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Chapter One

I GAZE UPON THE season from my veranda and know all too well its gaseous vapors and fading colors and deceptive embrace. An orange sun hangs in the cottonwoods down by the river, backdropped by the razored peaks of the Bitterroot Mountains. For me, the sun’s lack of warmth is a harbinger of our times, or at best a sign of our collective ephemerality. But please don’t be taken aback. Age is not kind, and it leaves a mean stamp on an elderly man’s perceptions.

A red Ford F-150 pulls to a stop on the dirt track between my barn and the river. There’s a bullet hole in the back window, frosted around the edges like a crisp of ice. A gangly teenage boy vaults over the tailgate and can-sprays a black swastika on the door of my barn. His stomach is flat as a plank, his hair grown over his ears. He pisses in my cattle guard while rotating his head on his neck, his urine flashing in the sunlight.

I walk down the slope, the air damp and tannic from the decomposition of leaves. The boy climbs back into the bed of the pickup and bangs his fist on the cab’s roof. The driver wears a red cap. A man in the passenger seat turns his head slowly toward me, his salt-and-pepper hair scalped around the ears, his face insentient, perhaps hardened by the elements or a life ill chosen. A beer can rests on the dashboard. The truck drives away, swaying in the potholes.

“You don’t belong here!” the boy shouts, trying to keep his balance, a childlike grin on his face, one that seems incongruent with the nature of his visit. “Go somewhere else!”

He shoots me the bone, his free hand cupping his package.

A HALF HOUR LATER a state police trooper gets out of her cruiser with a clipboard and fits on her campaign hat. She brushes her nose with the back of her wrist, as is our wont during the virus that has changed our culture. She can’t be over five-two. Her hair is thick, the color of slate, her skin tanned, her eyes recessed and bright and happy like those of a young girl who is curious about the world. She asks me to tell her everything that happened. When I finish, she makes no comment, and I wonder if I have overestimated her.

“My description doesn’t help much?” I said.

“You didn’t get a tag number?”

“There was mud on the plate.”

“The dispatcher said you’ve had trouble out here before,” she says.

“Kids who threw a sack of pig guts in my yard.”

“Why would anyone want to paint a swastika on your barn?” she says.

“They don’t like me?”

She puffs one cheek, then the other, as though rinsing her mouth.

“I called 911 because I’m required to do so by my insurance company,” I say. “I appreciate your coming out. I doubt anything will come of this, so let’s forget it.”

“How about giving me a chance to do my job?”

“Sorry.”

“How old are you?”

“Eighty-five. Why do you ask?”

“You don’t look it.”

“It’s Dorian Gray syndrome.”

She looks into space, then at the two vehicles parked among the maple trees in my front yard. “You live with others?”

“I’m a widower.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“I live by myself.”

“You look like Sam Shepard. You know, the actor?”

I don’t reply. For many people who have had a recent personal loss, superficial conversation has an effect like an emery wheel grinding the soul into grit. The swastika on my barn door seems to become uglier and more intrusive as the day grows colder and more brittle, like winter light on a grave.

“Hello?” she says.

“Yes?”

“I mentioned Sam Shepard as a compliment. Know any white supremacists hereabouts?”

“I’ve seen some people at the grocery and the PO with AB tats.”

“Where did you hear about the Aryan Brotherhood?”

“Bumming around.”

“You didn’t try to take a picture of the truck or the kid shooting you the finger?”

“I don’t have a cell phone.”

“You’re the writer, aren’t you?”

“I’m ‘a’ writer.”

“I think there’s something you’re not telling me, Mr. Broussard. I think you stirred up some white supremacists. I’ve seen your letters to the editor.”

“White supremacists don’t read the editorial page.”

“Can I make a suggestion?”

“Why not?”

“Stay away from these guys. They’re not just racists. They mule the meth that gets brought into the res from Denver and Billings. I don’t think the high number of murdered and missing Montana Indian women is coincidence, either. Are you listening, sir?”

