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Preface






When I think back, that was the moment I
changed. What happened during the spring breakup would not
otherwise have made such an impression upon me. I came from tough,
depression- and war-hardened folk living on a harsh land. I was
fifteen, going on sixteen, but it wasn’t some communion into
manhood; there was no ceremony. Nor did God appear to me on that
lonely road, as he did to Saul on the road to Damascus. No angel
stood beside me in the frame of the barn door on the eve of that
longest and coldest night of the year. The image that comes to mind
is of a movie and what happened was a tragedy and god-awful comedy,
which seemed foreordained, as in a movie, a linear strip of
celluloid and for all the story’s crazy machinations, the end will
come, surprising you, but not God. When she came, everything
followed.







Prologue






THE PLEISTOCENE GLACIERS, at places two miles
deep, ground the bedrock, gouged, scoured, flattened and rounded
the earth, and when it receded, left a landscape watered and
wondrous. Bounded on the north, west and east by glacial outwash
hills, the Great Bogus Swamp, five thousand years ago a ten
thousand-acre lake, formed behind a granite upthrust of the
Laurentian Plateau. At some time the Spirit River discovered a rift
in the bedrock. Primordial floods deepened and widened the Dells
and the lake flowed away, leaving the muskeg—cranberry and sage,
swamp grasses and wild rice, gravel islands and small ponds. In the
muskeg’s northeast, Bogus Lake, fifteen acres or so, remained.

At times the spring break-up would restore that
ancient lake. Ice floes, fallen trees or clumps of cranberry marsh
blocked the dells, backed up the waters, isolating gravel islands,
floating the ice, reclaiming low-lying farm fields stolen from the
lake bed.

In winter M.J. and I hunted, trapped and
wandered on ski or snowshoe. When the ice was gone we used a metal
boat—two 1937 Packard hoods welded together—to reach Bogus Lake,
portaging over hummocks, grasping the gunwales firmly, for if one
slipped through the floating roots, they wouldn’t find your body
for a thousand years. War, depression, broken families and
government programs—forces more immediate if not so inexorable as a
glacier—washed my parents to this land like stream gravel. I did
not chafe. I was happy here, at moments even to the edge of
rapture. Exiting the hardwoods at the hayfield, legs burning from
dragging my first buck through tag alder and deep snow, I paused to
breathe, and gasp. Wisps of steam rose off me into the cold dusk
sky, azure, suffused in the orange of a setting sun. I watched the
evening star rise along side the full moon, a beautiful and hard
young woman on the arms of a fat, rich man. Alone on the face of
this earth, I felt sufficient. Or it is a sultry August afternoon.
We stack hay all day until we can now touch the ridge beam. I sit
in the hayloft’s great door looking northwest. M.J., sweat-soaked,
face grimy with dust, lays against a bale, her hot feet propped on
my shoulder, her brogans and dirty socks on the hay. We watch the
storm approach, cross Great Bogus Swamp, and random lightning
strikes suddenly intensify as the storm passes over natural
lightning rods—near-surface ore deposits, precipitated upon the
warm shoreline of some Precambrian sea—plunging deep into the
earth.

I longed to leave.

The ore boats loading at Ashland harbor roused
little yearning. Milwaukee and Chicago and Buffalo were not far
enough. They were not strange lands. I knew those cities, and saw
only dark bars, dirty streets, and loud-mouthed Slavs. I needed to
go further. I longed to walk the strange cities, through which our
fathers had marched—London, Casablanca, Paris, Manila,
Shanghai—whose stories brought alive the moldered National
Geographic pages, articles in the World Book Encyclopedia, and
Hemingway stories which M.J. and I read in the slow afternoons at
Spirit River Grade School. My yearnings were vague.

I checked the Bradley State Bank thermometer on
the barn door frame. It was already minus twenty-five degrees at
five thirty in the evening. Moist warm air wafted into the black
night, vaporized, lifted, and disappeared past the haymow eaves
into the star-strewn sky. A cow shook hay loose, rattling its
stanchion chain. A heifer emitted a contented sigh. She had been
restless, due to freshen, tonight, maybe tomorrow, and I had
cleaned a stall and layered it in deep straw. Come morning I didn’t
want to find the new-born in the gutter, the hysterical mother
bellowing, which meant I would have to pick out the shit-covered
calf and wipe it off some with a burlap sack before I let the cow
out, because in her hysteria, she could step on the calf. But, in
any case, she was going to lick that calf clean, no matter that the
calf was soaked in piss, shit and afterbirth. Because if she
didn’t, you knew something was wrong with her as a mother and she
wouldn’t milk well either, probably.

The cold froze the cow breath on my face,
stiffened my wet barn jeans, and swirled ice crystals into my
lungs. I grasped the barn door hook with my hand damp from washing
pails and milk cans, and my skin froze to the metal. I swore, and
tightened my grip. The hook was small and my hand was callused,
work-hardened, already a laborer’s hand. I held the freezing hook
until the steel warmed, and then peeled my hand away, ignoring the
pain, and pulled the flap of my cap over my ears.

I stepped past the milk house into the farmyard
and there, before the ragged snow cliffs, which the town grader had
bucked fifteen feet high, the cold hit my chest like a five-pound
maul, and I gasped for air. But I was young and strong. It cleared.
“What the fuck was that?” was all I thought. I would be tough. It
took practice. Commitment. A choice.

Then the crack of a rifle echoed from the
tamarack swamp across the lowland field, and I thought first that
Zoran had poached a deer. No, not on a night when sound carried.
Freezing sap had burst a spruce bough. It would reach minus fifty
tonight. In the spring, Uncle Zoran would show me a tree wound
oozing sap.

I looked up. There, northeast of the Big
Dipper, emerald-tinged white northern lights were beginning to form
like ice-crystal curtains in Slavenka’s castle. But as I watched,
this familiar world began to change before my eyes. In the east
spreading west the Aurora Borealis began to assume hues: shimmering
green, like emeralds, but also the summer leaf; and blue, the azure
of Lake Superior, but also the sky at dusk; and red, like brick and
like blood.

That winter between December and the spring
break-up in May, I now realize, had been brutal. But the oats were
planted by Mother’s Day. Life returned to normal as unconsciously
as it had shifted awry. It seemed that my conscious life began at
that moment when the Aurora changed color, like the start of a
color movie at Boudreaux’s Bar, Dance Hall and Theater. Life
preceding that night was black and white, like the numbers counting
down on the screen ...9 -8 -7 -6, day following night following day
in the rhythm of birth and death, planting and harvest, and then,
suddenly, in a flash of color, the movie is playing. But it was all
backwards or at least out of order—the body gone cold first, then
the violent impact, the sound of the shot, the heavens bursting
with color. In the north where the road emerged from the moraine
hills, a light appeared. It was Ben and Dorothy Stankiewicz and
their son, Alek, coming to pick up my mother and me for the
Christmas program at Spirit Falls School on December 21, 1959,
which is when the comedy, but also the tragedy, began.







Chapter One






THE RED GRANITE schoolhouse with green-painted
window trim, cedar shake roof, and bell tower stood upon a sloping
drumlin, an abandoned farm field where in late August old Bill
Tracy cut the grass with his horse-drawn mower to retard the
forest’s advance. A long rotten-granite drive, across which we were
expressly forbidden to ice our sled runs, traversed the field from
the east. The parking lot, bounded on the north by two outhouses,
the west by a swing set and the south by the schoolhouse, doubled
as the playground with room for perhaps twenty cars. Further west
the ridge—thick maple crowns shading out the undergrowth— descended
into an arm of the Bogus Swamp. There, during the recesses we
reenacted Korean War skirmishes and over the noon hour WWII
battles.

“Get the water in,” my mother ordered.

“Think Dad’ll make it?” I asked.

“We’ll know when he gets here,” she replied. My
father had hauled Christmas trees to Chicago. He would come home
when they sold.

“You remember the Christmas programs Frank was
in?” Sometimes I opened my mouth when I knew better. Mom looked at
me with an expression that said, why bring it up? Tragedy happens.
You either die, or you don’t. And I thought, what if I were to
disappear, gone just like that, would she forget me? I looked away.
She laid her hand on my shoulder, shook her head, and then climbed
the stairs.

I stood in the vestibule where coats were hung
and boots stacked. The teacher was judged by the vestibule’s
orderliness—chaos in coats meant chaos in the classroom. This year
the boots were often heaped and time was spent finding the left
boot–––sometimes two days, if little Daniel Claude mismatched his
overshoes. On either side of the main stairway steps led to the
basement where the furnace and wood room were located and also a
large utility room where we played on miserable days. And to this
same room we sometimes fled, when on an afternoon the sky turned a
gray-tinged electric green and a cloud line straight as a bulldozer
blade slashed the sky and northwest of the blade black clouds
boiled over an earth still as a closet, upon which only the quaking
aspen, its leaves independent of God’s command, murmured nervously,
foretelling impending doom.

M.J. and I had twice sneaked out to see the
tornado close-up. The first time the teacher caught us and spilled
warnings upon our heads like sheets of rain sweeping the
schoolyard. The second time, older and more cunning, we escaped,
and in the open field hidden beneath tall grasses, M.J. leaned her
chin on hands crossed over my head and we watched the approach of
the end of the world.

Spirit Falls School ran through the tenth
grade. Marie Jeanne Charbonneau, Ruth Scullen, Lyle Mootz, Roger
Albright and I were this year’s graduating class. Next year M.J.
would board at the Catholic girl’s school in Sault Ste. Marie, on
the Canadian side. Roger would stay with his uncle in town. Ruth
and Lyle would quit. Lyle was dumb as a doornail; further education
was pointless. Ruth was Baptist and she didn’t need more
schooling.

Ruth would have quit already except the law up
here didn’t allow you to quit until you were sixteen. They had
moved up from Indiana. The sheriff, Paul Proulx, had gone out to
face Jacob Scullen down, and Old Man Scullen was going to shoot it
out, but Dad, being the town chairman and from the south and, when
necessary, Baptist, mediated. It was agreed Ruth would finish out
the year. Old Man Scullen, more inclined to seeking Old Testament
guidance, let my dad talk him down, but I don’t think he liked it
much.

Me? A car. I needed a car. I needed a car to
get to high school. I needed a car to play baseball. I needed
another year, maybe two, pitching before I was ready for
professional baseball. I had the fastball. I needed the curve ball.
When I was twenty, maybe twenty-one, I could pitch in the majors.
Mr. Charbonneau said it could happen. I reached into the air for
the ball, imagining its feel, its seam, the roughness of its
battered surface, the smoothness of the new ball. It could happen.
It could.

I ascended the stairway hoisting the
eighty-pound milk can of water to the hallway kitchen that tonight
served double-duty as the dressing room. It had cabinets with cups
and dishes, a gas stove, and a clay water fountain. Tonight a
curtain bisected the room—the far side was the dressing room—to
direct the arriving audience into the classroom, this evening
converted into a theater.

The Christmas program marked the end of the
rural year. Beginning the first week of December, little schoolwork
was done. M.J. and I convinced Miss Isaacs, a first-year teacher,
that we could do a secular play. Twenty years old, she believed us.
Thus, there would be two one-act plays, St. Matthews “Birth of
Christ” and M.J.’s adaptation of O’Henry’s “The Gift of the Magi.”
Religious songs framed the program. Secular carols interspersed the
plays. Santa Claus was the finale, arriving at the end to pass out
bags of nuts and fruit.

A Christmas program was not a simple
production. The performance had to move, provide light and flash,
last no longer than one hour and satisfy two distinct audiences.
One set of critics—pre-schoolers, ages four to six, with the
attention span of October snowflakes—sat before the stage. A
program five minutes too long encouraged misbehavior. This
irritated the mothers. On the other hand the parents expected a
well executed one-hour show. If the show wasn’t just as it should
be, Miss Isaacs’ contract might not be renewed. “She don’t control,
na?”

M.J. was the director. I was the stage manager.
We knew what we were doing. We had trained for years. From first
grade on we had observed the big kids on stage, at the blackboard,
at games. The curious among us, M.J. and I, learned more than we
were taught. In fifth grade we shouted answers across the desks to
Frank Lokomoen, who stood, perplexed and mute, before a long
division problem on the blackboard. M.J. and I watched and competed
with everyone and with each other.

M.J.’s father, Robert, was a mining engineer,
in WWII a Canadian Army officer. Her mother, Adele, was depressed.
She often traveled to see her mother in Montreal, Canada, who
depressed her, and then returned to Spirit Falls, which depressed
her.

Then, M.J. would stay with us. It was on one of
those mornings that she won Dad over when she ran to the barn
barefoot, rubbing sleep from her eyes, to help with “chores.” As
M.J. grew, she took on the duties of a farm girl in the house, in
the barn, and in the fields, starting with feeding chickens, then
when her feet could reach the clutch, driving the tractor,
preparing the fields for planting, towing hay-filled wagons to the
barn. My mother had long ago “adopted” M.J. In her gruff manner my
ma mothered her, taking her in when Adele was going “stir-crazy.”
Ma was a hen to young women. Maybe it was because I had no sisters.
Maybe it was because our world was so filled with men. Maybe it was
because Grandma was a battle-axe.

My father had been in the Illinois National
Guard, the regimental first sergeant. It was a Chicago unit, mostly
guys from the steel mills along Blue Island Avenue, hard-nosed
steel workers—Croats, Serbs, Irish, Italian and Crackers—who played
sandlot baseball and football and drank boilermakers. And my father
strove to be toughest of them all. They were called up in February
1942. I remember moments in the houses at Fort Benning, Georgia,
Fort Sheridan, Illinois, and Fort Brady, Michigan, on weekends full
of soldiers. The blond guy with wire-rimmed glasses who laid on the
floor before the radio listening to the Texaco Metropolitan Opera
broadcast; the magician who found quarters in my ear, laid them in
my palm, from whence they disappeared. There were train
stations—everywhere uniforms, crates of rifles, stacks of duffle
bags, sergeants bawling, except my father, who commanded with a
glance or a gesture. And my mother, brother and I followed later,
when Dad found quarters, our possessions in shopping bags. Then one
day the trains filled, pulled away, and we saw them no more.

I remember an afternoon sun the color of
cornhusks passing through the west bedroom. On the radio The Shadow
laughed maniacally. At the kitchen table sat a young woman, dazed.
Cigarette smoke and coffee. She was a wife. The magician had
disappeared like the quarter at the flick of a finger. My mother
sat besides her, patting her hand.

At another time there was a phone call. My
mother answered. “Yes? Sonny? How the hell are you? Lott? Italy?
No, that wasn’t him. He’s in the Pacific. He’s too mean to get
killed. You’re back? How is Alice?” And my mother listened for a
long time. “”Uh, huh. Uh, huh. Now Sonny, we all knew she wasn’t
worth it.”

Two or three summers passed. The fathers and
husbands and sons began to return not on a train, but one-by-one,
to a café or tavern or Walgreens. Dad came back and he was like a
caged wolf, and we moved to the north woods. I was blind with
happiness. I know I shouldn’t remember these things. I was born in
1941, early December, and I was too young. Maybe they were stories
and I filled in the colors. I don’t see them as movies, but as
pictures, still, no movement but voices. I hear the sound.

I broke the thin ice layer in the milk can and
filled the two-gallon black spackle-ware coffeepots, the ice
scraping against steel with a metallic chink, then hoisted the milk
can onto my shoulder, the cold metal freezing my heated neck, to
fill the clay, five-gallon water fountain. M.J. entered the kitchen
from behind the curtain.

“Make the coffee,” I said.

“Kiss my ass,” formed on her
lips, then her black eyes darted about the room that
Maman not note this venal
sin. But Adele was in Canada, and Mr. Charbonneau seemed not to
notice M.J.’s transgressions.

“Coffee,” I repeated, pointing with steady hand
to the three-pound coffee can, then the coffeepot. Among our
people, Slavic and Germanic peasants, men were served, did not
work, in the kitchen. She made an exasperated face, stopped laying
out the Magi’s robes—three U.S. Army surplus blankets—and opened
the coffee can. I liked M.J. She was nearly as good as a man,
better than some, truth be told. She could be a spitfire though.
The first time I stuck her head in a snow bank to cool her temper,
it was like trying to calm a wolverine, both weighing in at around
sixty pounds. I would still be holding her head in the snow, had
the teacher not come to separate us. And she did not flinch at fly
balls. I accepted her as a girl not quite ordinary, though she was
a Canuck, a people, I often pointed out to her, only partially
civilized.

I passed from the kitchen into the
schoolroom-theater for a last minute check. The schoolhouse north
wall was waist-to-ceiling windows. Christmas scenes—Santa and
reindeer, snowflakes, wise men following the Star of Bethlehem, a
crèche—painted in garish tempura decorated the panes. Like medieval
murals, window painting marked the passage of our nature-ordained
rural calendar. Ruth Scullen taped the design to the opposite side
of the window, traced the outline in Ivory soap, and supervised
Lyle Mootz, who painted carefully within the lines as if he were
painting house

trim. So, as the seasons passed one to another
the changing light of day entered the schoolhouse through witches
and goblins, turkeys, Indians and pilgrims, Easter lilies, birds
and animals, tinting our writing tablets and our faces as a
cathedral’s rosette colored the worshippers within. You had to give
Ruth Scullen credit for that; she could draw a picture. And she had
big bosoms. You had to give her that, too.

