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For my daughters: Tess, Emma, and Daisy

 I wish you many stories in this life.



What would the world be, once bereft
 Of wet and of wildness? Let them be left,
 O let them be left, wildness and wet;
Long live the weeds and the wilderness yet.
—Gerald Manley Hopkins, “Inversnaid”

Immediately the Spirit impelled Him to go
out into the wilderness. And He was in the
wilderness forty days being tempted by
Satan; and He was with the wild beasts, and
the angels were ministering to Him.

—Mark 1:12-13




8 Goths and 22
Norwegians on an
exploration journey from
Vinland to the West. We
had camp by 2 skerries
one day’s journey north
from this stone. We were
to fish one day after we
came home found
10 men red of blood and dead
AVM [Ave Virgo Maria]
[On the side of the stone.] We
have ten men by the sea to
look after our ships
14 days travel from this
island year 1362
—From a runestone found on Olof Ohman’s
farm in 1898 in the grip of a poplar tree’s roots:
The Kensington Stone is held today by the
Runestone Museum in Alexandria, Minnesota.











One
THE TOWN OF Andwhen sits on windswept prairies west of Alexandria. Away from town proper, gullies lead to hidden ravines carved by springs that bubble up from below. Here and there fists of limestone spike through the topsoil, and hummocks round as burial mounds nurture a remnant of ancient prairie no plow has ever touched. When the wind sways the tall grass you can almost hear the ghosts of bison herds on the move, and further back in time, the lumbering of mastodon.
They say that Andwhen is a place where nothing ever happens, but something always seems on the verge of happening. It’s happening now, in a church of all places, in the deepest part of winter, the dust of the dead reaching out through time to touch the living.
As night falls, Emmanuel Lutheran blazes like a beacon on the prairie. Within, the congregation rises to sing “The Old Rugged Cross” while moonlight rinses through the stained glass to paint the sanctuary in somber colors. After a reading from Psalm 51, they listen as Pastor Breen tells them about David’s great sin, his lust for Bathsheba, which drove him to murder Uriah. For his sins, David is called to repent by the prophet Nathan. Pastor Breen tells them that the same voice calls them here and now. This is their hour of atonement.
And when the congregation rises from their pews and shuffles toward the altar to take communion—the wafer like the thinnest slice of moonlight, the sweet wine that lingers at the back of the throat—it feels like Pastor Breen holds fire in his hands as he marks the cross on them with ashes. Later they will speak of it, the jolt as from static electricity, how they felt a faint burning impression when the mark seared into their skin. “From dust thou art,” the pastor says, “to dust thou shalt return.”
Outside, the wind presses against the stained glass and the figures in the windows shimmer and shift, alive in the half-light. The congregation sits once more, studying the marks on each other’s foreheads, Cyrillic cyphers as individual as their own thumbprints. Snow spindrifts in the night beyond as soft blue shadows stretch in the sanctuary. Where have the wind and snow come from? The night was clear on the way here, the fields barren. It’s as if the snow comes from the moon itself, these feathery flakes like goose down shaken from a pillow. The school nurse works the great pipe organ, a lovely lost hymn that no one in the congregation knows. It’s not found in the Lutheran green book of worship, and she won’t be able to explain it later, except to say she felt guided by the Spirit. They imagine rising to the very rafters of the church, the roof lifting as easy as a man taking off his cap, borne aloft.
The youngest among them discover it first. Soon after the service ends, the pastor’s daughter, Morgan Breen, emerges from the women’s restroom and is joined by two teenage boys in the narthex. The cross on her forehead remains fresh and bright as a brand. “Is it there?” she says to the boys, “or am I still stoned? It won’t wash off.”
“No, it’s there,” one of the boys tells her.
She scratches it like an itch. She sounds both miffed and mystified when she says, “What did we do? What have we done?”
THE CONGREGATION FILES from church and steps out into a changed world, downy flakes muffling any sound, as if they are inside a snow globe shaken and held in the hand of a benevolent deity, one who stilled the north wind and sends them on their way. A caravan of cars, a slow pilgrimage toward home.
Hear the hush inside those cars. Lent is always a time of penance, of sheltering, but it becomes even more so now as within the vehicles they catch their spectral reflections in the windows, touching the cross and wondering how the ashes do not come away on their fingertips.
Maybe you have felt this, too, in the dark of February, no matter what you believe? How winter slows life, the way sap inside the barren trees congeals, blood thickening in the cold dreaming.
Even at home they must reckon with the face of a stranger in the mirror, one who bears an ashen cross. Few sleep, though the hour is late. They stare, baffled by a mark that won’t wash off, not for any who attended services that night. How they scrub with white vinegar, with mechanic’s soap designed to remove tough stains, or even with borax, but the mark endures. For all the darkest part comes off, but the gray ghost of the cross remains, and no one can explain it.