“These guys who sprayed my barn weren’t dope mules. They’re leftover nativists. They think their time has rolled around again.”

“Nativists? You’re not talking about Indians?”

“Nope.”

She takes a business card from her shirt pocket and writes on it and hands it to me. “That’s my cell number on the back.”

“Why the special treatment?”

“You read Oscar Wilde.”

“Pardon?”

“You mentioned Dorian Gray. I assume you know who wrote the novel.”

The skin on my face shrinks.

“I read one of your books,” she says. “I think you’re a nice man, Mr. Broussard. But you need to take care of yourself. There’s some mean motor scooters down in the Bitterroots.”

The name on her card is Ruby Spotted Horse. “Officer, I didn’t mean—” I start.

She gets in the cruiser and starts the engine and hooks on a pair of yellow-brown aviator glasses, then rolls down the window. “Did you lose your daughter recently?”

“Yes, I did.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, sir.” She looks in her outside mirror. “Watch out. I don’t want to run over your foot.”

I nod but don’t speak, which is what I do when others mention my daughter’s death. I still haven’t dealt with her loss, and I probably never will.

Ruby Spotted Horse makes a U-turn and drives down the dirt lane, the sun’s reflection wobbling like an orange balloon trapped inside her rear window.



Chapter Two

THE WORST DAY in my life began the first of August and has continued as though it has no end, no direction, no resolution, no meaning, no purpose. My daughter’s name was Fannie Mae Holland Broussard. She was fifty-four when she died. Her body was not discovered for three days. The medics had to put on hazmat suits before they entered the house.

In the early hours of each morning I wake with that image in my mind and a hole as big as a pie plate in the center of my chest. I cannot breathe. I feel I’m living in a nightmare that belongs in the mind of someone else. I close my eyes and see through the hole into a blue sky that offers no respite and is filled with the cacophony and the fury of carrion birds, like a dirty infection of the firmament itself.

Fannie Mae’s mother was killed in a car accident when our daughter was three. Fannie Mae had no siblings and I never married again. She never loved a man; she married one and lived with others and remained friends with some but, for good or bad, had no romantic feelings toward any of them. She loved animals more than human beings. Regardless of her age, she remained a girl and never grew completely into a woman. The interior of her home was coated with animal fur and smelled like a barn; birds flew in and out the doors; the counters and tabletops were chained with seat smears from her cats and sometimes the dogs. She brought a pair of goats, Okie and Dokie, into the living room to watch television with her. An industrial cleaning service burned out its machines trying to vacuum the rugs and couches. Her favorite song was “Me and Bobbie McGee.”

That’s the anecdotal story, the one that makes everyone smile. Her life was made forfeit by alcohol and Ambien and, when that wasn’t enough, by sojourners who posed as friends and took from her every dollar they could.

AFTER THE OFFICER has left, I walk up the slope through the maple trees that are both yellow and aflame with the season and cross the veranda and go inside, the wind following me, the joists and walls creaking. In the hallway is a glass cabinet where I keep the guns I have collected since I was a boy, although I no longer shoot them. That does not mean they lack power over me. I like to touch the coldness of the steel and smell the gun oil in the dark grain of the wood. The same with the heft of the stock against my shoulder. The same with wrapping the sling around my left forearm and aiming through the peep sight of my M1. Sometimes I touch my guns and bite my lip in a salacious way and feel a tingle in my loins.

I drink a can of soda in the kitchen in one long chug without sitting down and throw it harder than I should into the trash. There are snow clouds above the Bitterroots, bristling with electricity, and I hear a sound like the rumbling of bowling pins.

Fannie Mae was buried with a solitary rose clutched in her right hand, a framed photo of me and her two cats tucked face-out under her forearm. The surrounding hills were green and bare and beautiful as velvet. In the sunset I could see the Rattlesnake Mountains and wisps of red and purple clouds strung across a valley. I wanted to rope Fannie Mae’s casket on my back and take the two of us deep into the wilderness and never return. I did not want condolences or handshakes or food or flowers brought to my house. Nor did I wish Fannie Mae’s fellow dead binding her to the earth, robbing her of the life that should have been hers and maybe was still available for her, perhaps even for us.