I looked through the panes where in the
northwest the Aurora Borealis had subsided into a soft white trace.
And looked again. A red-faced Beelzebub grimaced where this
afternoon there had only been a soaped-in outline. His mouth gaped
open in a scream, a golden-haired angel sticking him a good one
from behind with a hayfork. At first startled, I was relieved. Ruth
had not painted Beelzebub in my likeness. So pious she wouldn’t say
shit if she had a mouthful, she wasn’t the innocent everyone made
her out to be. Once I had seen her thinking, her face hard, but she
felt my glance and her look became blank, as if a hint of air had
passed over a still pond The Christmas tree shook and I turned to
the stage.

Green curtains hung from wires strung between
heavy eyehooks embedded into the plaster and studs to enclose the
stage. The Christmas tree lights came on. The pre-school children
pointed and wanted to touch. Parents turned from admiring the
window paintings to admiring the tree, holding kids aloft by the
collar. It was looking good for Miss Isaacs. Ruth emerged from
behind the curtains. Skinny and pale, wearing horn-rimmed glasses
on a thin nose, she was a strange duck. She did her homework,
shadowed Miss Isaacs, taught Lyle the opaque mysteries of grammar
and punctuation and through window painting said the little she had
to say. Other than with Miss Isaacs, whom she worshiped, she wasn’t
inclined to speak. She passed by me, eyes on the floor. Her father,
Jacob Scullen, watched her pass, and he looked angry.

What had Ruth done wrong now, I wondered? It
passed from my head. Parents often went goofy, but I had other
things to think of. The audience filled the room—children on the
front benches, married women into the folding wooden chairs, adult
men standing against walls and doorjambs, unmarried men in the
northwest corner eyeing the virgins gathered in the southeast. Miss
Isaacs motioned me toward the dressing room. My stomach
flip-flopped. I wanted to puke and inhaled deeply. Despite the
bitter cold outside, it was already a steam bath inside.

“This is going to . . .” and I stopped on the
word “hell,” paused, then said, “Hades in a hand basket!”

“Relax, Michael Richard,” she said, twisting
scotch tape through her fingers. “Just calm down.”

In Gift of the Magi, Ruth Scullen had to kiss
me on the cheek. Final rehearsal had not gone well, more like the
fall rooster slaughter, barking dogs chasing headless chickens,
feathers flying everywhere. Ruth played Della opposite my Jim.
Painfully shy, she would walk into hell with the serenity of Mary,
Mother of God, before she would refuse Miss Isaacs. And walk
through the valley of the shadow of death is pretty much what she
had to do, playing opposite me. “What did you say?” I’d say at
rehearsal. “Damn it, Ruth, speak up! Jesus, Miss Isaacs, if she
can’t speak up, she’ll ruin the whole night.” The production had to
run like clockwork. It had to be good.

“Learn your own lines, Michael Richard. Ruth
will learn hers,” said Miss Isaacs, with perhaps a note of
uncertainty. “Again, Ruth,” M.J had said, looking into Ruth’s
downcast eyes. M.J. was tough as a drill sergeant, though since she
weighed barely ninety pounds, she used power with sophistication.
My father had used fist, rifle butt and live ammunition to teach.
But M.J. did not have the option of killing the laggard. We were
short of cast.

“Look up, or I’ll knock your
head off,” I said to encourage Ruth. “You are going to screw it all
up. Jesus, Miss Isaacs, you’ll lose your job.”

With time, Ruth’s eyes had lifted, but her soft
voice did not, and she remained unheard above the blizzard rattling
the windows, frozen snow strafing the glass, heated air whooshing
through vents. There was no hope. Final rehearsal had been disaster
soon to be replayed before my whole world. “On stage,” Miss Isaacs
commanded.

Roger Albright and M.J. opened
the curtain, iron rings screeching along heavy wire. Miss Isaacs
played the opening chords of Joy to the
World. Spirit Falls Grade School trooped
onto the stage singing, voices following the beat of feet tromping
on the wooden stairs. By the second verse, our voices joined the
key and rhythm of the piano. As the third verse ended a
first-grader, Glen Teeples, was to lead the first line of the choir
off the stage. He forgot. I reached to clamp a lock on his scrawny
neck, trusting pain and loss of consciousness to remind him, but
M.J. touched his shoulder, and he moved off, the first and second
graders following. The stage emptied as the fading voices—Lyle’s
bass, Roger Albright’s alto, and Ruth’s soprano—evoked hope and
renewal on this bitterly cold night. A Spritzenhagen twin—Henry or
Heinz, I could never tell the difference—reached to twist the
Preuser kid’s ear, but Mrs. Spritzenhagen grabbed his hand before
the little girl’s outrage got the front row yelping like a pack of
hounds on a raccoon. The air at the ceiling had become thick with
the hot breath, fetid armpits, cow odors, dairy disinfectants,
grease and oils—both cooking and lubricant—and lilac perfumes, but
damned if the Christmas program didn’t move like a threshing crew
two weeks into October. Singers sang on key, actors appeared on
cue, props appeared where they were supposed to. And the cast
obeyed the command of either M.J.’s lifted finger or my raised
fist.

It was time for the Gift of the Magi. I stood
with Ruth behind the closed curtain. I wore a sports jacket with
windowpane black and white checks. Ruth wore a waist-length wig
retrieved from a very deep trunk and who knows whose floor-length
white taffeta dress. My butterflies returned. “Make sure I can hear
you,” I hissed. M.J. shot back my hard look, gave Ruth an
encouraging smile, and nodded to Roger. The curtains opened.

Ruth spoke her line “Oh, Jim, we have so little
money” so softly only I could hear it. From off stage Miss Isaacs
smiled at her, lifted her hand, “speak-up,” and circled it, “repeat
the line.” Ruth obeyed with a croak and I, seething at the
unfairness of a second chance, said, “We have each other,
Della.”

Ruth looked at me with sweetness and restrained
love, as if she were the young wife, uncertain of her husband’s
feelings. “You’re right, Jim, we love each other so much.” She
turned her gaze to the school windows, and thoughts swept her face
like a summer cloud over a still pond; a quizzical look, then a
smile, speaking of a world new and full of promise, then fearful
that her best and most inarticulate feelings might be
misunderstood. As I watched, she transformed, as if another woman
had entered her body. Her shoulders lifted. She looked into my eyes
with compassion and love. She put her hand on my shoulder and sent
me off the stage. “We’ll make it somehow, won’t we, Jim?” The
Aurora danced electric greens and reds off the snow to reflect upon
her face. In the audience, Christmas tree lights reflected back off
spectacles and glistening eyes.

Ruth sold her hair for twenty dollars to the
sixth grader who played the avaricious merchant. From Lyle Mootz,
who would have given it to her, she bought the platinum watch fob.
“Hell, Ruthie, it’s only stanchion chain wrapped in tin foil!” he
seemed to say.

In the audience the virgins, except for husky
Wilma, dabbed eyes. The bucks looked on slack-jawed. Men-folk
shifted to the other leg. Farm wives, heads aslant, smiled dreamily
like they were at a wedding.

“Isn’t it dandy, Jim? I hunted all over town to
find it.” Ruth looked into my eyes as I extracted from my jacket
pocket Adele Charbonneau’s silver comb and brush. “I sold the watch
to buy these,” I said.

Ruth’s eyes misted. She understood. Her beloved
had sacrificed his most precious possession. She stood on her
tiptoes, placed her hand on my shoulder and kissed me . . . full on
the lips.

That was not in the script.

I mean you could hear a pin drop. I don’t know
if Ruth had planned to kiss me on the lips, or dropped completely
into the flow of the play, or I turned my face as she moved to kiss
my cheek, but we were lip-to-lip for five seconds, or five
minutes.

The crowd thrummed like a summer evening in the
Great Bogus Swamp. The elders gasped. The preschoolers oohed. A
young buck guffawed. A teen girl inhaled like a starving cow loosed
in a field of new clover. I swear the air current swayed the
curtain. But I did not ricochet off the stage. I mean, one had to
adjust: tractor conks out, clean the spark plug; cow won’t deliver,
pull the calf; flighty actress forgets where to kiss you…stand like
a pine on an airless summer day.

Miss Isaacs played thundering chords of “Santa
Claus is coming to town.” Pre-schoolers giggled. “They kissed!” I
remember seeing a high school play thirty years later at the town
twenty miles downstate where the leads—high school seniors, mind
you—kissed and an electric shock coursed through the audience. The
Chicago & Northwestern Railroad cannot haul enough twenty-gauge
shells north to meet the demand for shotgun weddings, but on
December 21, 1957, in Spirit Falls Grade School, the audience
gasped.

Lyle and M.J. closed the curtains. My face
burned. Ruth glided away, with each step diminished. Lyle looked at
me, trying to think—had I stolen his girl?––but his was a flywheel
that built speed slowly. Miss Isaacs rubbed her forehead. M.J.
nodded half a “well done” and half an “oohoo!” Ruth’s breasts, the
sensation of her breasts, remained imprinted on my chest.

I considered the future. There would be
fighting in it. Pat Flanagan would tease me at Boudreaux’s. His
brothers, Johnny and Mike, would sneer. If I hit Patrick first,
then kept my back in the corner, I could hope like hell Karl
Boudreaux would jump the bar, axe handle in hand, to run the
Flanagans off. Everyone knew they started the fights. I had beaten
Patrick once; I could make my statement before I got beaten to a
pulp.

But that would come later. Tonight was
tonight.

“Ricky,” M.J. hissed. “Manger scene!” Students
thundered onto the stage singing “Oh, Little Town of Bethlehem.” I
donned Joseph’s robe. M.J. tested the flashlight, which tonight
would take the role of infant Jesus. If I didn’t drop Pat Flanagan
with the first shot, I’d be fighting all month. I’d have to use my
left; I couldn’t afford to break a bone in my pitching hand.

“Joy to the World,” indicated Jesus had
survived his first two years. As I passed into Egypt with M.J., we
dropped our army blankets on the floor and put Jesus on the piano.
I flipped on the schoolyard light to signal to Wally Schroeder,
a.k.a Santa Claus, to cap his flask and get his butt in the
schoolhouse to pass out candy.

The Aurora Borealis pulsed beams like
searchlights, the strange light shimmering on the snow-covered
fields beyond which jagged crests of evergreens, black as pitch,
divided the earth from the sky. Outside it was as beautiful as I
had ever seen on a winter night, but the door to Wally’s pick-up
truck, exhaust pluming into the night, remained closed, windows
frosted over. He was either dead drunk, or dead. As I signaled Lyle
to retrieve Wally, Hilda Kleinschmidt mounted the stage, sagging
boards that had minutes before held the whole student body. She
half-tugged, half-led a little girl, who looked ready to run, had
not Hilda gripped her hand.

“Ladies, ladies, gentlemen, you, Hank, sit for
a minute,” Hilda said. Henry Warner, who had not moved for the last
hour, lifted his head. “Eleanor, the coffee’s still perking. Hello,
hello!” Though Hilda did not get the men to sit, nor stop the
school cook, Eleanor Gross, from jiggling, she did seem to pause
everyone in their tracks, as if she had grasped the movie camera’s
feed reel. “Everyone, I want you to meet Marina, who is from
Yugoslavia. The beneficent Lord and Lutheran Social Services has
sent this poor D.P. to us . . .” Robert Charbonneau, tall, craggy
visage, regarded my discomfort, hands folded behind his back, with
a mere hint of amusement on a face of Canadian reserve.

Lyle looked at me. “I’m gonna kick yer ass,” he
communicated through hooded eyes. “You and whose army?” I answered
with one raised brow. Why would the Lutheran Aid Society bring an
orphan here, I thought? They were not an adoption agency, but
rather sponsored adults or whole families. The pick-up truck door
remained closed. The preschoolers were paused by the little girl on
stage, who tugged like a day-old calf tied to the side of a barn.
But neither the barn nor Hilda was likely to be moved. There came a
jingle. Wally had found the front door.

“Stop Santa Claus,” I motioned to Lyle.

“I’ll kick your ass big time,” responded our
local genius with the flare of a nostril. The eyes of the
pre-schoolers flicked from Marina to the door, nerves like
sputtering dynamite fuses. The orphan fixed her eyes upon the
little kids as if they would keep her from being torn asunder.

“Please, Eleanor, two minutes . . .” Hilda
said. Mrs.

Gross, whose mind aimed to feed the folks,
swayed like a sloshing water tank. M.J. flitted past the hall door
to halt Santa Claus. The displaced person-child, dressed in
buckleboots, army surplus overcoat, and a babushka over curly black
hair, stood frozen, back to me. Just a kid, I thought, things one
kicked out of the way. In the immutable scheme of things, men ruled
the women, the large ruled the small, the smart ruled the dumb, and
veterans had dispensations. Someone had cracked open a window and
cold air cascaded down the face of the bookshelves, pooled around
the Christmas tree and flowed under the stage. “Marina has been in
the camps . . . poor little soul, so little to eat.” Hilda held
aloft a paper. “No T.B. and has had all her shots.” Hilda now made
her pitch for donations. “There is such a need for good Christian
Americans like us to save as many as we can.”

I glanced over the audience to judge how long
they might remain still. Alek Stankiewicz, still wearing his prized
sheepskin-lined WWII bomber jacket in the heated room, stared at
the orphan as if she were the Aurora. Louis Marceau grinned,
pointed, and elbowed Alek. Duane Scullen, blond hair slicked
straight back, arms like eight inch aspen bolts, fingers like
drawbar pins, stared slack-mouthed and scratched his balls. Dolman
Gruetzmacher, in his Army uniform, ears, eyes, nose, hands and feet
protruding, stood with head held like a great blue heron ready to
spear a frog. Only two people had not fixed their eyes upon the kid
on stage. From among the teen-age girls, Wilma Melcher watched Alek
Stankiewicz like a perched red-shouldered hawk a field mouse. And
Ruth’s old man, Jacob Scullen, hair tufted into two horns, yellowed
eyes behind thick bifocals, tapped his snaggle-tooth, staring at me
as if I were a coyote and in his crossed arms he cradled a
30-06.

The little refugee was beginning to panic. If
she started bawling, the whole place would go up in smoke. “Ty,
Spokoino!” I spit out in Serbo-Croatian, using the “thou” form for
kith and kin. “Hey, you, calm down! They’re not going to eat
you.”

Her head snapped around at the sound of her
native language. Her eyes were not those of a twelve-year-old, but
someone of thirty, or sixty, black-rimmed, deep, but green like the
Aurora’s pulsing green. She looked at me, terror subsiding, as if
my curt command recalled a brother, and a shadow of a smile crossed
her face like cirrus over a waning moon. “They won’t eat me?”

It felt as if someone had tossed me an anvil.
Her eyes were slanted like a Mongol, gypsy hair curled beneath a
red scarf, full and pale lips on a white face. But those eyes—
green, soft and hard, proud and pleading, full with gratitude like
a sister to a brother, and also, I now believe, with a glint of
cunning, the stratagem of women surviving centuries in a land
across which army followed army. She was no child. “Nye,” I said.
“America is civilized.”

Pandemonium broke. Santa Wally fell on the
stairs and his bells went a-jingling. The pre-schoolers exploded
like a covey of partridges out of new snow. Folding chairs
collapsed like the cracks of rifles. Louis slugged Hildegard, who
let out a yelp, caught him, and began beating him on the floor.
Mrs. Spritzenhagen cuffed Henry or Heinz, just to release her
tension, and he let out a howl. Kurt Spritzenhagen bellowed at both
twins, who now bawled back in unison. My mother headed for the
stage to rescue the ragamuffin orphan, who was, if not kinsman,
then countryman. Santa entered the room with a slurred ho-ho-ho.
Women headed for the kitchen to prepare food and men outside to
start engines. A boy reached into the Santa’s sack, ripped out a
bag and strew hazelnuts, angel food candy, and an orange across the
floor. M.J. stood amidst the swirling chaos. “What you staring at?”
she mouthed.

Behind M.J. the northern lights flamed the sky
a pulsing brick red. Great Bogus Swamp glowed in an unearthly
light.

The Aurora’s light breathed life into Ruth’s
Beelzebub, which became a hologram, hovering in the room, leering
over the heads of the villagers. Duane watched his father, as if
for a sign. And Jacob Scullen stood against the window, hair tufted
on either side of his bald skull, staring at me with rage-filled
yellow eyes.