Some make vows. Like the Thorson boy, who walks out behind the farmhouse while the rest of his family sleeps. His family has never practiced Lenten sacrifices, but he feels called to make one now. At six foot four and weighing over two hundred pounds, he is more locomotive than boy his father likes to say. His body is a furnace and this furnace requires constant feeding. No more. He will give up what he loves more than anything. He will fast between sunup and sundown. No more breakfast with three eggs and diced ham and cheddar. No double-decker sandwiches of venison sausage for lunch. He will not eat by day. At night he will allow himself one meal with family. He won’t tell anyone, and like Sampson he will draw strength from his secret vow. In the hollow that grows inside him God will come, the way a seed grows down in the dark.
He won’t feel so alone. If you have the faith of a mustard seed, Pastor Breen has told him, you can move mountains. There are no mountains on the prairie. All Basil Thorson wants is for God to heal his wounded father’s body, and for God to bring home his mother, a woman wounded in her mind. He wants his family to be whole again, and to make it so he will give up the thing he loves the most for the next forty days, supping only after sundown.
The moon rides high over the ash grove, silvering a thin scrim of snow on the ground. A journey, the boy thinks. His family has never been anywhere, not even across the border to South Dakota, but he feels certain he is taking the first step tonight, like Peter called by Christ to leave the safety of his boat and walk out on a stormy sea. Ashes to ashes. That this cross will not wash away must surely be a sign. He has been called to return to God. The same God will return his father and mother to him, and they will be whole once more in body and mind.
Finally, chilled and certain, he turns inside to salvage what sleep remains in the small hours before he must rise for chores at dawn.



Two
IN THE BRUISING cold just before first light, Angus cattle shuffle closer to Basil Thorson, who is busy cracking the ice of their watering basin with a rusted hammer. The cattle brood, quiet in their thirst, their glistening black fur and eyes blending with the darkness. Their soft breathing makes its own weather, a warm fog in the barn. Basil moves through this mist, a broad-shouldered Bunyan of a boy, wielding his hammer evenly as he breaks the ice so water will flow again into the channel. When he is done, he steps away, allowing them to drink, and then he hangs the hammer from a nail near the barn door so he will be able to find it again in the murky dark. While a few cows tongue cold water from the basin, Basil slings out thirty-pound bales of hay into the circular cattle feeders on opposite ends of the barn, unlacing the twine as he does so. The cattle at the rear press forward, their lowing breaking the silence.
When there is enough for all thirty-three head to be fed and watered, Basil climbs a ladder into the barn’s loft. Here is where he keeps the kittens in a rubber tub turned upside down and packed with dry straw to keep them warm. The boy plucks all three from their nest and sits with his back against a post that bears awl marks from a previous century. The kittens stretch in his lap, their purring an engine of happiness. From a pocket of his coveralls, Basil removes a baggie of dried cat food—which he heated earlier in a pan along with diced sardines in oil—and shakes the mix into a Tupperware container on the floor. Basil has not named the kittens yet. Born too late in the season, they should have died when their mother was sucked into the dryer of the corn bin and beheaded by fan blades. An ill omen, his father said at the time. One they had not heeded. The kittens will remain nameless, captive in their tub, until the boy is sure they will survive into spring.
Basil sits with the feeding kittens, breathing in the cold pouring through a broken slat. In late February such cold feels wrong when there is only a thin layer of snow on the ground. Out in the grove, ash trees groan and pop in a frigid, below-zero wind.
Through the gap, he spots the morning star, Venus, a queen trailed by her loyal hound, the Dog Star, Sirius. The words on Basil’s lips are strange, but looking at the chill light leaking through the opening he can’t keep them bottled up any longer. “‘O look at all the fire-folk sitting in the air! The bright boroughs, the circle-citadels there!’” He hardly knows what any of it means, but the words have been stuck inside him this last week, having found purchase in the furrows and folds of his brain. “‘Down in dim woods the diamond delves! the elves’-eyes! The grey lawns cold where gold, where quickgold lies!’”
How he’d listened to it over and over in the A/V section of the town library, his lips moving, his eyes shut, because looking at the words on the page sometimes still makes him feel dizzy and sick. The poem crackled in the headphones as the record turned, grainy words from some gray old man, long dead. It didn’t mean anything. It meant everything.
Since he was born on February 29, Basil’s leap birthday happens today, which makes him either sixteen years old or only four. He thinks he would rather be four, his whole life spread before him, his mother still here at home. Before last year, Basil could only read at the fourth-grade level. If you believe his MCA state exams and his peers, he’s the dumbest kid in the whole school, but for the first time in his stupid, brutish life there is music inside him. Music he can hold and remember, the words alive on his tongue.
