calm, but sad. “You know, when your grandfather was a boy, there were almost a thousand people living here.”

“I suppose all the smart ones left,” I said.

Mom smiled. She wasn’t going to let me get to her. It was as if when Skoro died a huge weight had come off of her.

She said, “When I was your age, there were still about three hundred. It was a good place to grow up. I had a lot of friends.” She slowed the car. We were driving past a bunch of old buildings. Most of the windows were boarded up, and the signs were faded and unreadable. “I guess they all decided to leave. Some of their parents still live here.”

We came to a traffic light. She brought the car to a stop, even though the light was green.

“They put this stoplight in when I was a little girl. It was supposed to make the tourists slow down so they’d spend their money at the businesses in town. These days there aren’t many places left for them to spend it.”

“Is everything here closed?”

“There’s Ole’s bar,” she pointed at a low building. OLE’S QUICK STOP was spelled out across the dingy yellow wooden sides of the building in script, the green letters faded and peeling. The two small windows glowed with neon beer signs.

“But that’s about it, Jack. The Memory Insurance Company moved their offices to Red Wing, and so did the only bank in town. There was a café up until about five years ago. The co-op is gone. So’s the gas station. There’s still a little post office, and there’s the Memory Institute over there.” She pointed at a small, flattopped wooden building next to the railroad tracks.

“That used to be the depot, but the trains don’t stop here anymore, they just roar on by. Now it’s used as a kind of museum.”

“Where’s Grandpa’s house?”

“Up on the bluff. But before we drive up there I’d like to drop in on Orville and Vera Sanders,” she said. “I’m sure they’ll want to know about your grandfather.”

“Do I have to come?” I had an image of sitting around some hot, cramped living room watching a couple of old people drinking coffee.

“What else would you do?”

“I could just walk around,” I said. It was a nice day for February, sunny and warm enough to start the snowbanks melting. I figured anything was better than sitting around with Orville and Vera Sanders, whoever they were.

She seemed doubtful, but after a moment she said okay. “Just don’t wander too far. I want to get up to the house before it gets dark.”

We decided to meet in half an hour in front of the Memory Institute. That’s where she dropped me off, telling me that I might want to look at some of the photos. Wouldn’t you know, when I tried the door it was locked. A hand-lettered sign on the door said, BACK IN 2. HRS. That was fine with me. Why would I want to look at a bunch of pictures of dead people?

The way the town was laid out, all of the businesses had been clustered on River Street. I walked up the street, looking in the windows of the abandoned buildings. They were either empty, or full of broken furniture and shelving and piles of junk. I turned up one of the side streets. The next street up was called Middle Street. Except for a boarded-up brick schoolhouse, there was nothing but houses. Only about half of the houses had their walks shoveled. The rest looked like they hadn’t been lived in for years.

It took me about fifteen minutes to see the whole town, which was squeezed in between the railroad tracks and the bluff. I didn’t see a single one of the thirty-nine people who supposedly lived there, although in some of the houses the curtains seemed to move as I walked past.

I was getting cold. The sun had dropped closer to the horizon and all but disappeared behind a haze of cloud. I headed for Ole’s Quick Stop, which turned out to be a sort of grocery store/video rental/bar/café/bait shop. There were two guys sitting at the bar, a couple of identical-looking old men with the dirtiest mesh baseball caps you ever saw, fingers as big around as bratwurst, bellies that looked like they’d had a contest to see who could swallow the biggest medicine ball, butts draping over the stools so far it looked like they’d stuck themselves on the posts. They both turned and looked at me with blank expressions. I didn’t get what they were looking at, but I figured I was the only thing they’d seen all day that they hadn’t seen a thousand times before. You talk about the boonies, this place was so far out they probably hadn’t heard which side won the Civil War.

The guy standing behind the bar—I suppose he was Ole—wasn’t much better looking than his customers, but he was younger, he’d shaved more recently, and his cap was newer. You could actually read the embroidered front: WAYNE FEEDS. Who’s Wayne? I wondered. I took a look around and saw they had a pinball machine, one of the old-fashioned kind, five balls for a quarter. Half the lights were burned out, but it looked like it would work.

“You got change for a five?” I said to the bartender. He did, and pretty soon I was trying to win games off a machine with a busted flipper and two dead kickers. I had just about got the hang of it when I felt somebody breathing down my neck. I trapped the ball on the flipper and looked back at Ole, if that was really his name, who was standing about two inches behind me, waggling a pair of fuzzy black eyebrows.

“You’re pretty good with that,” he said.

I shrugged.

“I never seen you around here before. You from out of town?”

I nodded. “I’m just here for a funeral,” I said.

That made him step back.

“Who died?” he asked.

“My grandpa Skoro.”

His eyebrows went crawling up under the visor of his cap and stayed there. “Old man Skoro?” He turned to the pair at the bar. “You hear that? Skoro didn’t make it.”

“ ’Bout time,” one of the men said. The other one snorted a laugh into his beer, sending a gob of foam out onto the bar.

Ole gave me a long look. “You must be Betty’s kid.”

I nodded.

“So when’s the funeral?”

“Day after tomorrow.” My finger was getting tired from holding the flipper button pressed. I released the flipper, shot the ball at the nine-ball target, hit it dead on. I got in a couple more flips before the ball drained down the right-hand side. Five hundred ninety-four points.

Ole was still standing there, giving me this look. “So what’s gonna happen to Boggs’s End?” he asked.

“Huh?” I had no idea what he was talking about.

“Your mom’s gonna sell it off, I suppose?”

“I don’t know. What’s Boggs’s End?”

“You never seen the place?”

I shook my head.

Ole laughed. The two guys at the bar just sat there staring at me with their stupid expressions, only now their mouths were maybe open a little farther.