Chapter Two






“DID YOU LIKE being kissed, knot head?” M.J.
stood below, tossing the baseball from one hand to the other. Her
brown eyes were clear, her grin mischievous. “What kind of stupid
question is that?” I held firm to the ridge beam sixty feet above
the windswept and boulderstrewn barnyard, untied the
three-fourth-inch Manila rope and, using my leather mitts as brake
pads against the wooden pulley, released the rope. The door swung
out into space and snow-intensified sunlight poured into the
haymow. I balanced on the two by six doorframe and scanned the
northern horizon—cascading terminal moraines checker-boarded with
patches of cut timber and fields. Across our north pasture blizzard
winds had drifted the snow into great frozen waves racing to the
shoreline, which was the spruce wood bordering our road. Huffing
black smoke, the town grader mounted with a great V-plough silently
pushed up jagged snow mountains near the Scullen’s farm. I leaned
backwards, fell, twisted in the air, hit the loose hay, and rolled
to M.J.’s boot. “She was supposed to kiss me, fool. Alek will be
hauling a load of logs into the mill. We’ll catch a ride, get our
furs to the Hudson Bay guy.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Did you like
it?” “You like your block knocked off?” I answered. “Old Man
Scullen looked like he was ready to plug me.” M.J. shrugged.
“Unlikely. He’s so religious, he makes Mama look heathen.”

“They’re Baptist. He thinks Catholics burn in
Hell.”

M.J. gestured dismissively, a Gallic pout on
her lips. We had begun third grade together. M.J. wore a dress that
first (and last) time, had short hair and quick brown eyes. I had
my hair combed. We both wore shoes. The other kids, barefoot and in
bib overalls, stared at us as if we each had one eye in the middle
of our foreheads.

“Mary Jane,” said big Mrs. Van Der Sanden, the
teacher that year, “please stand and tell the children your name
and where you came from.”

M.J., no bigger than a half-pint, remained
silent. I looked at her, saw the blank look in her eyes, and,
accustomed to immigrants living near the intersection of Chicago’s
Blue Island Avenue and Polina, translated the teacher’s question
into Serbo-Croatian. She looked at me like I was an idiot, so I
figured she was Polish, a particularly ignorant race. I motioned
for her to stand, and formed my hand like a duck quacking. She
crossed her eyes at me, stood and spoke her name in English. It
turned out she didn’t know who Mary Jane was since her name was
Marie Jeanne. The remaining third grader, Roger Albright, tall and
silent, lived east of the schoolhouse. So until Ruth Scullen moved
in, I was all M.J. had to play with. This—the friendship of our
fathers, baseball, mothers who felt stranded in the north woods,
and the boreal forest where M.J. and I played as if it were our
backyard—joined us.

“Did you like kissing her?” M.J. insisted.

“Stop questioning me,” I said.

She bent to slap my head with her father’s
first baseman mitt. “I think you liked it.”

“I think I am going to knock you on your ass.
Go down there.” I had fed out the hay through the middle of the
mow, and by December, had created a ravine the length of the barn,
sixty feet. Against the south wall hung the strike zone, a battered
two by six inch board tied against hay bales. “Warm me up.”

“I’m not catching your fast ball in these
shadows,” M.J. said, then got thoughtful. “People are funny ducks.
Mr. Gross looks like he’s got stone eyes. Mrs. Gross is so fat, I’m
afraid she’ll digest me like an amoeba. Mr. Scullen stares like
there is nothing inside, then he turns . . . I don’t know, like he
wants to hurt you. You understand?”

“No,” I said. “Other than stupid, the Scullens
are okay.” I felt the cold creeping through my sweatshirt. “C’mon.
I need a curve ball. Every pitch I throw your dad hits. A few of
them haven’t landed yet.”

“Dad hits everybody over the fence.”

“Okay, I’ll throw the fastball at the board.
Just catch till I warm up.” Dad had stored the team equipment bag
at the house. I took the baseballs. I had already lost two in the
hay, but I’d find them by May. M.J. muttered a curse in French, a
strategy that allowed her to pass into heaven without a
halfeternity in purgatory—St. Peter didn’t speak French, I guess. A
calico kitten emerged from a hay tunnel and M.J., halfsmiling,
picked it up, and it climbed her arm to her shoulder. The kitten
batted her earlobe, and M.J. pulled her knitted red wool stocking
cap over her ears. It was Adele’s objective to make a girl out of
M.J. She wore boys’ jeans—zipper in front, not on the side—but
Adele sewed a colored stripe down the seam. Voyez, une fille! This
M.J. tolerated.

“You’re thinking of Marina, aren’t you?” And
M.J. asked questions like a girl. Did nothing embarrass her? I
opened the hay chute and warm, moist air billowed into the mow,
releasing a fall of ice crystals upon us. I slapped a ball into the
mitt several times.

“No, stupid.” I swung at her,
but missed. “Get to the other end of the barn.”

“Do you like her?” she asked, looking at me
from the corner of her eyes.

“I neither like nor dislike her. You want me to
pound lumps on your head, then beat them off?”

“You looked at her, I don’t know, like you
wanted something from her.”

“For Christ’s sake, stupid, she was scared to
death. Why Hilda dragged that girl onstage, I’ll never know.
Sainthood, I guess.”

“Hilda’s Lutheran; Marina’s not
a girl.”

“Kid, girl, woman . . . are you listening to
me, Cream of Wheat for brains? How’d you like to be dragged on
stage in front of these people?”

“If you’ll remember, we were on stage. When you
looked at her, you looked like you were looking at a movie star. Is
she pretty to you?”

I reached for her neck, but she ducked, slipped
behind me, and with her knee, buckled my legs. I fell forward,
twisted, and landed on my back, and she ended up on my chest,
digging her knees, sharp as splitting wedges, into the balls of my
shoulder. I arranged a bored look on my face. “M.J., I’m getting
irritated at you.”

She gouged me again. “Is it her eyes? They’re
green, slanted. You have slanted eyes too, like some
half-Chinese.”

“From the Mongols. It’s in the genes. Get off
me.”

“Answer my question, Richard,”
and she touched my throat with the baseball glove like with a
skinning knife. I wriggled to grasp her shins, but lack of fulcrum
and the need to show no effort prevented me from bench-pressing her
ninety–odd pounds across the barn. “What did you say to her on the
stage?”

“I told her not to get her water hot. I told
her to watch out for pint-sized Canucks who attack from
behind.”

“You only said four words, liar.”

“Serbian is more precise than French. When you
Frogs talk, it takes all afternoon to ask permission to take a
leak.” M.J. gouged me again, and then leaned back and stared at the
insect-perforated and cracked barn wall, a starry night in the
haymow gloom. In the quiet I became aware of the outline of her
bottom, its softness. It surprised me. We had wrestled plenty. I
was always knocking her around and she seemed all angle iron and
wood slats.

“You looked at her like she was Audrey
Hepburn.”

“I did not,” I said, and shifted again to throw
her off, but she pressed her knees harder, and I liked the warmth
where M.J. straddled my chest. Marina did not look like Audrey
Hepburn, but then again there was something, as if she were
defenseless, asking protection, promising gratitude. “Help me,” her
eyes said.

“Ricky, tell me, is she a pretty woman?”

“She’s no woman.”

“Eighteen, twenty years old.”

M.J. stopped wrestling with me, her guard
elsewhere, and in our games, if one stopped fighting, the other
must stop, and it was against the rules to throw her and I suddenly
felt her there and felt my rising. I looked at her face and a sun
ray had caught her nose and mouth, leaving her eyes in darkness and
her nose had a pretty curve, her lips a fullness and I wanted to
reach up and pull her to me, my friend, my pal, but it was a truce
and I couldn’t pull her down to me. Then I imagined Marina, the
green-eyed, slant-eyed gypsy, a wanderer from the distant land,
straddling me. I rolled and sent M.J. sprawling in the hay,
breaking the rules.







Chapter Three






“WHAT ’ S THAT BE L I S L E boy want with your
sister?” Jacob Scullen knotted the rope binding the head of steer
to the tamarack pole. The animal pulled against the restraint, its
hooves slipping in the straw, its head held fast. He shat a
steaming pile. A block and tackle with gambrel dangled at its head,
the other block strung to the beam in the dim loft of the machine
shed. On a board lay two curved skinning knives, a straight
sticking knife, meat saw, ceramic basin and galvanized
washtub.

“Dunno,” Duane said, hefting the twelve pound
sledge. The steer watched him, pulling back half-heartedly, its
head bound and unmoving, its hooves finding no traction in the dirt
floor. There was not within this cloven Sampson the strength to
collapse this temple upon his persecutors’ heads.

Ruth walked home from school with Rick and M.J.
Jacob questioned her. They said nothing, she reported, only that
they talked like magpies, and she steeled herself against their
words. Ruth was a liar—women were weak and lied all the time—but
Duane thought that little M.J. was good-looking, getting some shape
to her. “He’s got his fingers in enough, in that French girl, I
figure.”

“Strike him there, two inches above that spot
between his eyes, and he will drop clean, and I can bleed him
without getting the hell kicked out of me,” Jacob said, stoning the
sticking knife. Duane looked into the animal’s eyes. They had to
eat, Duane thought and eyed the killing spot. “They do the devil’s
work. That harlot lost a Christian man his salvation,” Jacob
muttered to the animal as if it were the detestable Golden Calf
itself. “They pray to the anti-Christ.”

“That heathen girl, the one at
the Christmas program, she can be saved?” Duane said. There was
something about that one. She was skinny. Ricky wouldn’t want her.
He might have her for a girlfriend, Duane thought.

“Might,” said Jacob, laying
aside the sharpening stone. “But it does no good if we lose Ruth’s
soul. Hit him now.” Duane lifted the hammer and brought it down, a
heavy thud when steel and skull met. The steer fell to its knees,
and Jacob thrust the sticking knife into its throat, catching the
blood in the ceramic pan.

*

Large murals with hunting scenes, yellowed with
decades of cigarette and grill smoke, covered the back wall and
reflected in the counter mirrors. Sven Sorenson swabbed the floor.
We sat at the counter with the booths to our back. I drank coffee,
M.J. hot chocolate. The mine whistle blew, muffled, distant. Sven
finished the floor, leaving a dry semi-circle around our stools,
water puddled at our feet. I had $110 in my wallet. I had never
seen so much money in my life. “Think your dad’ll work late
tonight?” I said. M.J. would have none of that. Her brown eyes
bored into the side of my face as if examining with little
satisfaction the bead of molten metal she had just arc-welded onto
my temple.

“You should have gotten $130.”
I looked at her in the mirror, her black watch cap pulled down to
her flashing eyes, tufts of hair escaping. It was unfair. She was
getting too old to hit, as if that ever did much good.

“De La Fountaine has to make money too,” I
said, pulling the edge of her cap to her nose.

“He can make his money off someone else.” M.J.
always seemed to have an answer. Did females prepare these
confrontations ahead of time, think the way the conversation would
go, devise alternative answers, ready to trap you either way? M.J.
pulled her cap off and fanned her short hair, styled as if cut with
a rusted lawn mower. “Ricky, what were you thinking?”

I loosened my wool scarf. Sven touched the
grill with his fingertip and, satisfied it was cool, poured a cup
of salt on it, squared up a rag and began rubbing it down, from
time to time glancing at us in the mirror, a half-grin on his face.
“I’ll use that mop head of yours to finish the floor,” I said,
taking a swig of coffee.

“Ricky, he has a range of prices he can offer.
We know that range, more or less. We want top price; he wants to
pay low. He has contracts to fill. He needs your furs. They are
good. You work hard trapping. It just burns me that he took
advantage of you.” I stared into the mirror, burning a little
myself. M.J. spun on the stool. If I would not look at her, she
would find my eyes in the mirror. “We still have those thirty
muskrat and three beaver. We’ll bring them in next week.”

“Mr. De La Fountaine doesn’t negotiate,” I
said. I saw his dismissive gesture over the beaver pelt, now
detecting the glint of cunning in his eye. “He just gives a price.”
She did a little jitterbug step on the floor, her boot buckles
rattling a slow-slow-quick-quick. “We’ll practice,” M.J. said.

“Practice what?” I said. “Jesus, M.J., you can
be so damn stupid sometimes.”

“I’ll play the Hudson Bay man. We’ll work out a
script. It will be a little act, a scene. You’ll be ready.” My
suspicion was confirmed. Females did work out confrontations before
hand.

“That’s the stupidest idea I’ve
ever heard,” I said, hoping to slow her racing mind to my speed,
but she danced her fingers on the countertop, smiled at some
conspiracy she had yet to share with me, and then ran her fingers
up my sleeve to snap my ear. I remained impassive. It was the
rule—I was older, the man.

“Okay, kids,” Sven said. “I need to lock
up.”

*

We stood in the brittle December air, leaning
against opposite sides of an electric pole, our breath, quick vapor
clouds rising into the clear sky, sliding over the waxing moon. The
sun, already set, edged the horizon a hue of blue and orange where
an improbable great white pine, like a broken finger, pointed to
the evening star. Miners, fewer this year than last, bundled
against the cold, lunch pails in hand, appeared between towering
snow banks, like great stumps with legs, headed to the tavern for
their evening grappa.

“You want more support this side of your main
beam,” a young Italian miner joked at M.J. and me standing like
mismatched diagonal braces supporting some mineshaft
scaffolding.

“I can hold the lateral, and then some,” M.J.
replied. M.J. knew the miner’s vocabulary, watched her father study
blueprints, and listened to his musing. How much should the company
spend to shore up a shaft? Too much and the company made no money;
too little and the lateral shaft collapsed and twenty miners passed
eternity in a grave four thousand feet beneath the whisper of a
forest of quaking aspen.

“Eh, Contessa, you have eyes
under that capello?” With a finger, the young miner lifted the edge
of M.J.’s cap. “You movie star?”

“On location, ragazzo,” M.J. said, eyebrow
lifting with the fabric, rising to her full four foot six
inches.

“What she says?” The men passed
into the tavern for their bump, the closing door snuffing snorts of
laughter. I scanned the used car lot across the street, the
vehicles buried beneath snow. One would get me to high school next
year. One could make $50 a game pitching semi-pro. I imagined some
girl with pointed breasts on the seat next to me.

After some minutes, M.J. spoke. “The northern
lights are different tonight.”

“That’s not right, flirting with miners like
that,” I said.

“So you wanted me to sock him?”
she said, still looking to the sky.

“Don’t do that
again.”

M.J. prepared a retort, paused,
tested another, but the heavens held her attention, her gaze.
“They’re calling us,” she said. “Look.” I rolled around the pole to
see. The swamp gas white haziness had begun to form spokes like a
wagon wheel, then several wheels, appearing and dissolving, moving
slowly across the sky. “A
Paris,” she said.

“Na Berlin,” I replied as a spoke spiraled into a bishop’s miter, then a
crown.

“Babiole,” she said.

“Snegaroda.”
Since childhood we told one another stories. It
had begun, I guess, when I would try to scare the bejesus out of
M.J with Aunt Lydia’s lurid stories of Ukrainian spirits in the
great Pripyat’ swamps where Cossacks pursued bogeymen into the
wastelands, and got into lots of trouble. Often spirit queens saved
them, but sometimes I would set the stories locally. M.J. retold
French fairy tales, or radio plays, or my mother’s Slavic sad
stories of soldiers dying, young women’s dreams evaporating into
prostitution, corrupt priests taking someone’s last kopek. Our
teachers learned quickly to monitor M.J. when she read “Dick and
Jane” to first graders. Between us we had a safety valve. 'Truth
tell?' one would ask. If the story was false, we were required to
acknowledge it. If true, then the unbeliever lost a point. Over
time we came to know one another’s stories. M.J. recognized when I
transposed the Slavic Snegaroda, so similar to Hans
Christian Anderson’s Little Match
Girl, to the intersection of Chicago’s Blue
Island Avenue and Polina, and she would raise a suspicious eyebrow.
And the skies tonight brought to mind Slavenka, the fairy queen
with green eyes, like Marina, who saved the Bogatir, the knight, from death
brought near because he did not listen to her wisdom.

“What are you thinking, Ricky?”
M.J. asked. Mr. Charbonneau’s Desoto appeared at the forest end of
the one-block long Main Street. He flicked his lights—shave and a
haircut, two bits—and pulled along side.

*

“Bonjour,
Papa,” M.J. said, slid across the seat and
pushed his fedora over his eyes.

“Marie Jeanne, in England, we speak English,”
he said gruffly, and it was clear that Robert Charbonneau adored
his daughter to confusion. There was nothing she did, as far as I
could see, that he did not see as adventurous or intelligent or
that, if he did not see its wisdom at the moment, then it was
mysterious and he would eventually figure it out. “Hello, Cherie,”
he said gently, acknowledging me with a nod. “Get a good price for
the furs, Rick?”

“Ricky got his butt skinned,” M.J. said. We
were packed tightly in the front seat. I didn’t have the leverage
to crush her head.

“Five bucks for rats. Thirty dollars for a
beaver pelt.Think they’ll pay more towards spring?”

“Oh, never can tell,” he said. “I’d sell as
long as they are paying five dollars. Slip much below four, I’d
hang on.” He paused. “You’ll figure out how to negotiate, eh,
Ricky?” Mr. Charbonneau said.

“Yes, sir,” I said. “Maybe M.J. and I can
practice it like a scene from a play.”