Once the kittens are finished, he tucks them into their tub and clambers down the ladder. He passes through the fog of the feeding cattle, feels this moisture harden into a rime of ice on his quilted coveralls when he steps from the barn into the frosty morning air.
Under the light of a halogen yard lamp, he walks to the henhouse to scatter seed for the guineas and check for eggs. Basil decides the hens can use some poetry as well, to brace themselves for the day. “‘Wind-beat whitebeam! airy abeles set on a flare! Flake-doves sent floating forth at a farmyard scare!’” The guineas are unimpressed with his delight in nonsense. Basil thinks the poem has the sound of a secret, a tale of elves and hidden treasure. He thinks it has the sound of a warning. Whoever finds the gold should leave it there. Something is quickening within him he doesn’t understand yet. He is not used to having so many words to hold in his mind.
His morning chores done, Basil climbs the creaking steps of the back porch and shucks off his barn boots and coveralls in the basement mudroom, setting the three small guinea eggs he found in the henhouse in a bowl for his father to rinse later.
He left a light on in the kitchen, which calls him up the stairs. His little brother, Davy, sleeps shut away in his room, while his father wheezes nearby in a recliner set before a television that bathes the room in flickering blue shadows. The news mumbles about chaos from some distant place, a virus spreading in China. His father’s breathing is so labored it sounds like a creature crouches on his chest. Nightmare. Mare night. Inside Basil, the flipped compound conjures an image of a soot-black horse with eyes of char, hovering over his father. He imagines banishing it. What an uncanny alchemy he has discovered. Letters become words and the words make pictures and stories, and you can live inside those stories. Learn the names of things and you have power over them. Basil stands in the blue light and wills his father’s breathing to steady and grow strong again.
In the bathroom down the hall, he strips and showers off the smell of the barn. After toweling himself dry, he wipes fog from the mirror and studies his reflection. It’s still there. A bent cross in the shape of a Z. He didn’t just dream it the night before. His leap birthday together with a cross that will not wash away must mean the universe is aligning for something extraordinary. He tugs on boxers, jeans, a Twins T-shirt, and a long-sleeved blue-checked flannel. He runs a hand through his coarse brown hair and pulls on a DeKalb seed cap.
Back in the kitchen, Basil pauses before the iron skillet. If this were any other day he would be firing the gas stove, dropping a dollop of butter into the skillet, and cracking in three or four eggs to whip together with a fistful of diced ham and cheddar. His mouth fills with saliva as he imagines it, but he has a vow to keep. He packs a lunch for his brother, deer sausage on spongy white bread, a baggie of potato chips with a single dill pickle crowning the works, all folded into a brown bag he leaves on the kitchen table for Davy.
Basil doesn’t have to wait long before the headlights of Lukas’s truck appear, a pale contrail of icy dust following him up the curving driveway. By the time he’s pulling into the circular turnoff, Basil is out on the gravel path. The door of the green Silverado, pitted with rust, creaks as he yanks it open and climbs inside, Morgan scootching over between the boys to make room for him. None of them bother with seatbelts or exchange greetings, Lukas accelerating as soon as Basil snaps the door shut.
LUKAS DRIVES WITH one hand loose on the steering wheel, the other fiddling with the smartphone clipped to the dash until he finds a song he likes and quietly sings along in his silken voice. He has the long, delicate fingers of a guitarist, a blond boy thinned by an extended stay in the hospital and the strain of physical rehab.
Morgan rides with her palms down, bracing herself on the bumpy gravel road. Her hair is dyed a deep midnight black and her dark eyes are outlined in kohl and blue eyeshadow. Basil can’t help noticing how close she sits to Lukas. Basil’s the outsider here, but he has been adopted by them since the accident that injured him and his dad. Lukas stops each morning to give him a ride to school after first picking up Morgan from the parsonage where she lives with her father.
They ride without speaking for a time as Brandi Carlile sings about dancing with the devil from the speakers. The music is a compromise since Morgan has forbidden any country-western, except for folk singers like Zach Bryan or Lori McKenna or songs Lukas has written and recorded himself. Basil listens and watches the smudge of pinkish-gray light swell on the horizon where a lone grain tower rises in the distance.
Morgan breaks the melancholy silence, her small fists clenching and unclenching. She tried to powder over the cross, but the mark remains, as if inked to her skin. Hers looks like the slash of a sword. “This is just what we need,” she says. “We’re officially freaks now.”