Please don’t think me mad. I have been among the dead. Legions of them. Their quilted uniforms pocked with machine-gun rounds, their faces bloodless and waxy under the trip flares swaying above them, their eyes eight-balled by a marching barrage of 105s. I will tell you what I have learned about the dead. They are not to be feared. In fact, they are sad creatures, and the silence in their faces begs for our pity, but sometimes I long to sleep among them, even those I killed.

I will not accept my daughter’s death. I will find a way to pull her back through the veil or untether myself and lie down in the bottom of a boat that has no oars and float down the Columbia and into the Pacific, where she will be waiting for me somewhere beyond the sun.

I WAKE ON THE sofa in the morning, still dressed, and sit in the coldness of the dawn and try to catch my breath, as though I spent the night running uphill. I try not to have thoughts about my daughter’s physical preparation for an open-casket viewing. I try not to think about the men who gang-raped her when she was nineteen, and the couple who more recently beat her outside a nightclub and went unpunished.

I drink a pot of coffee and eat an egg sandwich in the kitchen and think about the boy who vandalized my barn while two adults waited in the cab of the pickup truck.

Where had I seen the boy? The rural post office? A place where some of the recalcitrant and the unteachable refuse to wear masks no matter how many warning signs are posted by the employees? In fact, they take pleasure in tearing the warning signs off the glass doors.

Several of them live in a dip on a back road down in the Bitterroot Valley, among a tangle of half-dead trees and ancient outbuildings and dirt-floor garages too tight for contemporary vehicles, their houses eaten by carpenter ants, the lawns choked with dandelions and pieces of rusted cars and piles of moldy debris the garbage service will not pick up, the windows flapping with torn sheets of lead-colored plastic.

I was there last week, returning from a fishing trip, and saw a house in a grove of pine trees and a bare-chested young man shooting arrows at an upended hay bale, the muscles in his back knotting when he pulled back the bowstring, his face filled with delight when his arrow smacked the paper bull’s-eye. I also remember a red truck in the yard.

I wash my dishes and dry my hands and thumb-pop the business card given me by the trooper. My telephone is on the kitchen counter. A column of light is shining on it through the window. But I do not call the trooper. Instead I drive into the Bitterroot Valley, a warning bell clanging and a red light flashing at the train crossing near my house, although no train has burnished the rails in years.

IT’S ALMOST TOO easy to find the kid who pissed in my cattle guard and shot me the bone, and I wonder if I am on the edge of making an irreversible mistake over a minuscule issue, the kind that haunts your days and steals your sleep for the rest of your life. The boy is trying to handsaw a broken tree limb that has crashed on the roof of a desiccated frame house and now lies wedged inside the shingles like a giant celery stalk. The red Ford F-150 is parked on the grass, the pocked hole in the rear window. I turn into the yard and get out of my Avalon.

“Hi,” the boy says, looking down.

“Got a minute?” I reply.

“Yes, sir.”

“I look familiar to you?”

He squints one eye and muses on the question. “No, sir, I don’t think so.”

“I own the barn you decorated.”

“Decorate for Halloween or something?”

“You painted a swastika on the door. Why would you do that?”

He tugs on the bill of his olive-green cap; his eyes seem full of light, yet they’re empty of thought. The rows in the cornfield next to the house look dry and unmaintained and hard as iron, and the stalks whisper when the wind gusts. “Got to get back to work. We had mighty high winds last night.”

“I know,” I say. “My barn door slammed all night. The one with the Nazi swastika on it.”

A muscular man wearing a floppy wide-brimmed hat comes out on the porch and lets the door slam behind him. He lifts his chin, allowing the sunlight to expose his face, and I realize I’m looking at the man who was in the passenger seat of the Ford pickup that visited my house. The wood steps squeak under his weight; his hand slides down the rail as audibly as emery paper. He takes my measure, a faint smile on his mouth, like a man deciding whether he should peel a tangerine. “He’p you?”