M.J., who had leverage, gouged her elbow into
my ribs. Mr. Charbonneau drove slowly between the snow canyons of
Main street wary of a drunken miner spilling out of a snow bank. In
summer the street was boulevard wide, the town platted when
speculators thought there was gold in the Montreal River. The town
snow blower had cleared two single lanes creating a two-story snow
bank in the center. As the dashboard lights, the Aurora and the
remnants of daylight lit their faces, M.J. sketched the day—the
pulp truck ride into town, the Finnish trappers and their lilting
speech, stacks of pelts, and the bearded Hudson Bay Company fur
trader. She was quick in sizing people up, sorting and dropping
them into slots, testing their fit, as if people were unstable
elements of the Periodic Table. Her father was slower. There were
fewer elements in his world. A man once slotted stayed there, as an
element should. The miner did his job or didn’t. If you played
baseball—game of a higher form of human kind—you were “developing”
or “at your peak,” or “over the hill.” These few slots seemed
enough. I would see him looking at M.J. quizzically as if somehow
she had appeared out of the ether, a gift. It didn’t seem to bother
her. It bothered Adele. Now and then, I would catch Adele’s face
turn hard, a gaze of . . . not hatred, but as if she wanted to see
M.J. cut, or hurt. Only a couple times had I seen it, and it came
and went so quickly, and only in the last year, maybe two, and it
was different than when a mother wants to whale the living tar out
of her kid for doing something really stupid. No, it was something
different. Mr. Charbonneau was tall, a little gaunt, walked with
his hands often behind his back. He wore wire-rimmed glasses, a
slightly distracted air, and was often surprised at the most
ordinary things—a butterfly, a fish I caught, a falling leaf. Our
fathers were friends. There had been a baseball game. I was the
batboy, the teams made up for the most part of returned soldiers. I
watched my father, Upson’s catcher that year, kneel to unstrap his
shin guards. Mr. Charbonneau, playing for the Ironwood Miners, had
lined out to center field.

“Who were you with?” Dad asked, putting his
equipment into the bat bag.

“Prince Edwards Division.”

“Italy?” Dad said.

“Eighth,” Mr. Charbonneau said. “You?”

“Fifth,” my father replied,
lighting a cigarette, passing one to Mr. Charbonneau, “Lots of
boys.”

. Mr. Charbonneau nodded. I would later read
the unit history of the Hastings and Prince Edwards, crucified in
the Italian Apennines. But here he was just another veteran,
Canadian, but veteran nevertheless. Among these men, the numbers
and names of armies and regiments told a story in detail sufficient
for the moment and they both looked off, exhaling cigarette smoke.
I couldn’t remember Mr. Charbonneau speaking again of war. But my
father respected him, and that was enough. He was deserving of
honor in my eyes.

“Missed the road, Papa,” M.J. said as we passed
the highway west.

“Your mother telegrammed. She is on the 5:35,”
Mr. Charbonneau said.

“Oh,” M.J. said. After a pause she said, “You
were going to tell me?”

He smiled. Yes, he was going to tell her.
“You’ll tell your mother, Richard, that we’ll have dinner at our
house, but be sure to thank her for the invitation,” Mr.
Charbonneau said. “Will Ben Stankiewicz give you a ride to
mass?”

M.J.’s quick mind raced. “Grandmamma getting on
her nerves?” Adele had gone to Montreal—the Montreal in Canada, not
the one on the Michigan border—to visit her mother. She had left
them, again. Each time it stunned Mr. Charbonneau, like when two
guys collide on the base path and though each is up and walking
around, one speaks with a pause, the brain still going a little
slow. If Adele left for good, he’d lose M.J., even if Adele were
crazy as a loon. That was the way it was in America and probably in
Canada, too. Adele stood with the church and motherhood and
propriety. The county sheriff would enforce the court order even on
Canadians. “Mom has enough of the shrine?”

“That’s enough, Marie Jeanne,” he said softly.
Adele Charbonneau didn’t have much good to say about her husband.
He worked too long, didn’t make enough money, and had brought her
to this god-forsaken wasteland. Someone should tell her to stop
complaining, I thought. In Canada was the barn where her father had
hung himself and where Adele had found him. She had been about
M.J.’s age.

“Mama can see Mrs. Belisle
tonight at Mass. Ricky is the altar boy,” M.J. said. As we
approached the depot, M.J. and Mr. Charbonneau became quiet, the
windshield reflecting two people preparing themselves for whichever
Adele Charbonneau stepped off the train. I looked at the side of
M.J.'s face. She was getting cute. When she stayed with us, she now
slept upstairs. “She needs her privacy,” Mom said. I had no other
real friends. I did not want to lose her either to moving or to a
crazy mother. Crazy mother. It seemed as if Adele was already in
the car, so palpable as to make one believe in spirits manifested
invisibly before choosing to appear, or not.

*

The stationmaster, a meticulous German, had
swept the fieldstone platform clear of snow. We entered the station
as the Chicago and Northwestern rotary plow passed, sending snow
high against a thermometer-like marker that celebrated the
forty-seven feet of snow in 1934, fifty-four feet in 1921. “And
yaw, in the old days, it got real deep!” the old Finns would say.
Mr. Charbonneau put a piece of maple into the stove, shaking the
grate twice. The stationmaster, coffee in hand, entered. They
exchanged nods, the stationmaster not objecting to the mining
engineer manipulating his world. M.J.’s father was known; he was a
company official, a powerful man. The telephone at the switchboard
rang. The stationmaster withdrew a plug from the desk array,
inserted it into the upright board, lifted the headset without
putting it on, and listened. “Okay, dokey,” he said. “Yes sir, the
train in about fifteen minutes.” The station interior looked like a
scene Norman Rockwell would paint for The Saturday Evening
Post.

A couple entered the station. The young man,
his blond hair Bryl-cremed straight back, wore a suit and overcoat.
I thought he too was in mine management—he wore a suit—but Mr.
Charbonneau did not acknowledge him. The lady, slight and blond,
her features sharp, age nineteen or thirty, was dressed as if out
of Vogue magazine, her laced soft leather boots topped in fur. Her
companion lifted his wrist to expose a gold watch.

M.J. and I sat before the schedule board. I had
picked up a copy of The Saturday Evening Post. The gray-haired
station manager chalked through the arrival time of the C&NW
North Shore Limited, 5:35 and wrote 5:50. Mr. Charbonneau lit his
pipe and stared out the window. The couple sat uncomfortable and
out of place in this end-of–the-line train station strewn with the
paraphernalia of farmers, trappers and miners. The mood lasted no
longer than a moment. The stylish young woman, twisting her hands,
turned to speak to the blond young man. He pushed his hat back,
revealing a scar that traversed his skull from eyebrow to hairline.
A sneer contorted his face, and he lifted his hand across his
chest. She recoiled, and when the blow didn’t come, she escaped to
the magazine rack. He lit a Camel cigarette, and it hung from his
lip, the smoke curling up his face.

M.J. saw this, took the Post from my hand, went
to the water cooler, took a drink, replaced my magazine and
fingered another. She said something to the young woman whose hard
face softened. Her voice came out a hillbilly twang, and the woman
seemed now no more than fifteen years old. The young man half-rose,
but his gaze crossed Mr. Charbonneau’s and he sat back down, as if
Mr. Charbonneau had warningly touched him between the eyes with a
lead-filled sap. M.J. and the young woman leaned over a magazine
and yakked. The train snuffled into the station, stopping with a
great wheezing of air. M.J.’s father rose and inhaled deeply.

“Merry Christmas, Mr. Charbonneau,” said the
stationmaster. The girl squeezed M.J.’s hand. We went out onto the
platform. From the third car, Adele stepped off.

*

I opened the incense boat,
measured two spoonsful into the thurible bowl, struck a match with
my thumb, and lit the powder. I carried the censer to Father
Vukelich, the smoke swirling in my wake to hang in the still air.
The parishioners’ exhaled breath was visible in the light of a
vigil candle each held, the light flickering in their faces, on the
walls, disappearing into the blackness of the arched ceiling. But
for our priest’s intoning, the momentary rattle of the thurible
chain, and the turning of a page, the church was silent. I passed
the censer into his soft hand and returned to my
stool. “Per intercessionem beati Michaelis
Archangeli, stantis a dextris altaris incesi, et omnium,”
the priest intoned, casting smoke to drive evil
spirits back into the dark and dense forests and fens.

Adele Charbonneau, black
circles beneath her eyes, followed our priest closely, now with
eyes devout and damp, now casting glances fearful and furtive into
the dark of our vast night. Within the church she felt communion
and containment. Beyond the window was an endless and cold abyss,
filled wild beasts and howling winds. She knew that if God’s
embodiment on earth spoke the eternal and unchanging mass without
error, and if I, young Richard Belisle, could change himself from
savage into God’s servant by being attentive, by not daydreaming,
and by passing to the priest the host without pause or hesitation,
she might sleep in peace. I felt responsibility in my place besides
the altar. I rose to carry to Father Vukelich the water cruet and
bowl. “Lavabo inter innocentes manus meas,
et circumdabo alttare tuum.” He took the
towel from my wrist and dried his hands. I returned the instruments
and sat.

M.J. nodded sleepily. “For Christ’s sake, I’m a
good kid.” M.J. would pace the snow and wonder how better to dance
lightly upon her mother’s eggshells. “Why is she always yelling at
me?” M.J.’s head snapped up. Adele’s face hardened then became
stricken. Mr. Charbonneau checked his wife with a movement of his
eyes.

Marina held her candle in folded hands, its
light glinting in her eye, off her silver earring, haloing her gold
scarf from which spilled ringlets of black hair. Melted wax
accumulated on the cardboard drip guard. Her black eyes opened and
closed, her lips moved in silent conversation with the plaster
stature of Mary. Now and then she shook her head as if Mary had
given guidance somehow flawed, which Marina wished clarified. One
dare not argue with God, the Father, but Mary, Mother of God, would
understand, explain, and intercede.

Dorothy Stankiewicz, squat block of peasant
woman, stared down her potato nose at the praying immigrant,
foreigner, “D.P.” Dorothy was a crabbed and suspicious woman. She
rode in the back seat of the their 1950 slope-back Plymouth,
staring bug-eyed out the small side window, hunched, only eyes and
nose visible, watching, judging. “These,” she seemed to be
thinking, “steal. They must be watched.” It made me want to tip
over her outhouse, the old hag within, where she would breath her
own fumes until Ben came out for chores and would have to decide
whether he would crap in the grass, or lift the outhouse to release
the stara baba, now even more evil from breathing her own fumes. I
quickly banished these thoughts that I not disturb the sanctity of
the mass.

Alek Stankiewicz bowed his head. Dorothy laid
her heavy arms over the pew, blocking his view of Marina’s leg.
Sensing somehow Dorothy’s malevolence, my mother shifted
protectively toward Marina. It irritated me, Alek’s straying eye
somehow profaning the sanctity of our forest chapel. I knelt.
Through the small window, the waning moon had risen and lit the elm
grove, the cemetery and the road leading into the forest. The
upraised limbs of the great elms seemed to be a congregation,
outstretched arms in the bitter cold supplicating to the clear
sky.

Father Vukelich shook the altar bell. I stood,
approached the sacristy and withdrew the chalice, ciborium and
cruet set. I shook the water cruet, breaking the ice so that it
didn’t pour out precipitously when the priest mixed water with
wine.

“Suscipe santa Trinitas, hanc
oblationem, quam tibi offerimus ob memoriean passionis,
ressurectionis, et ascensionis Jesu Christi.” He again rang the bell. I rose, stood before him looking
over the parish, and saw my skeptical mother, suspicious Dorothy,
strained Adele, tired M.J. and the displaced and beautiful gypsy
woman-child named Marina. I passed Father Vukelich the Host. He
wore black horn-rim glasses, rings on each finger of his left hand;
his hair was butch-cut and waxed. When I was to become the altar
boy, years back, he had asked, “Do you love Jesus?”

“Yes, Father.”

“Do you love our Holy Father, Pope Pius, the
Archbishop and the Bishop?”

“Yes, Father.”

“And you love your father?” He stared at me
intently.

I was perplexed. “Dad’s going to teach me
baseball.”

“How is that, my son?”

I told Mom what he had said, and that he looked
at me funny. She pursed her lip, thoughtful. Some later Sunday, she
said to Father Vukelich how she had been thinking of poor Father
McKinney of St. Elizabeth’s, whom an intruder murdered. “For what?
Five dollars in the poor box?” M.J. and I studied for confirmation
and once a month he questioned us. Only when I could load a pulp
truck alone was I allowed to go to lessons by myself.

Father Vukelich held the Host
before him. “Ecce Agnus Dei, ecce qui
tollit peccata mundi,” he
intoned.

“Domine, non sum dignus et
intress sub techim meum,” we replied. The
congregation stood, except for my mother, and moved to the rail.
She did not take communion. She had married outside the faith. “You
need only ask forgiveness,” said the kindly nun, but still Ma
refused.

Marina approached the rail like a faun
approaching a garden—eyes large, hungry, yet fearful, ready to
bolt—and knelt.

Dorothy opened her mouth like an alligator with
caries, ready to swallow the priest’s arm along with the body of
Christ. Amen rumbled up from the cavern.

Marina stared perplexed at her interlaced
fingers. As Father Vukelich lifted a wafer from the ciborium, I
placed the plate beneath her chin lest a crumb of the Host fall to
the floor, and Marina closed her sad eyes, parted her red lips, her
white teeth perfect, the white of her perfect throat, her full
chest rising and falling pressing against the rail. She blinked
slowly, and looked into my eyes with utter gratitude, as if by
catching the wayward pieces of the Body of Christ, I might save her
from burning in everlasting Hell. “Amen,” she said and bent over
her hands as if offering her slim neck like a saint to the
executioner’s axe. She lifted up and touched my hand like a peasant
girl touching a plaster image of Christ, which she knew was imbued
with the Spirit, glided away, and before the statue of Mary made
the sign of the cross, not as a Catholic, but in the expansive
gesture of the Orthodox. My chest expanded. This is what I wished
to become, protector of the weak, like Mr. Charbonneau, strong,
silent, a soldier scarred in the soul.

“Benedicat vos omnipotens Deus
Pater, et Filius, et Spiritus Sanctus,”
intoned Father Vukelich.

*

We drove home, the window fan fighting a
rear-guard action against frost advancing across the windshield. It
was minus forty. It had not risen above minus twenty since December
15th. I rode between Alek who was driving and his father, Ben
Stankiewicz. Dorothy and my mother sat in the back seat. “Alek,
watch you drive. We go ditch, freeze to death!” Dorothy said.

Ben and Dorothy were short and thickset. She
was volcanic, a fire-breathing dragon. Ben was the earth,
silent—couldn’t get a word in edgewise, I supposed—but had about
him a certain peasant cunning. He knew how to widen the margin a
penny on the dollar, squeezing it twice, and then investing that
coin on cows, land and machinery. Rumor had it he hid his money
under a stump, a strategy that had served him well in 1929.

The upcoming year would be a big one on the
Stankiewicz farm. Jurka, the oldest daughter, had just had the
first grandson. The baptism was in early February. Lena was getting
married in May. In August they would host Farm Progress Days.
People would come from as far south as Marathon County.

“That Rachel Isaacs is a worker,” my mother
said, apropos of nothing.

I lifted an ear. “Worker” was a compliment in
our dialect. Ma liked the new schoolteacher and had begun her
campaign to get her contract renewed. Miss Isaacs may have bit off
more than she could chew when she took this job. Last year, despite
the rules of virtue and propriety, Miss Mueller all of a sudden
became Mrs. Koenig, and the school needed a replacement fast. Miss
Isaacs’ father was connected with the mining company, and Miss
Isaacs had some sort of fight with her parents at their summer home
on Lake Superior. So when the smoke cleared, Miss Isaacs was
teaching us savages, and the parents had returned to civilization
in Chicago. It was okay. Miss Isaacs played piano—she gave M.J.
lessons—and wore earrings that, were she not under Mr.
Charbonneau’s and Ma’s protection, would have gotten her
fired.

“She’s a tough cookie,” my mother said, another
compliment, “but young,” which meant life had not yet laid its
first haymaker across her jaw.

“Lazy whore,
zhid,” said Dorothy,
which she pronounced “hure.” “Normal School. All whores!” We turned
north at the intersection.

“Zhid?” I didn’t know the Polish word, but a cursory interest did
not hold on that word as my mother had reacted to the
other.

“You’re the god-damned ‘hure,’
Dorothy. You think anyone prettier than you is a
shlukha!You’d be so lucky
to be a ‘hure.’”

Dorothy laughed aloud, like a belching cow,
rocking the car. We crossed the single-lane bridge over the Spirit
River Falls and entered a tunnel of spruce, the headlights
sparkling the frost and snow on tree limbs like the kingdom of the
ice princess.

“And she wears lipstick!”

In the rear view mirror I saw Dorothy blink and
I could almost hear the flesh of her eyelids slapping together.
Despite Ma’s blunt talk, Dorothy regarded her as an ally. Dorothy
was not all-powerful. When the old bag told Lena to quit school,
skillets flew. Lena, her mother’s daughter, that one, now worked
for room and board at the hospital. She would graduate from high
school in May. Dorothy had to hire girls to help feed the men
during butchering, sawing, threshing, haying.