“Maybe we could found our own cult,” Lukas says, “like Nicolas Cage in The Wicker Man?” When he turns their way, briefly, his ashen cross looks like a dimly flickering wick. Basil doesn’t know what to make of the varied shapes of each mark.
“How much lighter fluid did you put on the palm branches?” Morgan says.
“Enough to make it fun,” Lukas says defensively. “They wouldn’t catch fire at first.”
“My dad keeps asking about how we made them.”
The day before, Morgan told them about being tasked with making the ashes after the liturgical company in Texas that usually sends the ashes to the church failed to deliver the bag on time. Basil listens to them go over the process. After taking several hits from Lukas’s pipe, they decided to make the ashes on the parsonage’s garage floor using a large, rusting Folgers coffee can, folding and refolding the fronds from last year’s Palm Sunday service to make them fit, Lukas liberally dousing the brittle branches with lighter fluid and sparking his Bic lighter several times until there was a whoosh! sound, and then the two of them, “high AF,” in Lukas’s words, dancing around the burning fronds like some kind of pagan ceremony.
Basil listens knowing he can’t say anything about his vow. They wouldn’t understand, and besides it’s just between him and God. Inside, he feels as empty as the black fields, dusted with snow, rolling past the window.
“I was thinking that if these ashes don’t wear off, it’s not the worst thing,” Lukas says. “In town, they’ll have to think about how God made a person like me.”
“Don’t even say it. This shit better come off tonight. Even after my dad shut off his cell, they came to our door last night. Members of the church council. They want to know what it means. Some of them sounded scared. They think it’s like end-times kind of stuff.”
“What’d he tell them?”
“Something about listening for God in these times. I don’t think he knew what to say. All I know is that I didn’t sleep much. Everything’s worse at night.”
“Today’s Leap Day,” Basil says, ready for a change of subject.
“Happy Leap Day,” Morgan says. “We should make a wish before the rising sun.”
Basil wonders if he should mention to his friends that it’s his birthday. For a moment, hearing the word “happy” on Morgan’s lips made his heart skip. He decides against saying anything. He wants to recite the poem for Morgan, but fears he would fumble the words and sound foolish. For now, he will only share the poetry with the farm animals, dumb like him. He is just glad to be along for the ride, however long it lasts. He lets his own wish rise silently inside him, like smoke.
Morgan swivels his way. “Today is also the MCAs. Remember your four-square breathing when the testing starts. Want to practice with me, B?”
Basil shakes his head but begins practicing the breathing chant Morgan taught him anyway. One long four-second breath in through the nose. Hold four counts. Out through the mouth four seconds more. One-two-three-four. B-fears-no-more. One-two-three-four. B-knows-the-score.
“God, I hate the MCAs,” Lukas says.
“The authorities must determine that you are a properly trained drone, mentally equipped for your future life in a cubicle,” Morgan says in a prim falsetto.
“Then I would get to go home to a studio loft in the Cities,” Lukas says. “Plus enough money left over after paying the rent so I can go clubbing and get blitzed.”
“Big dreamer,” Morgan says.
“But what if I don’t want any of that?”
“I don’t get you sometimes.”
The two of them carry on in their bright bubble of conversation. On the way to school in Andwhen, they pass through the neighboring town of Gresham. There is not supposed to be a single soul stirring in town, where all the houses that face the county highway have curtains drawn, and the aluminum play sets planted in the yards rasp and swing, empty and childless. If you see a person out and about, kids at school say it’s bad luck, so when Basil spots an old woman lurching down the lane—her hair a shock of silver, her coat the bleached color of bones—his breathing tightens. Basil turns toward her, sees whitish lips spitting out a word he can’t hear.
Basil keeps practicing his foursquare breathing to calm himself. The eerie sighting of the old woman unsettles him. He can’t help thinking of his mother. It’s been two years since his father took the boys to visit her at the St. Peter State Hospital.
Morgan taps his hand. “You alright?”
He nods, not trusting his voice. He’s relieved when a larger set of silos appears at the edge of Andwhen, towering over the town like the battlements of a medieval keep. They drive past Nolan’s grocery, the pool hall, the VFW, Marvin’s Feed Store, and the post office, until they reach the town square across from their high school, Byron County East, a square gray building so blandly institutional it could pass for a prison.
They pull around to the gravel lot behind it and even after Lukas shuts off the ignition, they sit in the warm cab, each of them reluctant to head inside for first period. Morgan and Lukas check their phones, their faces lit up by the glow. Basil has never owned a smartphone and has no desire to get one. As soon they open their phones it’s like his friends vanish into separate worlds.
They look up when a few jocks in purple-and-gold letterman jackets spill out of a neighboring pickup followed by cheerleaders from a sedan parked alongside, their legs so pale in February it hurts the eyes. None of them have any marks on their foreheads.