“Is that your boy up there?” I ask.

“Was when I woke up this morning.”

“Do you know why he would want to vandalize my barn?”

“I didn’t catch that.”

“Late yesterday evening. I think you were with him. Is that your pickup yonder? You were in the passenger seat.”

I’m speaking too fast. I have no doubt I’ve borrowed trouble from the wrong man.

“I know who you are,” he says. “You own that big ranch the Mormons used to own.”

“That’s correct.”

“The Mormons are good people.” He says it with a merry light in his eyes, and I’m reminded of many a confrontation where the accent was the same, the disingenuousness equally corrosive, the venomous suggestion on the tip of the tongue.

“You went right past me,” I say.

He screws a cigarette in his mouth but doesn’t light it. “Come down here, Leigh.”

“What’s your name, sir?” I say.

“John Fenimore Culpepper. My friends call me Johnny B. Goode. That’s because I’m not too bad on the guitar.” He smiles as though sharing a joke. His son climbs down the ladder and wipes his face on his sleeve, although the morning is too cool for him to be sweating.

“Tell this man what we was doing last night,” the father says.

“Went to the men’s-only Bible class.”

“I said ‘yesterday evening,’ not ‘last night,’” I say.

Leigh’s cheeks are as red as apples, his eyes shiny from either fear or embarrassment. He looks at his father, unsure what he should say. “It’s all right, boy,” his father says. “Go in the house. Tell your mother she can start lunch.”

“Yes, sir.”

The father doesn’t speak until he hears the screen door bang shut behind him. “You had your say. Now get moving.”

“What have you got against me, Mr. Culpepper?”

He fishes a Zippo out of his slacks and lights his cigarette, taking his time, the flame whipping in the wind, singeing his cupped palms. He lets a wad of smoke the size of a cotton boll float from his mouth. “Who says I got anything against you?”

“I won’t file charges if you’ll promise to repaint my barn door. How about it, partner? Let’s get this out of our headlights.”

I can hear him breathing. “You ask me what I have against you? My boy has special needs. I had to sell off most of my acreage so he could get on Medicaid. Maybe that’s the way it’s supposed to be. But you got a fine ranch you probably bought with your credit card. Your Hollywood friends tell jokes about us on Saturday Night Live. That’s why we don’t like you. Does that seem unreasonable to you?”

“I’ll be going, Mr. Culpepper. I hope all good things come to you.”

“Talk down to me like that again, I’ll take a switch to you, old man or not.”

I feel my face twitch, as though a bottle fly has settled on it. I open and close my hand against my thigh. I try to look through him and not indicate any animus toward him. The phenomenon I’m experiencing has been with me for many years, and it leads me into blackouts and places I never want to visit again.

I step backward, my eyelids stitched to my brow. But my expression has no connection with the images in my head. A twig breaks under my boot. I hear a stream swollen with melting snow and roaring with torrents of water and eroded earth and pebbles and loosed stones and broken beaver dams and uprooted trees that cascade and bounce over boulders like pogo sticks. I experience these images because if I allow their symbolic representation to become real, I will commit deeds I cannot undo. The violence of the Hollands is well known, both to others and to them, often by gunshot. And all the thoughts I just described have occurred within five seconds.

“You look like you’re fixing to do something both of us might regret,” Culpepper says.

I cough into my palm. “I have a number of serious character defects, Mr. Culpepper.”

“You have what?” he says, a fleck of his spittle striking my face.

“Holes in my memory, almost six years of them, but I don’t drink. I was in a southern prison when I was eighteen. I wasn’t a criminal, but I was genuinely insane. My greatest enemy is sleep. I see the men and boys I killed many years ago in a foreign land, and I’m filled with sorrow. Have you had those experiences, sir? Please tell me that is indeed the case and that you wish to get them out of your life. Can you do that for me, sir?”
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