“Alek, I tell you, too fast you drove!” The
Stankiewicz’s immigrated before WWI, but English verb conjugation
and word order remained a mystery to Dorothy. “Now that Wilma
Melkovich, that’s a pretty one, don’t you think, Alek?”

Her son gripped the suicide ball on the
steering wheel, wiped the windshield with his elbow, then stared
into the darkness beyond the headlights. Alek, lanky and
good-looking with light brown hair, had quit school after eighth
grade and though he didn’t talk about it, he hadn’t wanted to. When
Alek was drafted in 1951, Dorothy, ever the Polish peasant from
Imperial Russia, hit the draft board like an August tornado. “Only
son! Work farm!” They took Zelma Friedenthal’s middle son, Wally,
instead. Or so Zelma says. Alek didn’t go to Korea, but then
neither did Wally, who went to Germany.

Dorothy’s endorsement of Wilma gave my mother
pause. Ma spoke ill of people plenty. Hypocrisy and blithering
stupidity rendered her eloquent. She could melt the wax from the
ears of even the most blockheaded, or at least make him blink a few
times. No one was completely useless; they could always serve as a
bad example, Mom said. She considered storytelling didactic, gossip
a teaching tool. But “malicious” gossip she frowned upon and M.J.
and I learned early to tell the difference. Her voice would pause.
There was a slight intake of breath, then a guilty look. “Oh,” we
would think. “That’s malicious gossip” and we’d perk up, though
M.J. was quicker at it than I. God blessed Wilma with the face of a
draft horse. Wilma, twenty-three years old, big and strong, drove
the tractor as well as any man, worked in the woods and could hoist
logs all day long. Six feet tall, lean, and big-boned, she was
Dorothy’s idea of feminine beauty. Virtuous too. No “hure,” that
one.

Wilma wasn’t that bad. She knew she was no
prize, but played the hand she was dealt. She was healthy as . . .
well, a horse, and could produce sons, lots of them, out of those
hips. Alek was being lined up to marry her. Word had it she was
moving into the Stankiewicz house. Dorothy probably figured if
Wilma and Alek lived in the same chicken coop, they would
eventually get into the same haymow.

“Dorothy, you going to need someone to bake for
the baptism of Jurka’s boy?” Ma said.

“I cook,” Dorothy said.

“Dorothy, you cook like shit.”
Ma swore like a sailor when she felt it necessary, and was direct,
which one had to be when talking to Dorothy, whose skull was harder
than kiln-dried tamarack. “If you plan to have more than you and
Jurka at the baptism, you hire Marina.” I was figuring out Mom’s
strategy. Jurka was the apple of Ben’s eye. Ma was speaking to Ben,
using Dorothy’s head like one of those old time hearing horns.
“Marina bakes Poteca,” Ma said. Ben shifted. He was a real fan of Ma’s
walnut-filled sweet breads. Alek turned his head.

“Dirty foreigner,” grumbled Dorothy.

“You’re not? Even your
tombstone is in Polish!” Mom retorted. A traveling salesman—Chicago
Polack, I guess—sold Ben and Dorothy their tombstones inscribed in
Polish. The marble plates had been planted in the cemetery, ready
and waiting. The years were filled in except for the last two
digits of the year of death. But Dorothy and Ben would have to
croak before 1999; she’d never pay to have the date rechiseled. I
calculated in my head. Alek had at least forty-one more years in
the harness. He’d hoot it up on his social security
check.

“Wilma help,” Dorothy said stolidly. Alek’s
head sank into the sheepskin of his collar. Wilma resembled Dorothy
in another way. Her family boiled roots—potatoes, rutabagas, and
turnips—for the table. Hogs ate first.

“We’ll see,” mom said.

Alek could volunteer for the draft, I thought.
He could have stored that precious leather jacket for two years and
faced the Chinese hordes on the Yalu with a slingshot rather than
face Wilma in the rack. My mind wandered. On Saturday M.J. and I
were to run the trap line. The snow had to hold off or else we’d
lose some traps buried under a foot of snow, though M.J. always
seemed to remember where we set them.

*

“I wish you had known your
grandfather.” M.J. listened as her mother, speaking in French,
reminisced, lifting her eyes from the keyboard to the picture of a
mustachioed and graying man in waistcoat and fob. A copy of the El
Greco painting, Piéta, The Lamentation of Christ, hung over an
alabaster statue of Mary. To the right of mother and daughter at
the piano hung the iconography of a French-Norman family—small
framed black and white photos; in the place of honor a
daguerreotype of an old man with waist-length beard; several
tintypes and two roughly done oils of bonneted women. A clock
ticked on the wall. The radiator pinged. Heavy curtains half-closed
absorbed brilliant snow-intensified morning sunlight as did the
furniture, dark wood upholstered in red-orange brocade, as did the
varnished floor intersected with a reddish Turkish rug. “He so
loved Schubert,” she said, playing the right hand melody of
Chansons without reading
the sheet music.

“Play Serenade, Maman . . .” M.J. sensed
the emotional ground quaking as if she had strayed from the deer
path through the rice beds, that she must stop and return to ground
that though not firm, was firm enough. This Ricky had taught her.
He would tie the rope beneath his armpit and he would lead and she
would follow, the rough hemp gripped in her hand. He did not permit
her to whine. She was supposed to do what she was told—hold his
life in her hands. “Don’t act like a girl!” he would instruct.
“Fall on your ass. Get low!” It seemed as if she were expected also
to hold her mother’s rope. Her mother’s demands were indirect. 'You
do love me, don’t you?' Adele detested lying, she often said and
M.J. had long ago learned that speaking clear truth brought misery.
Her father listened to her, but was not attentive, and let things
slip, and a truth would pass to her mother, and suffering ensued.
M.J. loved to watch her mother’s long fingers and diamond ring
dance over keys during those moments when her mother played without
memories fluttering like summer moths through the cone of the yard
light. “. . . with both hands, would you?” The fur shack was her
chapel, her private chapel. There, Richard would listen, and not
pay attention, but also spoke no further about her secrets. She
wished she had a girlfriend.

“We had a Viennese piano. That’s the one to
play Schubert . . . not so loud, not so German, as this.” Adele
hurried the tempo as if the young Franz might step through the
doorway, his syphilis-fevered eyes shining, to chide the
insufficient Adele. She giggled nervously. “Your grandfather would
sing and his eyes sparkled.” With her left hand M.J. silently
fingered the keyboard as if seeking the melody with which to pacify
her mother. “Sister Francoise plays beautifully. She’s the mother
superior now, you know.” M.J. glanced at her mother’s face in the
mirror over the piano, though her mother eyes were focused
elsewhere. “She doesn’t teach so much any longer, but she will
teach you. Father gave the piano in the rectory. It will be a great
honor.”

“Maman, I was thinking that I might stay here
for high school.” M.J. felt Adele’s fingers stiffen like a cat
lying in the sunlight hearing the tiniest scratch of rodent claw on
linoleum. Nothing moved. All had changed. “Ricky has no ride to
school. He might have to quit,” M.J. pressed.

After some pause, Adele said, “You two are such
good friends, aren’t you?”

“Ah, Ricky can be such a dope.” M.J. knew she
shouldn’t let loose her enthusiasm, but the tone had crept in
somehow. “He is so strict sometimes, ridiculous,” she said,
thinking of his idiocy with the Italian miners, like she couldn’t
take care of herself.

“Why are you smiling? He hasn’t touched you,
has he? It is so important to have your virtue intact, Marie
Jeanne. Richard is a man. He will find a way. He’s that kind.”

'What kind? What does that mean?' M.J. wanted
to ask, and she felt as the mouse might feel as the cat’s attention
shifted in the air.

“They will touch you,” Adele said.

'Who will touch? Use names for
things!. M.J. thought but remained silent. Her fingers began to
play the tune aloud, and her mother began to accompany, daughter’s
left hand joined with mother’s right, this the ground upon which
they might meet one another without the earth shifting. The sheet
music was accompaniment for voice, the German verse printed above,
the French translation below, and as they finished the first verse,
M.J. did not want to end, nor did her mother, for they played it
through a second time, then began the third, and M.J. felt rather
than heard her mother begin to hum, then her voice in clear soprano
sing the last lines, “Viens, rend-moi
heureaux.”

And M.J. wanted to cry for the innocence in the
Schubert song, in her mother’s voice. They remained silent for
three measures as counted by the pendulum of the clock before M.J.
broke the silence. “Could a young German girl possibly be charmed
with those words?” And she spoke in guttural German the words of a
young man pleading that his beloved consider the yearnings of his
heart.

“Have you heard your father
speak French?” Adele’s laughter this time was not brittle nor did
M.J. hear hidden reproach. “Every language, I suppose, sounds
beautiful when you are inside,” Adele said, and they smiled at one
another, but Adele’s glance on return to the sheet music caught the
photo and M.J. thought that she should feed the picture to the
furnace and her mother’s voice became strained. “Now listen, Marie
Jeanne,” Adele said, “I’ll play it once more. Each note must be
played with attention and when you play each note, with attention,
mind you, the whole piece becomes as Schubert would have wanted it,
and the listener is pleased, but most important, you are pleased.
If you pay attention to each note, as to each moment, the piece and
your life becomes a thing of beauty.”

Her words were reasonable. Her
mother knew the rules, and repeated them, but there were so many,
M.J. lost track and did not follow all of them all the time. Her
mind wandered as, one supposes, Schubert, Der Wanderer, would have wanted it,
and it was to the Belisle south pasture in June when she was
walking to help Mrs. Belisle bake bread and the herd was in the
pasture seeking blades of grass in the thin pasture, and Brownie
was agitated and restless. M.J. saw the cow had her tail raised in
the air and there were two white and glistening hooves protruding.
M.J., the good farm girl, decided to serve as midwife, chase off
tormenting black flies, and bring the newborn calf back to the barn
because Brownie would want to hide it, and they might not find the
calf until fall, and it would have grown wild and it would have to
be shipped for slaughter. In fifteen minutes Brownie completed her
eternal female labor, the calf splayed upon the grass. Then M.J.
watched in fascinated horror as Brownie began to eat the afterbirth
and wondered if she should interfere before the mother ate the
calf! No, the nightmare took place only in her momentary
imagination. Yuck. Brownie finished with the gore, then licked the
calf clean in late morning air rich with the smell of blood and
amniotic fluid and new aspen. When she had a child, would she have
to eat the afterbirth? Yuck again. The calf stood and suckled and
M.J touched where her own breasts were, though they were not yet
the size of a green June plum. M.J. moved to start the calf back to
the barn, but Brownie pushed her away, not hard, but as if to
saying, you don’t know how to hold a child.

“Do too!” M.J. said
aloud.

“Marie Jeanne,” Adele now looked at her. “Are
you paying attention?”

“Oui, oui, Maman, bien
sûr.”

M.J. mentally counted on her fingers. René, her
older brother, died at birth. And M.J., practiced in the ways of
the barnyard, had long ago counted nine months and her mother had
been pregnant at least three months when her parents married. She
could get pregnant with Ricky. Accidentally. What a commotion that
would cause! They would have to marry. They would travel, Ricky a
soldier, she, a pianist. They would drink wine in a Parisian café.
M.J. smiled, imagining Ricky at the table, strong and silent. He
would have to be silent. He didn’t speak French hardly at all,
though he read M.J.’s children books. But who was she to talk,
speaking like a Canuck. The Parisians would turn up their noses.
Sometimes now she wished she were a boy. Her mother would be
less—what? ––entwined and M.J. wouldn’t need to be blind with
jealousy at the way Ricky looked at Marina. He was going so stupid
now. He made M.J. leave the barn when he put the cow in with the
bull. She’d seen cows go into breeding pens from age six and was
she supposed to forget what she saw when she was fourteen? Couldn’t
Ricky look at her as he did at Marina? What an idiot he was.
Neanderthal. But this she knew. She wouldn’t get pregnant by
accident. A Canuck girl knew how to count months and days and the
cycles of the seasons and of the body. Her heart ached. Ricky had
fallen in love with Marina.

“It will be better there. You will have
girlfriends. You need girlfriends.”

M.J. glanced aside at her
mother’s face, chiseled, cold and hurt. The mood in the room had
changed, as if from wistful Serenade to the darkness of
Erlkonig, the evil
Elf-King, he who snatched children in the forest. She saw Ruth’s
father look at her, like the Elf-King, his hide blotched with
mange, hungry, ready dart out to slash, but for Ricky standing
nearby, oblivious, strong, capable. She should make Ricky teach her
to use the 30-30; the .22 seemed so tiny. She smiled. Whatever was
she thinking? The last time she shot the 30-30, she couldn’t lift
her arm for a week. In the forest with Ricky, to pass through the
ancient pine grove near the trapping shack is like entering
the Cathedrale de Marie-
Reine-du-Monde in Montreal, the sun
filtering through the needles like sunlight through the rosette and
she wondered did the builders know these tall trees, the peace that
comes with tall trees?

“I played for the Bishop when I was sixteen. I
could have played concerts, but there was no place in Canada. One
had to go to New York, but father wouldn’t let me go.” Adele said,
and then looked sharply at M.J. “What are you thinking about?”

“Momma, he can barely stand to have me
around.”

“They change.”

'I hope so,' M.J. replied
silently. 'But I doubt it.' “Oui,
Maman.”

M.J. looked at her mother, so like a French
woman casting phrases into the air to see what reaction they might
cause. Her father had been a wild one, at least for a Canadian, and
she wondered if her mother became pregnant to win him; and how did
you get pregnant by choice; how did you not get pregnant? He was so
gentle now. He didn’t talk much, but he listened. Men do grow up .
. . sometimes.

“Marie Jeanne, you are gifted. You can memorize
a sheet of music at first sight. Your fingers are long and strong.
You feel what the composer—Schumann, Mozart, and Beethoven, even
Ravel—wants to communicate. You must stop being a tomboy. You must
practice more. I let you practice only two hours a day, and you
don’t do that.”

“Maman, I play at school.” This she knew. She
was the chain, which her mother had wrapped around Papa’s
neck.

“That is like playing tom-toms. You beat the
keys. Now you have another hour at least to practice.”

“Ricky and I have to run the trap line before
the snow, Maman.”

“Marie Jeanne, the sun is shining.” Adele’s
response was every mother’s response, so reasonable, so wrong. “You
will thank me for this someday.”

*

I arrived at the Charbonneau house at
mid-morning. Heavy icicles hung from the eaves, scattering morning
sunlight like shattered sapphires within the porch. “Good morning,
Ma’am,” I said.

Mrs. Charbonneau stood in the doorframe, arms
crossed, hands tucked in her armpits. Her perfume mingled with the
smell of wood smoke and cow dung that hung from my wool jacket. She
dressed as in Chicago, or, I suppose, Montreal: brown hair curled
at the shoulder, white silk blouse, and jacket with skirt to
mid-shin and black high heels. She seemed like a Lake Superior
lighthouse—white, beautiful, austere—though it was the rare ship
that passed by here to admire her. I stomped my boots. She glanced
down at frozen brown flecks of cow manure in the snow upon the mat
and lifted her nose slightly. I mentally checked the tightness of
the canning jar lid in my pack, which contained chopped skunk meat
for baiting fox traps. From within the house, piano
scales—laborious, angry and petulant—rose and fell. M.J. and her
mother had been fighting again. Adele was the kind of mother whose
minimum expectation was perfection—we are all formed in His image,
n’est-ce pas? A mother’s role was to point out where we had fallen
away.

“How are you this morning,
Michael Richard?” She addressed me with first name and patronymic,
like a Slavic lady, though she had known me since forever. It was
odd coming from her lips, though my mother used the form often
enough, as in “Michael Richard, get off your dead ass or . . .
!”

“Good,” I replied. I inclined my head to step
through the door. “Small door,” I said. A turn of the century
lumber baron had built the Charbonneau house for his “mistress”
from Chicago, an elegant young woman who, I imagined, wore long
dresses with hair piled upon her head. He must have been a little
squirt. Though the Charbonneau house was large, dimensions were
diminished; the doorframes narrower, kitchen counters lower, the
toilets tight. “M.J. about ready?”

She watched my slight contortion, a wistful
expression on her face. “You have grown so,” she said. I nodded
carefully. It was what a Serbian woman said, regretting the passage
of time, grasping your cheeks with both hands, near tearing your
head off, drenching you with tender words and aphorisms so when you
escaped, you felt like a cow-slobbered calf. With Mrs. Charbonneau,
it was different. Today she only looked off over the expanse of the
swamp. “Dreary, don’t you think?” she said.

I followed her gaze and the view indeed became
dreary. The virgin pine within which the house had once been
nestled had long been cut off. Tamarack poles that had sprouted in
the drought of the 1920s and drowned in the rains of the late 40s
were now broken and fallen, like the spars of some sunken fleet,
passive and desolate. “It’s not that bad,” I said M.J. had ceased
playing scales. In the silence the grandfather clock chimed the
quarter hour. From the parlor came the sound of the lid to the
piano bench dropping, M.J. searching for sheet music. M.J.
practiced a lot, perhaps to coat Adele’s glass-jagged edges, to
please her father, to take the minutes of peace the piano
gave.