“Effin’ Catholics,” Lukas mutters under his breath, since the rural school is evenly divided between Catholics and Lutherans.
Bowlegged Billy Poquet climbs out of another pickup and glances their way as he saunters past in his cowboy hat, pausing long enough to give them the finger.
“I think he’s in love with you,” Morgan says to Lukas.
“We are the weirdest people at this school,” Lukas says.
“I know, right,” Morgan says. “A gay, a goth, and a giant. Straight out of central casting.”
“A galoot?” Basil offers about himself. Where did the word come from? He has been sworn to secrecy about Lukas. Basil knows Lukas likes three things: country-western music, horses, and other guys. While no one has ever trusted Basil with a secret before, he knew long before Lukas told the two of them.
Lukas even came out in a song he posted on TikTok, but he quickly changed his mind and deleted the post when it only had twenty-two likes. Even if Basil has no desire for a phone of his own, he gets the appeal. Morgan and Lukas each have something called avatars on Discord, where they can be whoever they want to be without judgment.
“That’s good, B,” Morgan says. “Your vocab lessons are paying off. But you’re too sweet to be a galoot. Basil the Brobdingnagian.”
Basil has never heard this word before. He tries it out under his breath and likes it. Words that once passed through him like chaff poured through a sieve get stuck now. The words are seedlings, still fragile, putting down roots and reaching for light.
Brobdingnagian is a better nickname than the one his wrestling coach has given him. Basil the Brute, he calls him. Or just Bruiser. Coach Jenkins wants him to hurt people when he’s out on the floor. Basil’s good at hurting people.
“Let’s do this,” Lukas says, climbing out his side. Basil goes out the passenger door and holds it open for Morgan. On a typical day they won’t see each other again until fourth period, when Morgan usually comes to TA his section. He can feel the weight of those long hours slowing his steps while the others hurry in the cold. Lukas and Morgan are heading for precalculus while Basil goes with the rest of the special ed students to Miss Olson’s homeroom, where the dumb kids go. The mentals. Imbeciles. Retards. All names tossed his way at one time or another. Morgan turns and touches his arm on the way in, her breath a cloud around her. “You’re going to do great on that test. I can see it. You have tiger eyes.”



Three
DURING THIRD PERIOD Miss Olson comes for Basil and the other specials who have been mainstreamed into human geography, since testing is about to begin. Miss Olson singles out Basil and Dale Storden and Sheila Ryker so they can return to homeroom for accommodations. Dale calls this part the “walk of shame” even though the other kids, the “normals,” don’t really seem to notice or care. The other kids may be townies or farm kids destined for the tech college over in Alexandria, but at least they’re not stupid. Dale tried resisting once before, telling Miss Olson to her face that he wasn’t going to go, but that only got him sent to the principal’s office. Miss Olson—a hard, iron-haired woman who served in the Marines and has a long scar on her cheek that looks gouged by a blade—gets what Miss Olson wants.
Basil rarely resists, not since Morgan became a teaching assistant for Miss Olson last year, after she and her father moved to Andwhen. On Morgan’s fourth day as a TA they were supposed to be reading some short story for American lit alone at their desks and jotting down unfamiliar words in a notebook. The words in the textbook tormented Basil, the letters leaping away like deer startled from the brush. When he felt his usual headache coming on, Basil put his head down on the desk. He tried to get comfortable enough to nap, sleeping in class his passive form of protest.
After a few minutes, he felt a tap on his shoulder. The new girl was gazing down at him. “Miss Olson says you are to come with me. Bring your textbook and backpack.”
Basil squeezed out of the small desk and followed her down one hall and then another. She stopped long enough at the front door of the school to hold it open for him. “We’re not s’posed to,” Basil told her.
“It’s okay,” she said. “I have a pass.”
“But where are we going?”
“You’ll see,” she said. He followed her across the street and down the block, which opened up into the town square of Andwhen, a park bordered on all sides by Victorian-style houses with wide front porches. Morgan led him across the park to a two-story brick building on the other side. Basil liked reading the light through the trees instead of his schoolwork, but his mood soured when he saw the journey appeared to be ending at the town library.
Once they climbed the stairs to the second floor, Morgan raised a hand to greet the librarian, Old Jonas. Her hands wove a pattern in the air before her, like she was casting a spell. Jonas lost his hearing in Khe Sanh, a tripwire explosion that took one of his legs and blew out his eardrums. His hands moved slower in response and whatever they spelled out made Morgan grin broadly. She took Basil by the elbow and led him to a back room in a far corner where they kept the A/V equipment. Sleeves and sleeves of recordings ranged on the shelves, collecting dust. All of it looked like it hadn’t been used in ages. A banker’s lamp bathed the room in soft light.