“C’mere, kid,” he said, grabbing my arm and starting toward the door.

I thought he was going to kick me out for some reason, so I said, “Hey, I still got games left.”

“I just want to show you something. You asked me a question, I want to answer you.” He pushed through the door and we walked out into the middle of River Street. A town like Memory, it wasn’t necessary to look both ways.

The hazy clouds had solidified into a leaden mass. A few flakes of snow drifted earthward. An icy wind rolled down the bluff and blew into my open jacket. I zipped up and stuck my hands in my pockets.

Ole turned and pointed back over his building at the rock face of the bluff.

“You see it up there, kid?”

I looked where he was pointing. At first, I could see nothing but the sand-colored face of the bluff and the gray clouds above it. Then I saw what he was pointing at. Right at the edge of the bluff, practically hanging from it, perched a huge house almost the exact same color as the clouds.

“What is it?” I asked.

“That’s Boggs’s End.”

“So? What’s that got to do with me?”

“You know how come they call it that? On account of it was built by old man Boggs. He lived there with his wife and two daughters, then one day they all disappeared. Poof. Just like that. Back in 1927.”

“Really?” I was only mildly interested. I didn’t understand what it had to do with me.

“Used to be, people thought it was haunted. You believe in ghosts, kid?”

“No.” The longer I looked at that house, the more it looked to me like a big gray toad. The two small round upstairs windows were the eyes. A strip of smaller windows overlooking the town formed a mouth. A pair of squat turrets, one at each side, were its legs. It looked alive, ready to shoot out its tongue, lapping up people like so many ants. It was such an odd-looking place I wondered why my mother hadn’t pointed it out to me.

“Me neither. Anyways, we always called it Boggs’s End, on account of it was the end of the Boggses. Even after your granddaddy bought it and moved in back in the forties. Folks still call it that. Specially after your grandma disappeared back in ’81.”

I said, “That’s his house?”

“Yep. A hell of a place, ain’t it?”

That it was. It was also the place where I would be spending the night. Ole was staring at me with this delighted expression on his face. I looked at his building. The two old guys were standing in the doorway, still giving me that goofy look with their identical mouths hanging open. I thought I knew why my mother hadn’t showed it to me. She hadn’t wanted to scare me.



Boggs’s End


It was snowing hard and getting dark by the time Mom picked me up. After getting that look at “Boggs’s End,” I hadn’t felt like going back into the Quick Stop. I’d been standing in front of the Memory Institute, stamping my feet, trying to stay warm.

“You took long enough,” I said when I got in the car.

“I’m sorry, Jack. I had a hard time getting away.”

“I coulda froze to death.”

I put my hands in front of the heater vents, but the air coming out was still cold. At the north end of town we turned and followed a narrow, winding road up toward the darkening sky. By the time we reached the top the last of the daylight had disappeared. Snowflakes flashed confusingly in the headlights. We were driving into blackness—Mom was hunched over the wheel, pushing her head forward to see better. Trees crowded either side of the roadway, their naked branches dragging against the side of the car. Suddenly, the house appeared in the headlights. Mom stopped the car and we sat staring out through the windshield.

It looked different. Just another big old ugly clapboard house, three stories, with round turrets jutting up from each corner. Not at all like a toad.

Fresh snow coated the circular end of the driveway. All the tree branches and bushes were bent under its weight. Two squat columns supported a wide veranda that sagged in the middle. Our headlights reflected from the dark windows.

“Boggs’s End,” I whispered.

She nodded, slowly, her eyes tethered to the great gray house squatting before us. Then she gave me a sudden, sharp look. “Where did you hear that?”

“A guy at the Quick Stop.”

“Well, don’t call it that. I hate that.”

We sat in the car in the driveway for what seemed like a long time before Mom opened her door, got out, and shuffled through the snow toward the double front doors.

The first thing we did, once Mom found the right key and got the door open and flipped a light on, was turn up the thermostat, which had been dialed down to fifty-something degrees.

“Your grandfather liked the house cold,” my mother said. “When I was a little girl, I was cold all the time.”

Then we turned on the downstairs lights, including the huge crystal chandelier in the dining room. You would think turning on about a thousand lights would make a place seem warmer, but it didn’t work that way. The rooms were bright, but they were cold, like the inside of a refrigerator. And the air had a stale, lifeless smell. I knew that Grandpa Skoro had died in the hospital thirty miles away, with his hands locked around my neck, but I kept imagining I was smelling his body. Not knowing what else to do, I stood around watching my mother as she worked in the kitchen, throwing out the old food in the refrigerator, washing the crusty dishes in the sink, sweeping up the bits of dirt and old, dried food from the floor. I must’ve been hanging a little too close, because all of a sudden she turned and said, “Jack, why don’t you do something!”

“What?” I said, hoping she wouldn’t put me to work scrubbing the floor or something.

“There are six bedrooms upstairs. Pick out where you want to sleep and dress the bed. The clean linen should be in the closet at the end of the upstairs hallway. And you can take my bag up and put it in the green room.” It was her tone of voice where you didn’t argue, but just went and did it.

I have to tell you, I didn’t feel too comfortable wandering around that house alone. Not like I was worried about ghosts or anything like that. It was just . . . creepy. But I couldn’t tell her that, so I grabbed the bags and climbed the wide, C-shaped staircase up to the second floor.

The first bedroom I looked into, the one at the head of the stairs, was yellow. Everything was yellow. The walls were papered with pale yellow-on-yellow flowers, the table by the bed held a bright yellow vase with dead yellow flowers. The lace curtains over the window were the color of dried corn. Even the worn carpeting was a dull, mottled golden yellow. The iron bed, of course, was painted to match. The bare mattress was striped white, beige, and blue, but I was sure there were yellow sheets and a yellow bedspread tucked away in the linen closet.
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