“Dreary,” she repeated to the frost on the
window, I no longer present. Dreary, I thought? No, not dreary.
There, outside in the snow and cold, was a world of life and sound
and surprise—the sound of snow falling on snow, the pad of the red
squirrel racing along the branch, the bubbling of water beneath the
ice, the squeak of voles in ignorant security scurrying down
snow-covered tunnels, giddy otter skidding across river ice.

Mozart in slow tempo began to flow through the
house like river water over stones, soft wind swirling green aspen
leaves and summer heat over rolling hills. It was good, real
good.

Mrs. Charbonneau looked at me, her face clouded
so I thought to glance at the sky to see if tempest winds had blown
in high clouds that darkened her face. I felt I had to be still or
she could recoil, eyes wild, like a fisher. No, the air remained
cold, still and clear, the tempest within. She turned away. “M.J.
has another hour to practice,” she said. I nodded. Adele wanted me
to leave. Even I could figure out this one. M.J. had committed some
crime, of which there was a long list, and from which Adele chose
at random, a teacher who posed questions, and all answers were
wrong. I looked past her into the parlor, its wallpaper green like
spruce in the fall rather than tamarack in the spring. If I left
for the trap line, M.J. would bitch at me. If I remained, standing
like a log, Adele might feel some pressure to release M.J. early.
“Doesn’t it make you feel lonely?” she said.

“Ma’am?” I said.

“That,” she said, enclosing the view out the
front of the house.

“It’ll grow back.”

“What do you do in those woods? Marie Jeanne is
gone so much.”

'She goes so much because you drive her batty,'
which I did not say aloud, but her eyes snapped to me, as if I had
spoken each word.

“You are quite the young man
now, aren’t you, Michael Richard? You have a girlfriend? You like
the new girl . . . Marina is her name?”

I flushed. “No, Ma’am. She doesn’t speak
English. I just help her best I can.”

“You’re an altar boy. We expect more from you
now that you are a man.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” I said.

“Marie Jeanne thinks the world of you, and we
expect you to be a gentleman.”

“She’s tougher maybe than you think,” I
said.

“She’s becoming a woman now.”

“I had better oil traps.”

“That’s so cruel, don’t you think? You’re a
better man, Michael Richard, than that, aren’t you?”

“Hudson Bay Company buys, ” I said, “I sell.”
Adele looked at me, her head tilted, and smiled lightly, like I had
said something witty. “Tell M.J. I’ll be at the shack.”






*

I skied slowly. I had not gone beyond the
section line when I looked back to see the black speck of M.J.
crossing the north pasture. I leaned on my ski poles until she
caught up. “Short hour,” I said.

“Go,” M.J. said.

M.J. and I skied silently along the logging
road, maple grove with clear under story on the left, thick
sprouting aspen criss-crossed with rabbit tracks on the right.
Where the moraine hill descended into a finger of the Bogus Swamp,
M.J. took the lead and glided down the slope, hinged at the hip,
army pack cinched to her back, breaking into a jog at the bottom to
ascend the opposite side. I, wearing the basket pack weighed with
trapper’s tools, trudged up. I said we skied in silence. I skied in
silence. M.J. talked to herself. “M.J.,” Mr. Charbonneau had once
called up the stair, voice firm in a fatherly manner, winking at
me, interrupting his story about Bob Feller. “Bring your friends
down and introduce them.” There was a moment of perplexed silence,
a cartoon question mark floating in the hallway, before M.J.’s
giggle skittered down the stairs. “Daddy, there’s only me.” And Mr.
Charbonneau shook his head at the wonder of this daughter who
laughed at his joke. I impatiently turned his attention back to the
other dream, to him prosaic, to me impossible, that not only had
the Boston Braves moved to Milwaukee, had not only won the National
League pennant, but had beaten the colossus astride the eastern
horizon, the mighty Yankees. M.J. waited at the top of the hill,
leaning forward on her poles, looking out northwest to the horizon,
unbroken trees as far as the eye could see, frosted, white and
glowing under a cold sun. A flock of chickadees and black-headed
junco, a pair of ruby-crowned kinglets the size of a silver dollar
among them, flitted into the trees to examine M.J. from all sides
and angles. She spoke, perhaps to me, perhaps to the birds.

“With Maman, it’s like we’re playing ‘War’, but
she doesn’t give up the card. She . . . she lies.” War was our
interminable children’s card game, where if a player called a card
in your hand, you had to give it up, or the game didn’t work. I
leaned on my poles, catching my breath, letting her talk. There was
no sense getting between M.J. and herself. “She gives me presents I
don’t want, then gets mad if I’m not grateful forever.” She turned
to me, perplexed. “She wants me to be a nun.” The flock took
flight, tiny wings slapping the frigid air, as if horrified at the
thought.

“That doesn’t seem like you,” I said. “I mean,
sometimes she’s nice.” Her eyes glistened from either the wind or
tears.

“But so often, I . . . we . . .
Dad too, walk on eggshells.”

M.J. was a girl that way. She’d cry. Most of
the time I just told her to shut up. Now I figured I should shut up
myself, but didn’t. “Your ma is probably not that bad. Most
grown-ups have their goofy moments,” I said. “My ma loses her
temper sometimes.” I thought of my father’s towering rage at my
brother. “You just get out of the house until they settle
down.”

“Ricky, you don’t understand. When you’re
around, she behaves.” She was looking at, but not into my eyes.
“She just doesn’t like me,” M.J. said. “She hates me,” she
repeated, examining each word.

“Well, your dad likes you, okay?”

M.J. started, looked at me as if I had stepped
out of the sky, now three- rather than two-dimensional, seemingly
surprised that I had something to say about things of the heart.
She was quiet a moment, and then skied off. We entered the fur
shack, bent to catch our breath, our hot exhalations hanging in the
air. M.J. removed her canvas pack and lifted her sweater to cool
herself. Wisps of steam curled off her bare stomach.

“Put your shirt down,” I said. She rolled her
eyes without answering, shook her sweater to get more cool air to
her skin, opened her pack and withdrew the skinning boards. I laid
on the plank table my basket pack with the tools of the trappers
trade—number 3 and number 4 leg traps and chains—rattling in the
silence of the room. “Get a move on. We got an hour, maybe hour and
half of daylight.”

“I’ll keep up,” M.J. said,
withdrawing Flaubert’s Madame Bovary from a crack in the wall and
wedging it between two boards in the table. She pumped the gas
lantern, struck a match across her butt, lit the wick, and adjusted
the hissing flame. Adele had forbid M.J. reading Flaubert, whom the
diocese of Quebec had deemed pornographic. So M.J. moved Flaubert
to the fur shack and read fast and in spurts. “Emma is so stupid,”
she said.

“She’s boring,” I said, but M.J. ignored me. I
stacked birch bark and splitted tamarack in the barrel stove,
struck a match against the cast iron door. She had already fallen
deeply into the story, her concentration so intense, I suspected I
would hear a pop if a distraction disconnected her from the story
line. The fire began to crackle, and I stacked split logs atop it,
adjusted the draft and looked out the window beside the chimney.
“It’s too small town, no action,” I said. On the other hand, for
all the action in Dumas, it was in the end a little like eating
cotton candy at the fair—you felt a little empty, dizzy.

She snapped her finger and held out a hand
without looking up. “You should read more than the dust jacket,”
she said.

“I read the first one hundred pages,” and there
was nothing pornographic there. There were two boxes or so of mixed
forbidden books and children’s tales stored in the rafters, half in
French, which I learned to read—the simpler stories, at least—with
the help of M.J., books duplicated in English, and a tattered
LaRousse dictionary. It was tame stuff. M.J. snapped her finger
again and I carried her a stack of muskrat skins. She turned one
inside out, stretched it over a scraping board while delicately
turning a page with her knife. “You’re going to cut off a finger
and not notice it till you can’t read the bloody page,” I said, but
she used the knife to wave me off while scraping fat and gristle
from the pelt. The shack warmed.

I looked out the flyspecked window. Afternoon
sunlight streamed cold through the naked trees. Smoke descended
into the river course and flowed downstream with the water. A red
squirrel raced from one spruce to another. Trappers had cleaned out
the fisher and pine marten making the squirrel’s life a little
easier. But there were owl, hawk, fox and bobcat sufficient to make
their lives interesting. We had crossed a day-old bobcat track and
I wondered for a moment how to trap him, what price his pelt might
bring. I picked up the beaver, attached his rear paw to the wooden
gambrel, hoisted it to the beam so the animal hung chest-high, and
began to skin him.

“She’s jealous?” M.J.’s face displayed an
expression now perplexed, now disbelieving, now disgusted. With the
blade of her knife, she flicked a piece of fat at the stove, where
it stuck, melted, slid, and then began to smoke. She looked at the
popping wood stove, whiffs of smoke now and then puffing into the
cabin.

“Who? About what?” I said.

“Mama’s jealous . . .” M.J. repeated, looking
through me, “of me?”

“That’s dumb,” I said. “In trash families, like
Indians or Croats, mothers get jealous of daughters. Not decent
people.” M.J. held the knife between thumb and forefinger, drumming
the table with the remaining three, a pianist. “Hey, are you
talking to me or the wall?” She was arguing with someone, not me,
but about my size, male or female I couldn’t tell, perhaps
Flaubert, but that someone was getting the best of the
argument.

“Judas Priest,” she said, tapping the book,
“there she is.”







Chapter Four






MY FATHER HAD returned from the city. We were
cutting firewood. “Let’s take a break,” he said. He tapped out a
Pall Mall and withdrew a battered Zippo lighter from his Eisenhower
jacket. I shut off the tractor, placed one foot on the sleigh’s log
runners, and propped my elbow on a birch log. The setting sun
colored the base of clouds shades of raspberry, azalea and also the
color of Mother’s blood red lipstick. Reddish hues suffused the
black and white world, darkening distant spruce to black spear
points, the near aspens to gray and my father’s figure to basalt.
He stood like a stone god, gazing into the cloudbank, motionless,
save for now and then an exhalation of smoke and vapor like wisps
from a volcanic fissure. He nodded slightly to the sky above and I
looked up. There, two contrails rose out of a long and white cloud,
flying toward the quarter moon.

“Jets,” I said.

He nodded.

“Probably this cold, maybe worse in
Korea.”

“Probably.”

We stood in silence. He no longer raged since
Frank had left. He hadn’t lost his temper once, at least with me. I
worried about the cold seeping into the tractor cylinder block.
Maybe I should restart it. “How do you think he’s doing?” I
blurted.

The basalt block flicked the cigarette into a
tire rut and turned, the snow reflecting the red suffusion into his
face. “He’s artillery,” Dad said. “He’ll be all right.” A postcard
had arrived from San Francisco. Frank had joined the Army. The
single line said he was going to Japan. My mind slid slowly away
from the crystallized cold, and the air became warm, sodden with
moisture. My brother and I were in our beds. There was the flash of
lightning. An instant clap of thunder rattled the window, poorly
puttied against the weather. A second flash burned the air so close
I thought I could touch it. The clap of thunder was instantaneous
and physical and I sat down as if knocked down. I jumped up again
and looked to the northwest where wind, its advance marked by a
line of thrashing trees and grasses, and a wall of rain, snuffed
the sight of the north field where the oats were still in the milk
stage, then the lower field, enveloping the ditch line before the
wind slammed into the house. I shot put a pillow onto Frank’s face.
“Wake up!” He looked around with eyes, slow to comprehend. He
looked at the pillow, considered it, and then threw it back. The
windows rattled. “Hope the damn cows came up to the barn,” he said.
Frank, two years older, seemed twenty years older and hoisted
responsibilities like large fieldstones, pulling his shoulders
down. Dad was often gone—hauling to Chicago, later a job in Duluth,
sometimes construction. Frank had kept the farm going.

Another bolt of lightning hit close, and I
half-hoped a sizzling ball of electricity would clear off the
dresser so I could tell M.J. a story, and thought maybe I would
tell her it happened anyway. I bounded over my bed to check the
white pines out front, which leaned and shook, seeming to struggle
to right themselves. I pulled on my blue jeans and shoes and walked
through the living room and kitchen out to the porch. Mother and
Dad had been sitting there with cups of coffee, speaking in
murmurs, looking from time to time out the window to watch the
sheets of rainfall. I looked out the kitchen window and saw the
milk cows, backsides to the storm, standing patiently at the barn
door.

“What’s the matter?” I asked, but Mother only
shook her head. By the time we had finished milking, Robert E.
Townsend low wisps of dark cloud remnants were swishing across the
valley, north to south. We drove in our old Packard to inspect the
damage, standing on the edge of the oat field.

“Just when you think you’re
getting ahead . . .” mother’s statement trailed off. Large sections
of the oat stalks lay flattened on the earth, north to south. They
regarded the damage silently. “Well, there’s not a damn thing we
can do about it now.” Mom dropped her cigarette on the gravel and
ground it into the dirt. Dad flicked his into the field. “For
Christ’s sake, why the hell you planted Ajax. I told you the first
damn storm that came along would blow it all down,” Mom said. Dad
did not answer. We got back into the car. He pushed in the
dashboard cigarette lighter. By the time we reached the house, it
popped out. He took out the glowing coil, lit another Pall Mall and
inhaled the smoke deeply.

Sodden air again became cold. The red sky
turned black and planets appeared. The contrails passed through the
moon. My father started the tractor and I rode the sleigh rail back
to the farmhouse.

*

“I thought I saw headlights.”
My mother pushed aside playing cards, whiskey glasses and ashtrays
to set black bread and sausage, hot coffee, pickled eggs and onions
on the table. “If I hadn’t sent Ricky with the tractor, in the
morning we’d found your frozen ass in a snow bank.”

“Berta, this ass’d melt the ice,” Aunt Lydia
said, blinded behind fogged glasses, flourishing her red silk scarf
at the ceiling. She shook in her faux-fur coat like a St. Bernard,
jewelry woven into her red beehive rattling, stamping snow from her
open-toed high-heels. I knelt to unbuckle my boots and watch the
Adriatic storm called Lydia enter as if blown in by a blizzard,
though the night was clear.

“Jesus, it is cold out there.” Uncle Josip, a
little rat of a man, removed his herringbone overcoat and
horn-rimmed glasses, and lifted his fedora carefully from iron-grey
hair

combed straight back. Uncle Josip had hung up
the Oldsmobile on a snowdrift. Once I got them loose, I told Josip
to follow in the tractor tracks as I broke trail within the
snow-canyon walls of our long country road. He tried to pass
twice—city driver. “What’s this shit in the coffee?”

“It’s cream, you stupid
bastard. Put in there special so you’ll croak quicker,” said my
dad, showing Mr. Charbonneau his once-in-a-lifetime pinochle hand
these Chicago relatives had ruined. When my father returned from
the war, he loosed a sharp jab to Josip’s nose, a soldier’s retort
to a civilian’s snide remark that loosed the cascade of events that
brought us to this land. Dad knocked back his whiskey and sour as
Lydia kissed him noisily on the cheek. Mr. Charbonneau had stood
when my aunt entered the house. He remained standing, back to the
wall, hands behind his back, watching, like the great derrick in
the port at Ashland, sympathizing with my father’s lost hand,
giving Adele a calming glance, quiet, as I imagined him in
battle—thinking, observing, preparing the right decision for the
right moment. Adele, a smile lost somewhere on its way to her face,
watched Aunt Lydia warily, as if she were a wild animal wearing a
choke chain too fragile to restrain her. Lydia crowded her, though
the kitchen table separated them. And Lydia, bless her soul, like
an animal, smelled fear.

“Lord, get me a drink,” she said to no one, but
expecting the drink to appear. “Ricky, be a dear boy, would you,
and get my suitcase out of the car. And there’s something for you
on the back seat. And get the bottle under the front seat. Josip,
give me a cigarette.” I liked Aunt Lydia, but you had to watch her.
“Yes, Ma’am,” I said and as I stood she swirled me up in a bosomy
and whiskey-breathed embrace. She wasn’t done with me.

“Michael Richard, aren’t you growing like a
weed. Arms stretching out, legs stretching out. Anything else
stretching out?” She winked broadly to everyone. “Ricky, your face
is all red . . . from the cold?” The laughter added to the heat.
She pushed me to the door. “Jesus, my keester’s cold.” Aunt Lydia
wiggled her butt before the kitchen stove looking for all the world
like a bird of paradise blown off course.

“Careful where you’re shaking your ass, Lydia,”
Mom warned. “You’re going to melt your nylons, for Christ’s sake,”
but Lydia had caught sight of M.J. peaking around the living room
doorway.

“And what’s this? My god, Odette,” Lydia said,
misnaming Adele. “Is this little Marie Jeanne, this sprite? Aren’t
we turning into a young beauty.” Aunt Lydia hoisted M.J. into her
ample bosom. “Just last winter you were such a twig. There’s Hefe
putting heft in the chest,” broadly indicating M.J.’s hardly
visible breasts. It was M.J’s turn to blush crimson. To my mother
Aunt Lydia stated, thank God in Serbian, “They start ovulating,
they start screwing.” Ma rolled her eyes and blushed for M.J. Mr.
Charbonneau too raised his eyebrow, but looked at his daughter as
if suddenly aware his strange and magical child had grown, and he
had missed a moment, and that he would now attend closely because
time passed so quickly. Adele caught her husband’s loving glance,
and tensed, and her expression became like—like what? ––at the
Christmas program, like Wilma Melcher looking at Alek Stankiewicz,
like a jealous woman, I thought.