Morgan gestured to one of the swivel chairs and he sat. She leaned over him as she placed an enormous set of headphones over his head. He was aware of her smell, a good clean scent like laundry left on the line in the wind. “I think you’re going to like this,” she said. “Close your eyes and listen.” She dropped the needle.
The voice that crackled out of the headphones, a smooth and deep baritone, seemed to come from another century. A phantom, summoned. He felt Morgan’s gaze, how she watched him intently. The words sounded almost foreign at first, a language from a lost time, but when Basil shut his eyes he began to see the story there, even if he couldn’t fully follow it.
He opened his eyes when Morgan lifted the needle. “Hawthorne’s not really my thing, but ‘Rappaccini’s Daughter’ is a good story if you give it a chance. A young man falls in love with a girl whose touch is poison.”
Her eyes, a deep, dark blue, held him in place. He had little idea what she was talking about, but this was so much better than napping at his desk and waking in a puddle of his own drool.
“You want to follow along in your textbook?”
He shook his head. He didn’t want to explain how words on the page made his head hurt. He didn’t want her to know how stupid he really was.
“They don’t have much of an audio collection at the school library, but look at all this.” She gestured at the shelves, weighed down by thousands of books on tape and a few dozen LPs of poetry. “Who would figure that a deaf librarian like Old Jonas would have one of the best audio collections in the state? He even has one of the very first recordings of Dylan Thomas reading ‘Do not go gentle into that good night.’ Cool, huh?”
“Sure.”
Morgan narrowed her eyes. “So, you’re my free pass to get out of school, but if this is going to work you’re going to have to make progress. Miss Olson says you’re just going to fall asleep here. Like you do every day in class. She says it isn’t your fault ’cause of all the chores you have to do before sunup. But I vouched for you.” She rapped her small knuckles on his forehead. “I think there’s more going on upstairs than you let on. So, I’m going to leave you here until the end of the period, and then I’m coming back to eat lunch with you at the park. We can work on the summary together.”
More going on upstairs? He wasn’t so sure about this, but in that moment he wanted to be the Basil she saw and not the one he had always been. He imagined a new Basil, a boy who could read without stumbling. This other Basil, maybe he would be able to do things the real one could not. Maybe even talk to girls.
Morgan didn’t wait for a response. She dropped the needle and walked away.
He liked the story far better this way, the words swimming out of the air, haunting and unfamiliar. He barely understood it, but could feel it settling inside him, like a warm broth in his belly. His lips moved in time with the words. He went on imagining the new Basil, this Other Boy, rising out of mists within him. A boy from the hollows. A lost Viking crossing a sea of tallgrass, thousands of miles beyond any place he has ever imagined before. A boy found again, a boy who knows the secret words.
MORE THAN A year has passed since then. Today’s a moment of truth, but Morgan has MCAs in her own class and she won’t be here for the testing. Basil catches Miss Olson studying her reflection in the window. She doesn’t notice him watching her. Like the other Lutheran teachers at school who were at the service last night, she carries a mark on her forehead. Her ashen cross appears darker in the reflection. He wonders what she prayed for the night before when it didn’t wash away.
Basil is one of a few who knows the true story of the scar on her face. It did come from her time in the marines, but it wasn’t a knife wound like some of the kids whisper. Instead, down at Camp Shelby, Mississippi, she was bitten on the face by a brown recluse spider. Where this poisonous spider bites you, the skin dies forever.
Miss Olson turns from her reflection to catch him watching her. When she smiles, her scar vanishes in the dimple. Only the ashen cross remains prominent. He rarely sees Miss Olson smile. Yes, Basil thinks, returning her smile, she wants it there so people will see her for more than the scar.
Basil has made such strides since Morgan introduced him to those first recordings, moving from audio alone to audio plus text to hearing the words in his own head without any audio as he reads them on the page. Morgan has him doing all sorts of things he has never tried before, such as memorizing poetry. “Learn the words,” she is always telling him, “and you own them on a body level.” The words no longer shimmy and shift or leap away like whitetail into the woods. Most of the time. Basil longs to see the look of shock on Miss Olson’s face when the testing results return. He wants to bask in the warmth of Morgan’s smile.
Basil has three sharpened number-two pencils set before him along with the testing booklets. No one has wished him a happy birthday yet. No one knows about his secret magic. He only half listens to Miss Olson droning out instructions. The Scantron sheet awaits.
But when he shuts his eyes, the old woman’s face in Gresham looms before him. She was looking at him. Had their eyes locked for a moment? Hers were black, all pupil, empty of any feeling. Hard to say in the pale morning light. Her mouth opening. The words there. A curse?