“Anything new in the Pripyat Bolota, Aunt
Lydia?” M.J. said shyly. “Bolota” means “swamp” in Russian and the
“Pripyat” was some mystical land in the Ukraine where Aunt Lydia
liked to place her weird stories because, I guess, we lived on the
edge of the Great Bogus Swamp.

“You like stories, our little sprite? You’re
not afraid of dark things, are you, my darling? I remember that
about you. In the old country, people watched your kind, child,”
Lydia said.

“Ah, Aunt Lydia,” M.J. said, “No one to watch
me here. I guess I’m lucky.”

“That’s Mrs. Buchhalter, Marie
Jeanne,” Adele corrected. “And we’re getting a little old for fairy
tales, aren’t we?”

“Never too old!” Lydia raised a
finger to the ceiling over plucked eyebrows. “Walpurgisnacht, child, that’s the
night for our kind,” Lydia said conspiratorially. “On the last
night of winter we wild women go up to the mountains to dance naked
around bonfires.”

My mother, cutting bread and sausage, finding
pickles, and setting out more food, growled a warning to Lydia in
Serbo-Croatian. What I heard, I’d guess could be best translated as
“ass in a crack” and “old country.” There were stories that in the
old country Lydia consorted with gypsies and Jews, and this had
something to do with them having to leave.

“Lydia, you and your
god-damned Schwarzer
Kunst. The priests burned your kind,” Josip
sneered. “You got ice for this thing?” he said to Mom, tapping his
whiskey glass.

“Lydia, you’re taking up the whole kitchen,”
Mom said, patting her sister’s shoulder as she passed. “Ricky,
haven’t you unloaded the car yet?”

“Someone has to feed the children, keep the
house,” Adele said in retort to Lydia, but the moment had passed.
Not, I thought, that Adele would win any Good Housekeeping Seal of
Approval.

“Adele, come here and help me with the pies,”
my mother said.

“The priests just stacked the faggots,” Lydia
said, finger back to the ceiling, like an orator. “The women lit
the flame.”

“That doesn’t sound right,”
M.J. said, and stuttered “Aunt Lydia” with “Mrs. Buchhalter,” and
glanced towards her mother. Mr. Charbonneau set his calming hand on
Adele’s shoulder. She shrugged it off and moved to the
kitchen.

“Ach, child, you’ll learn sooner or later.”
Lydia’s eyes teared. “The wild son you can beat, but the spirited
girls were the witches. Those were the ones they burned.”

“Oh bullshit, Lydia,” Mom said, sliding a new
pint of jam across the table to my father, who withdrew his
pocketknife to remove the wax. “Ma was the bitter and selfish
bitch.”

Lydia’s eyes returned from a distant place in a
snap, adept in the magic of travel in time. “Oh, there’s no denying
she’s a mean one.” And both their eyes glazed with tears. Adele
stared at M.J. hard and I felt I should move between them to absorb
the . . . hatred? . . . into my body, but Adele seemed to catch
herself and said, “Marie Jeanne, cherie, pour me more coffee.”
Adele passed her hand over M.J.’s head and said in French. “You
know I love you, don’t you?”

“Coffee, Mr. Buchhalter?” M.J. said.

“God-damned priests,” Mother said, “Scared the
ignorant peasant shitless so they’d give the sucking S.O.Bs all
their money.” My mother looked up. “Michael Richard Belisle, I have
to tell you one more time to empty their car . . .”

My father looked up. “Get moving,” his nod said
kindly.

*

The food was eaten, the drinks refreshed, the
table cleared and cards reshuffled. M.J. and I went into the living
room to set up the gift from the city, a short wave radio. “Sit
down, for crissakes, before I knock your head across the
room.”

“That’s French, Ricky.” She grabbed my wrist.
“What a weird accent.”

“That’s Paris,” I said. With my body I blocked
her access to the dial to clear the static myself. “It’s your
accent that’s weird.” M.J. spoke American just fine, but spoke
random French words like a frog. For example, she said “Montreal,”
the city in Canada, without a “t,” but with a rolled “r,“ but
pronounced “Montreal,” the town near Hurley, like an American.
Figure that one out. I leaned my ear against the speaker seeking
voices among the crackles and static of the HF band. No good. The
antenna strung between the house and machine shed was probably
touching a nail. An explosion of voices washed in from the
kitchen.

“Lydia, God dammit, why’d you lead
hearts?”

“If you didn’t have your head where the sun
don’t shine, you could have trumped the queen,” Lydia’s smoke-husky
voice retorted. “Jesus!”

Squinting at the numbers and cities printed on
the radio dial, I imagined Jesus and several saints in eastern
robes sitting against the wall kibitzing the pinochle game, leaning
in to look around Lydia’s red beehive hairdo. “God himself as my
witness!” she’d affirm, thrusting her red-glazed nails with
cigarette and whiskey glass into the layer of smoke at the ceiling,
cigarette-shaped porcelain earrings bouncing, and the assembled
saints would nod yes, God would have led hearts. With a crisp snap
the double deck of cards was shuffled.

“Sounds like Dad and your mom
won that hand,” M.J. said, reading the frequency chart in the
Popular Mechanics magazine before she tried again to push me from
the radio. “Ici que parle La Diffusion
Francaise” in clear baritone emanated from
the speaker. “There it is,” squealed M.J., repeating the
announcer’s introduction.

From the porch Mom shouted, “Ricky, be a good
boy and get ice.”

“In a second,” I called. “You speak French like
a yokel," I said to M.J. "Now work the dial along this portion of
the spectrum.” I pointed to the small and square radio dial section
where “Europe,” “Middle East” and “Brazil” were printed. “Listen
for ‘zh’ sounds.”

“Zzzurrre…” she said. “You’re such an
expert.”

“Be sarcastic and I’ll knock you into next
week.” With a light touch she rotated the dial and the announcer’s
voice, mellow, concise and unintelligible, then a female voice,
flowed French around us. “Do what I told you,” I commanded. I
reached both to pull her hand away and at the same time pick up the
open issue of Popular Mechanics, but M.J. pulled my wrist down and
rolled me to the floor. “Idiot,” I mumbled through her foot now
planted in my face. I held the magazine so as to read past her
dirty sock. Static drowned out the voices as she futzed with the
dial. I glanced over the “useful suggestions” sidebar. Maybe the
antenna was misaligned. The voices returned clear and
beautiful.

“Mama,” she yelled, “Come in here!” Her excited
foot bounced my head off the floor. I understood not a word save
that the announcer was respectful and he repeated her name over and
over—“Cool it” or something like that. 'Signal reception from
southern Europe is best obtained with antenna alignment along an
10-190 degree axis,' I read.

Adele appeared in the kitchen doorway, looked
down, and smiled. “Is that any way to treat a young
gentleman?”

“Where?” M.J. said, squashing my face once
more, searching the room for the third person that her mother might
have mistaken for a gentleman, before turning back to the radio.
“Listen, Mama, is this Paris?” I lifted her foot from my face,
placed it on the floor, and considered once more the magazine
chart. Adele listened as M.J. adjusted the dial constantly.

“She’s a writer,” Adele said after a moment,
rubbing her face as if removing a spider’s web, and then caressing
M.J.’s hair. “But her accent is thick. Burgundian, perhaps.”

“A writer?” M.J. repeated. She did not pull
away from her mother’s touch. “You tell stories and speak French
with an accent?” M.J. asked the radio.

“Michael Richard, ice!” my mother’s voice rang
out, more imperative. Second call.

Adele listened. “Colette…her name is Colette.
She’s famous, I think.” She listened more closely. "It’s a
recording, I think, it’s from 1950 . . .” And with increasing
alarm, eye beginning to flit about the room, she cried, “Ricky,
shut it off!” I spun the dial off the frequency. “She is
dangerous.”

“Adele, hand’s ready to play,” Mr. Charbonneau
called from the porch. Adele gazed upon her daughter, as if she had
difficulty focusing, as if seeing Lydia’s strange spirits invading
her child. From the porch voices called again, and she dropped her
gaze, her finger at her mouth, the nail clicking against her lower
teeth. And she was gone.

I grasped M.J.’s head, turned her eyes to me.
“You okay?” I asked. She nodded, yes. “Who’s Colette?”

“There’s one of her books in
the fur shack.” M.J. was working something over, which I would hear
about later. “She’s forbidden, I think.”

“Michael Richard Belisle!” rang out from the
porch.

“In English or French?” I asked. M.J. shook her
head. She didn’t remember for she read in one language as well as
the other. The question was important. I could barely read the
French primers. “Pay attention to what’s happening. Any chance you
could do what I told you?” M.J.’s mind had left for Paris to chat
with this forbidden woman, who also spoke French like a yokel.
“Okay, watch the machine shed roof. We are going to listen to my
language. Signal me when the static clears.”

*

With the snap of the storm door, the farmhouse
world, heated and moist, redolent of cigarette smoke and perfume,
whiskey and bread, became the moonscape silence of the winter
night. Chimney smoke stood like a pole above the house. Standing in
the center of the driveway, I rotated to the four points of the
compass. In the south, Orion lifted in frozen perpetuity his heavy
shield against Cancer’s outstretched claws. To the east, the waning
moon, yet to clear the tree line, cast long shadows across the
north pasture. The Aurora Borealis was tonight an unmoving
multicolored curtain through which the Big Dipper and North Star
shone dimly. Moon shadows touched the west tree line, and, at the
end of my rotation, I saw the moonlight had illuminated white glass
insulators nailed to the peak of the machine shed. I climbed up and
over the town grader’s snow bank and stepped onto the snowfield
with care lest I break through the crust. I passed the garage level
with its eaves and imagined that it was summer, I myself one of
Lydia’s ghosts and that beneath my feet heat shimmered and cattle
shook off with trembling skin tormenting flies. Between the garage
and the machine shed two boys, my brother and myself, shirtless
with hands and arms grease-covered, worked on the tractor and mower
under the hot sun. I smiled. They’d feel the sunburn at the end of
that day. I slid into the wind-formed moat that circled the shed
and they disappeared.

I climbed the ladder to the roof. The ice cubes
I sought were the icicles formed on the shed’s south eaves. The
roof was my radio antenna field—glass electric fence insulators
nailed at six-foot intervals. I could move the wire from insulator
to insulator to improve reception. I saw M.J. outlined against the
window, gazing at the radio. I waved, but she, lost in her dream,
did not notice. I touched the antenna wire and she started, looking
about. I moved the wire. She waved her hand. So-so. I moved the
wire again. When I looked, M.J. was gone. Little stinker. I suspect
it wasn’t in some Slavic language M.J. was now engrossed. I had
made the French woman speak clearly. Were it only so easy with real
women. I slapped the roof with my gloved hand. Did I do anything
well? My fastball was slow, my curve ball didn’t. Marina’s dialect
was not mine. I had no money. Someday, but Marina was now. Alek
would take her out; he had a car and that bomber jacket looked
good.

The northern lights began to move slowly, pulse
languorously, so beautiful I stood up for it seemed I might wrap
myself in them. The cold slipped to my skin, making me shiver. I
looked around, stealing a moment before the cold penetrated my coat
and drove me down. The eastern woods were black, save the crowns of
the sugar maple and the elm trees, the branches interlaced like so
many old women’s bony fingers. Beyond lay the wide expanse of Bogus
Swamp, black edged with wild rice beds. High winds had scoured the
surface of Bogus Lake clear and black, drifted snow laced across
the surface of the ice like veins. To the northwest a light
flickered. Someone at the Scullens had turned the farmyard light
on. Then the haymow light can on, and they appeared as two yellowed
eyes, like Jacob Scullen’s, gazing malevolently through the trees,
one eye clear, one dimmed and diseased.

Another hard shiver. Images projected
themselves, one slowly after another, onto my eye screen. I saw my
mother absently dab a tuft of M.J.’s hair down. Adele slitted her
eyes. Lydia noticed, my aunt’s whole body seeming to say “Ah ha!” I
felt the cold like something alive work through the fibers of my
wool jacket.

I caught movement like an eye moat in the
crowns of the east wood. It grew into a dark pulsing thing, its
shadow racing across the snow covered field. At a point in the
hayfield the two shadows abruptly joined in an explosion of black.
I stared hard at the spot, trying to discern form as in a
photographic negative. The eye moat reappeared, black from white,
to become the rhythmic sweep of heavy wing flying directly at me.
It became a great horned owl passing over my head, its heavy wings
making no sound, a vole hanging limp in its claw, to disappear
through the broken gable window of the barn.







Chapter Five






MY FATHER HAD returned to the city, but Adele
remained in the wilderness. M.J. had skied over this morning and
now lay upside down, her feet over the back of the couch, holding
aloft a battered novel. Snow devils swirled across the south field,
collapsing at the tree line, piling snowdrifts across the road.
Gusting winds tossed the pines in the front yard so they seemed
like gangly boys losing their balance on a log over a quarry’s deep
waters. Water drops traced sinuous lines down the steamed
windowpanes, pooled on the sills and froze. Hot air rising from the
floor vent and the kitchen stove swirled the smells of rolled
Slavic pastry filled with brown sugar, crushed nuts and
spices—cinnamon, marjoram, and cardamom—into the living room where
Aunt Lydia’s books lay strewn. I lay across a wooden chair,
Alexander Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo on the floor, my eyes
following the narrative on the page, my ears the narration in the
kitchen.

Marina was making egg noodles. She seemed a
slight thing, of a substance like the will-o’-the-wisp in the Bogus
Swamp, these ephemera shimmering beyond the Cross of Lorraine on
summer nights, fading as you approached, reappearing as you passed.
She couldn’t be strong enough to knead the tough dough.

Ma was baking. And grilling Marina. After the
Christmas program, she had made a beeline to the stage, folded up
the child-woman, obtained a sketch of Marina’s story, and made
Hilda promise to drop “the D.P.” at the farm to meet her
“countrymen.” Ma’s strategy for teasing out a story was direct,
blunt, and effective, as when she grilled Sophia Gryskiewicz.

“So, Sophie,” Ma said, smoke curling from a
Pall Mall, coffee cup gaveling the table as a judge gaveled the
bench, “you p.g. again?” I would writhe, rumbling the soapy dishes
to cover the lewdness. And the Sophies of the world didn’t recoil,
but rather leaned forward to discuss options, defend choices and
solicit advice. “Close your damned legs!”

I listened as if they were foreigners, but
nosey M.J. would edge closer, drying the dinner plates so
diligently the designs near rubbed off. But today, M.J.’s eyes had
closed, her left leg slowly descending the back of the couch, the
book approaching the floor, as if she were performing a stop-motion
somersault.

“This is poteca, ‘bird,’ Marina,” Mom said,
“because we shape it like bird wings.”

“Da, da, Mrs. Belisle,
kolaci sa orasima.”

“Pastry with walnuts,” repeated
Mom and demonstratively lifted the bowl of crushed nuts. If
Marina’s sense of English was precarious, her sense of the kitchen
was strong. She had lived in a British-administered displaced
persons camp in Austria; she had worked as a scullery maid on a
farm.

I understood more than spoke Serbo-Croatian.
Thus, Aunt Lydia considered me polite because I didn’t argue with
her. When I lived with her and Uncle Josip and they fell into the
native language to speak secrets, I understood as much as any child
understands—less than I wanted, more than they suspected.

“And who that tall boy?” Marina asked. She
appeared to absorb nourishment from the food molecules in the
kitchen air. She had gained weight, had rounded out. Her green eyes
were no longer dull. Her skin had lost its pallor, her black hair
curly, rich and healthy. “The one with glasses . . . the
soldier?”

I perked up. She had noticed that
dipstick?

“The Gruetzmacher boy? Dolman? Seven brothers.
One more bull-headed than the next.” Mom searched for an aphorism
to make precise the image, but it eluded her. I silently provided
the unoriginal but perfectly adequate 'dumber than a doornail,' but
then a story came to her mind. “Dolman’s cousin, Margaret, told
Heika, Dolman’s sister, ‘Heika, you are lucky to be a Gruetzmacher
girl.’” My mother paused, a catty smile appearing. Marina raised
her eyes in inquiry. “That means you won’t have to marry one of the
dumb sons a’ bitches!”

Marina giggled. My mother had long ago obtained
the Charbonneau story. Adele suffered from depression. Mr.
Charbonneau worked long hours. Because of his nightmares they slept
in separate rooms. Sometimes Ma woke me for chores from the foot of
the bed rather than the side. Then I knew that Adele had gone to
“help” her own mother in Canada, that M.J. was asleep beside me.
When M.J. had her own bed in our house, and because she too dreamt
troubled dreams, I would find her asleep on the rug beside my bed
on her down comforter. I was as a comforting dog to her. “And that
tall girl,” Marina mused. “She was watching that kindly faced boy
like a falcon.”

“Oh, you mean Wilma . . .” A gust shuddered the
storm window. The lace curtain moved slightly. M.J., now asleep,
lay askew as if she had been thrown at the couch and stuck there.
My mother leaned against the sink, lit a cigarette and watched the
blizzard through the kitchen window. “Ah, she’s a selfish bitch,”
she told the wind, but it wasn’t Wilma she was talking about. I had
heard the story a thousand times already in both languages, but
Marina hadn’t and held the bread bowl on her hip, no longer
kneading. I imagined her holding a child there. “Ma already had
five children,” my mother said. “Francis and Stephanie were born
epileptic. The state has them now. She didn’t want any more, but
Pa, controlled by the church . . . god-damned priests, people so
goddamned scared of going to hell.” Tears appeared. “Pa . . .” Mom
gasped the name, then caught it, and recovered. “They divorced
before the war. Pa took Zoran and Edvard back to Yugoslavia.”

Marina touched mother’s arm as
if to take some portion of my mother’s loss onto her own body, as
if she understood unfathomable loss, and I wondered what story I
could tell to have Marina touch me like that. But Ma just shook her
head at the utter finality of decisions, threw the cigarette into
the sink, and pressed her finger into the egg noodle dough, testing
its firmness. “Pravo,” she said. “About right.” They transferred the sheet of egg
noodles to a towel. “Ricky, get your butt over here. Help
Marina.”

I lifted off my chair, woozy from the bad
position, one arm tingling where I had lain upon it. I picked up
one end of the towel, Marina the other, but it slipped from my
finger, the noodles nearly flopping onto the tabletop. “Riicky,
careful!” then in cascading Serbo-Croatian she complimented me,
cast rueful smiles and pouted her lips to smooth any ruffled
masculine feathers. I flicked my wrist, squared my shoulders, and
again picked up the corners of the towel. We walked carefully
through the living room. With my back I pushed open the bedroom
door. Arms outstretched, we bent to lower the towel onto the bed,
where the noodle dough could stiffen in the cold room before being
cut. I looked up to signal that we could release our grips, and
looked down her blouse. My dizziness returned. I looked away.
Marina chattered a thousand thank-yous, pinched my cheek and kissed
me where she had pinched, older sister-like.

Marina left the cold room, lightly, as if made
of a substance different from the rest of us. I followed, closing
the door. The tingling in my arm had moved to my cheek. I looked
down at M.J., sprawled on the couch, grasped the bib of her
overalls, lifted her up, head lolling, deposited her back on the
couch and pulled the knitted Afghan over her. She burrowed into the
blanket, the couch, sleep, her dream. A dark and ragged shape,
rifle slung over shoulder, swirled in snow, passed the window.
Marina’s body stiffened as she saw the black image, and a sudden
wildness entered her body and she slid through the door to the
basement.

“The slop jar is next to the
furnace,” my mother called after her. “Damn wind. Swear it’s going
to blow this shack down,” she said.

*

“Zoran, come in for coffee,” Ma shouted,
holding fast the door against the blizzard wind funneling between
the house and woodshed. Plastic sheets stapled under thin slats
were our storm windows . Iced snow struck the door like sand,
enveloping my uncle, who stood against the fury like a corner post.
“Those trees aren’t going anywhere.” “Get Ricky moving, Baba,” he
said.

“I’ll ‘Baba’ you, up your ass,” Ma said. “Get
in here.”

“Zdravo, chicje,” I said, pulling on my wool
socks. Zoran nodded to me without expression. To teach the nephew
was the role of the uncle among Serbs; the Serbian father was too
rageful with the son. Were Uncle Zoran only present when Frank was
my age.

Uncle Zoran was the odd Serb. A pack of Serbs
was a noisy bunch, leaping up, pounding tables, and shouting
vaporous opinions as if God himself had personally spoken to the
B.S. artist. But my uncle was not one to smile, much less talk.
Before putting on my winter gear, I judged the situation. If Ma
started a melancholy or passionate or weeping story of Chicago or
the old country or Grandma, it could go on for two hours. I’d sweat
in the house and freeze on the road. M.J had wanted to go with us,
but remained asleep on the couch and Zoran appeared to want no
company. I’d check her traps. Today Zoran was to teach me how to
cruise a stand of timber, an island of mixed white pine and hemlock
the timber companies had somehow missed. I laced my gaiters. Zoran
wore knee-high woodsman’s boots. He had been a forester in
Yugoslavia, was in the hills when the Germans arrived, and
disappeared. One day, ten years after Grandfather’s 1940 letter had
arrived, Uncle Zoran appeared at St. Stephan’s in Chicago.

'He had been a Chetnik,' Aunt Lydia whispered.
Grandfather and Edvard had disappeared. Grandmother had remarried
an educated man, a jeweler, moved to Chisolm, Minnesota, and wrote
an advice column for the Serbo-Croatian newspaper. She had become
one of the educated. Mother had married the uneducated steel
worker, the cracker, the strikebreaker National Guardsman, who had
gone to war. When my father returned, spring-loaded, I was five.
“Shell-shocked,” they said. Uncle Josip, a German-speaking Slovene
and accountant at Western Electric and sharp-tongued little rat,
said something, the phrase then and still lost, for my father’s
fist returned it to his kisser. Some say Dad broke Josip’s jaw;
others only his nose. All, except Lydia and Grandma, agreed uncle
Josip had it coming. Dad disappeared for a week and when he
returned, he said, 'We’re moving.'

“Divorce him, Berta,”
Grandmother said.

Mother loved Chicago. “May I rot in hell if I
am ever the selfish bitch you are!” she said. And in the emptiness
of the Northwoods my father’s rage fell on Frank. And I could not
protect him and I was drenched in shame. And for some reason my
father’s rage did not fall upon me.

Zoran stood in the doorway, drank his coffee in
a gulp, hefted the U.S. Army backpack in which he carried the tools
of the forester’s trade, and shouldered his bolt-action Mossberg 20
gauge. “You intend to see her, Zoran?” my mother said.

“I don’t know.” Zoran breathed
heavily. “February,” he said and nodded in my direction. “He’ll
come too.” He turned and walked into the blizzard.

“Now don’t stay out all day. It’s supposed to
get even worse.” Ma looked around the kitchen. “I wanted you to say
hello to Marina,” she said. “When you get back, there’ll be hot
bread to eat.”

*

The wind funneled between the house and the
wood shed, sandblasting ice into our faces, easing as we passed
into the lea of the house, then striking again with full fury. The
snow devils marched across the fields like Chinese soldiers
crossing the frozen Yalu River, hitting the house with the whump of
a mortar, engulfing us. Uncle Zoran turned into the gale, upright,
and I, leaning forward, walked behind. On the road, snowdrifts
approached the height of the electric wires, which hummed
deep-throated like cello strings. We walked protected between snow
canyons, gritted ice drifting down, and where the canyons fell
away, the wind scoured the roadbed to glare ice as “vili,” Aunt
Lydia’s squabbling snow fairies, tried to snatch the skis from my
shoulder. From the north a line of snowfall like an avalanche
curtained the moraine hills, Bogus Swamp, the near tag alders, then
Scullen’s west field—a wet field, always late to work in the spring
where the muck sucked tractors into the earth and standing water
drowned the new seeding so that pigweed and thistle became the
grazings of horsefly-tormented cows. The Scullen barn, gray and
weather beaten, loomed out of the storm, providing respite from the
northwest wind; inside I heard the soft clink of stanchion chain
and cow noises. The Scullen farmhouse stood on a little rise to the
east, the wind opposed but by a single naked maple, the yard
windswept clear, the clothesline slapping. A curtain moved in
Ruth’s bedroom window, either the wind passing around the glass or
she watching us pass.

“Sluga , zuriti se,”
Zoran said. “Get moving, boy.” I gestured that we
should take a shortcut across Scullen pasture. He shook his head
once, no. He respected property lines, borders, and boundaries.
Among the locals, this was an oddity; fences were temporary things,
signifiers only to cattle, and to them only a suggestion. I stepped
again into the wind.

Zoran, checking his compass, waved me to him.
We stood now at the intersection of the east-west section line, in
spring a grassy lane two miles north of the farmhouse, and the
north-south town road. The needle quivered east by northeast, the
iron deposits beneath Bogus Swamp diverting the fools who believed
in technology. Here one navigated by memory and landmark. You
didn’t daydream, even for a minute, or you were lost. Even climbing
a tree you merely saw more trees, unless you could spot the Cross
of Lorraine. Zoran put on his skis. I took off my choppers and bent
to fix the buckles, working fast before my hands froze. By the time
I cinched the second clasp, my fingers were numb. When I tried to
tighten the strap one more hole, the pin gouged my finger,
sprinkling red flecks of blood on the snow. I got up, deciding
whether to warm my fingers in my pants, but Zoran was off. I would
ski, one binding loose, until my hands warmed in my mittens.

Uncle Zoran now moved east in long smooth
strides fairly flying over the snow, breaking trail, sometimes
skimming the surface, other times sinking in snow to the level of
his knees. I found my stride and, warmed from the exertion, opened
my collar, rolled my black stocking cap above my ears. We passed
two farmsteads, one abandoned, now hidden under snow. Grote Van
Ert, the mad Dutchman, lived on the second, which was a house,
ten-stall log barn, and shed . He logged still using horses.

Zoran made for a cedar copse, entered, and
disappeared as if swallowed. I followed, gliding down a shallow
slope into the darkness, like entering a vast shed, the tree trunks
the support beams holding aloft the blackness of the roof. The snow
this year was deep. Where the winds neither piled snow nor swept it
away, it was eight feet. In evergreen copses, the snow remained
shallow, some places even to the ground. The boughs held the snow
aloft where cold dry winds transpired it into the atmosphere.

Within the copse branches were stripped bare of
greenery to the six-foot level. I knelt to tighten my ski strap.
The floor of the grove was crosshatched with trails, as if
schoolchildren had played fox and goose. The paths were trampled
and dark with deer pellets. I started. A mound of snow moved, rose,
stumbled a few feet, and fell, and moved no further. Deep snow had
imprisoned the deer within the yard. They had eaten what they could
reach, and in the way these things worked, the breeding bucks died
first, then the remaining bucks, then the yearlings. The pregnant
does died last. In the gray light, mounds and hummocks appeared,
dead or dying deer, and some were torn, eaten. In the path a canine
track imposed upon the hooves.

I pointed to it. “Wolf?”

Zoran unshouldered his rifle.
“Dogs,” he muttered, and then in Serbian, “God-damned dogs.” I looked up to
argue. How could you at a glance tell the difference between a dog,
coyote or wolf track? You needed to see the animal, didn’t you?
Beneath the crowns, the wind moaning like old women keening, his
face was cold steel. He looked down upon the savaged animal, its
entrails frozen into the moss as if receiving sustenance from the
swamp. Hatred seeped from his body like mists from beneath the door
of the meat locker. He stepped out of his skis, walked to another
mound of snow, and kicked it, and stared down at the starved
animal, muttering. He was in some forest in Bosnia-Herzegovina.
“Tito starved us . . . Croats . . . German dogs.” I was confused.
Tito had been our ally. The Germans were enemies. Only later did I
learn the nature of people’s wars.

I squinted into the gloom. Suddenly a form
leapt the embankment. In one motion, Zoran lifted the rifle to his
shoulder and shot, and I watched, mouth open, scream stuck in my
throat as the slug traversed the distance, passing through light
and dark shadows like a thrown rock into M.J.’s chest and she
collapsed in a cloud of snow, her skis crossed crazily. A scream
stuck in my open mouth, my legs tangled in my own skis, unable to
find traction, my vision blank, then I heard a moan in my ears like
the keening of the wind. I saw M.J.’s pale face, crazed eyes
flitting in fear, head flopping like a shot rabbit. I crawled
towards her, hands punching through snow, unable to kick off one
ski. I was on her when she turned over, lifted her skis into the
air and unbuckled one strap.

“Christ,” she said. “That scared the hell out
of me.” She lifted up on her elbow, looked into my face, and said,
“What?”

. “What in the hell’s the matter with you!" I
cursed, voice high-pitched like a girl’s. "Who let you follow us?
Blizzard . . . die . . . lost . . . wolves!” My words spilled
senselessly into the snow. How could Zoran have missed her? With
conscious effort I brought my squeaking voice under control. “You
should have been shot sneaking up on us like that!”

M.J. was not one to admit mistakes to me. “I
didn’t sneak up on you,” she shouted back. “Why did you go without
me? You promised, you liar.” We faced each other on all fours, like
two dogs yapping.

Zoran stood, towering over us, cigarette in the
corner of his mouth, one eye half-closed against the smoke and
swirling snow, face hard with death. With the muzzle he pointed to
a collie dog, hair matted, snout scarred, eye extruded from
socket.

“That!” I shouted. “Wild dogs. They would have
killed you.”

“Kill me? What, you idiot beyond comprehension,
are you talking about?” She looked at me as if I were indeed such
an idiot. “I had just been petting her.” Tears welled in M.J.’s
eyes. “She was going to be my dog.” I understood. The collie had
been a family pet, abandoned on the road, left to roam, a memory of
kindness bringing her a girl’s outstretched hand.

*

In early February a warm front pushed in during
the night, breaking the long spell of bitter, bitter cold. On
Lincoln’s birthday, school let out early and Alek, Duane and I went
hunting on Bogus Swamp. Mist wisped off the snow and swirled amid
dead tamaracks. Above, thick clouds threatened another heavy
snowfall toward evening. We walked in the narrow layer between the
gray clouds and gray snow, the wet snow hanging on our boots like
twelve-pound cinder blocks. Alek and I wore gaiters while Duane
wore rubber overshoes, the top buckle on one boot broken, snow
spilling into it.

Armed, such as we were, we crossed the bog
abreast—on the left was Alek, his 410 /22 over-and-under cradled to
the left. I walked on the right, Uncle Zoran’s pump action Marlin
22 cradled right. Between us walked Duane, my single-shot 22 held
to the sky, ready to plug any partridge so unlucky as to fly
directly overhead. Duane’s old man wouldn’t let him have the
shotgun. No reason I could tell; just wouldn’t.

Alek’s beagle, Doc, moved onto the sage meadow,
snuffling the snow for rabbit. Duane’s dog, Jeb, was having a hard
time if it. Heavy—half-collie and half-German shepherd—he kept
breaking through the crust. We approached the aspen grove, which
rabbits had progressively girdled as the snow deepened.

Duane tripped over a buried log, his gun
swinging wildly. He stumbled a few steps, tripped again, this time
sprawling headfirst into the snow, gun going off with a muffled
whump, the bullet exploding a track of snow past Jeb’s jaw,
snapping off an alder branch. The tired dog flinched, looked where
Duane had disappeared, barked once, then sat on its haunches, as if
ready to light a cigarette. Doc, invisible in the mist, answered
with an inquiring yelp. Duane rose up like a body from the swamp,
cursing till his air ran out.

“That Christian talk?” I said.
He stared at me, sucking air, spitting snow. “You should have left
Jeb home,” I said. Duane was a different pot of cevapcici, all right. Blond hair held
tight with Bryl-Creme, teeth arched with plaque, his eyes as
expressive as a bull’s. Quick flicks of attention faded away and
the next emotion was different, disconnected, and like a bull, you
felt he would turn, crush the life from you, then calmly return to
his grain. When Duane smiled, it was as if he were imagining you
hurt, and that the thought pleased him. He was building muscle. He
looked at me with flat, dull eyes. I’d have to fight him again
pretty soon. “And don’t carry your gun like that,
stupid.”

Alek, Duane and I had been picking rock in the
heat of last August. He didn’t like it, not that I thought it was
much fun. “I ain’t picking no more fucking rocks,” he said. “Pick
the ones that ain’t,” I said.

“Ain’t what?” he said, then gave me the finger,
a sickly half-smile on his kisser and sauntered away, leaving Alek
and I to load the stone boat.

“Two more loads,” Alek said. “Let’s get’r
done.”

We bent back to the rocks. We were hard-working
boys. We lifted heavier rocks, larger logs and ate like hogs. Last
summer according to the feed mill scale I gained ten pounds and
bulked muscle across the shoulders. By next fall, I’d weigh one
hundred seventy pounds. I still had the advantage, but Duane was
closing on me.

A few heavy snowflakes fell through the fog.
Duane righted himself, wiped snow from his face, reloaded, and
caught his breath. Bogus Swamp was permeated with mysteries both
normal—swamp gases, St. Elmo’s fire, that sort of thing—and weird.
At the tavern Ernst Ineichen narrated with relish, “Collin Murphy
was not twenty feet ahead.” The old Schweitzer snapped his fingers.
“Gone like that! Never did find’m. Bog sucks you in, don’t spit you
out.” Other times the story took a different tack. “Collin pulled
out of my hands. Swamp pulled him in.” Half of what Ineichen said
was lies, but you never knew which was which. Poling my boat
through the water lilies, I imagined seeing Murphy’s face in the
swamp water and thought how it could be if you fell in, tangled in
the matted roots, not knowing up from down, thrashing with the
memory of open water five feet away, and drowning.
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