Basil shakes his head to clear his mind. But thinking of the old woman makes him remember his mother, how tightly she clung to him the last time they went to visit her at the St. Peter State Hospital, how she leaned in to whisper, “No one believes me but you. You believe me, don’t you?”
The other kids already have their booklets open. How much time has passed since the test started? Basil looks down. Panics when the words skitter away like mice in the farmhouse when the kitchen light comes on. Breathe four-square, he reminds himself. One-two-three-four. B-fears-no-more. He looks up at Miss Olson, sees the concern in her eyes. There’s a pressure building in his skull, a frantic firing of synapses warning of danger. Basil swallows hard. Breathes out through his nose. Even the breathing feels wrong. His heartbeat drums in his head. Breathe, but he can’t breathe. Stop . . . stop . . . stop! But he can’t stop.
He doesn’t hear his pencils clatter to the floor. Unbidden, a darker phrase rises inside him, constricting the air in his chest: What the grain gets, the grain keeps. He shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be alive. Helpless, his mind casts back.
He’s in the grain bin again, can hear the auger churning. His dad calling for him to get out. His voice shrill, because flowing grain may be one of the most powerful and dangerous forces on a farm, and Basil balances on twenty-five metric tons of corn under his boots. He’s not supposed to go in the bin when the auger’s on, but if Basil can clear this last blockage they will be finished for the day. He’s glancing up into the circle of light that frames his father’s face above him when the shelf of corn he stands on gives way and he’s sucked into a vortex. The corn just swallows him.
In the crush of turning grain, the kernels are like bullets, tearing cloth and flesh. The grain bin becomes a cyclone with Basil in the center. He has the mask on—thank God for the mask his dad forced him to wear—but it won’t matter if he’s sucked into the auger. The kittens’ mother, Sally, beheaded. Basil buried her himself in the grove. A good mother gone. Outside his father shuts down the auger, but Basil is already sinking in the churning corn, the intense pressure crushing him. He’s drowning, can’t breathe. His vision flickers. It has him now. A shadow takes him by the throat. What the grain gets, the grain keeps.
When he comes to, he’s on the classroom floor, the linoleum cold underneath him. Miss Olson’s iron-gray hair haloed by the fluorescence. There’s froth on his lips and his gums ache where he bit the inside of his mouth. He sits up again and senses that he has wet his pants. The other kids are not paying attention anymore to their own tests. Basil can see he cracked his desk in half in falling, destroyed it really. He can imagine the sound he must have made. A great big corn-fed bastard, Coach Jenkins calls him, made to break things.
Miss Olson walks him to the nurse’s office where Mrs. Schultz lets him wash his face in the sink. Mrs. Schultz takes his blood pressure and when she’s certain he’s not in any danger, allows him to go down the hall to the gym to shower and fetch a used pair of sweatpants—two sizes too small for him—from the lost and found box. When he has changed and returned, she sits beside him on a bench, a woman so tiny both of her hands could fit within his.
He wants to ask her about the lost hymn she played at church the night before. He wants to cry, because the promise of last night, his vow in the grove, hasn’t made any difference by day. But it’s not supposed to be easy, he reminds himself. There has to be some cost. Maybe he just needs to pray harder. Mrs. Schultz’s fierce grip on his hands pinches him awake from his daydreaming. “You need to see a doctor about this, Basil.”
He nods to placate her but knows it won’t happen. The family health policy is little better than nothing. He doesn’t know what to call these panic attacks, hates the loss of control, but Basil worries more about his father. His dad, who was hurt so badly saving Basil’s stupid, worthless life in the grain bin. All his fault. “I just forgot how to breathe,” he tells Nurse Schultz, who squeezes his hand again and leaves him alone on the bench.
With his dad severely injured at home, there’s no one to pick him up. While Basil has changed his clothing—his urine-soaked jeans and boxer shorts stuffed in a plastic bag he stores in his locker—he must spend the day without any underpants. Just please, God, no one tell Morgan. But she will see him and know.
Miss Olson lets him have a pass to go to the library. He spends the rest of the day in the A/V room. He’ll have to try again with the MCAs on makeup day. Basil listens to Gerard Manley Hopkins to settle his mind, hears the poet describe a world where “there lives the dearest freshness deep down things.” Hearing this takes him back to his vow last night, when anything seemed possible. A hope flowers inside him. He prays the words are healing him, helping him past the panic attacks that have assaulted him during moments of pressure ever since the accident in the grain bin. Here he never feels remotely close to panic. One, two, three. Happy birthday, me. He imagines the words of the dead poet are like flocks of blackbirds in winter, lifting and rising at the edges of his sorrow. He pictures an ice dam, broken by a hammer, so that none will thirst.



Four
IN THE PARKING lot behind the school, Basil slouches toward Morgan, who takes in his gray sweatpants, stretched taut over thick legs. Her eyes widen and he realizes she can likely see more than just his legs through the gauzy material. He looks away, ashamed.
“Must have been a bad one,” Morgan says.
They cross the parking lot where Lukas already has the Silverado running, the heat cranked on high. Basil insists on storing his backpack—stuffed with the plastic bag containing his pants—in the bed of the truck before climbing in beside Morgan. On his skin he can still smell the astringent soap they put in the dispensers. His hands are pink and raw from scrubbing.
Lukas pops open the glove compartment to reveal a new dime bag of weed next to his pipe. “You’re coming with, right, Basil?”
“Yeah,” Basil mumbles. He doesn’t like marijuana, which instead of calming him shallows his breathing and fills his mind with a hazy paranoia, but he wants to be with Morgan and Lukas. At home, the watering basin will have frozen over again in this cold and the cattle will need feeding. The cows can wait. He’s not ready to go home and face his father.
He is supposed to be becoming Other Basil, the boy he imagined in the A/V section of the library, a boy who could read, a boy with such power over words he could compel the attention of a girl like Morgan. Instead, Old Basil keeps getting in the way of things, Old Basil who made such a terrible mistake in the grain bin, one that wrecked his progress and nearly killed his father. Just remembering makes Basil anxious, so he shuts these thoughts away to be with his friends.
At the edge of town, Lukas wheels the truck around to a back lot behind the old roller-skating rink, closed for nearly two decades. They go in through a back window, Basil boosting Morgan over the sill. No one will bother them here. Even if they did, Lukas’s dad happens to be the county sheriff and the man who owns this place. He just hasn’t figured out what to do with the building yet.
Inside, pink intestinal coils of insulation loop from missing ceiling tiles, and the rink smells of mouse droppings. When it closed, they sold off most of the skates and other equipment but left behind a disco ball that hangs over the wooden floor. Lukas’s dad swears one day he’s going to open the place again, give kids in town something to do besides sneak off to the river or chain of lakes to drink and screw and Lord knows what else. Knowing all of this adds to the secret twist of pleasure Lukas gets from smoking out here.
Lukas turns on the disco ball, which throws refracted rainbows of light over the floor. Sparks crackle in the wires above, and a faint singed odor drifts down from the exposed space.
At the far wall, there’s a stage for a DJ. On the floor of the stage, Lukas lights blue Advent candles “borrowed” from church, their wax bases melting into old plates, as part of the ritual. Once his pipe is lit, he and Morgan sit on the edge of the stage and pass it back and forth, Basil adrift in the pungent cloud they make. The danger, Basil thinks, comes when you stop paying attention, when you don’t feel the shelf beneath your feet about to give way. It can happen anytime, not just in the corn. He breathes in and listens.
“You think your dad will really open this place again?” Morgan says. “I kind of wish he would. I haven’t skated since I was a kid.”
“He has bigger concerns right now.” Lukas inhales a big hit, holds it in his chest. “My mom served him divorce papers he’s refusing to sign.”
“I’m sorry,” Morgan says after he passes her the pipe.
“I just wish they would wait until I went away to college.” He sighs as smoke leaks out in a thin stream from his mouth. “Why do they have to do this shit now? Am I being selfish?”
“No,” Morgan says. “I’d be pissed, too.” She draws in a hit of her own.
Even if it’s been like this many days this past winter—Lukas fuming over one thing or another, Morgan consoling, Basil lost in the smoke—it feels good to be part of it. What links them is that they’re each carrying their own damage. Lukas has spray-painted the words CLUB FUBAR on the wall behind the stage.
After a swig from her water bottle, Morgan pulls herself up on the stage and paces the length of it. The weed has loosened something in her and she spins in the dancing light.
“Go on,” Lukas encourages.
From a back pocket in her blue jeans, Morgan removes a slender Moleskine journal and flips to the most recent page. She sways a little as she begins to read:
At night, by the fire,
 mother names the stars
 for us and speaks
 words that dream it
 into being, real as a fossil
 you hold in your hand.
 Once, she swears,
 there were Vikings
 who came here,
 long before Columbus,
 a far journey
 in a time of sickness.
 The stone does not lie.
 It’s all true, every word,
 she says. Believe me.
When she’s done, Morgan sits on the edge of the stage, watching Basil. He nods his head in approval. He doesn’t have any words for how he feels, but there is the same warm glow inside him as when he listens to the poetry in the A/V room.
Lukas holds off from his usual finger snaps. Morgan doesn’t talk much about her mom, who died shortly before she moved here with her dad. Her expression is unreadable, her face painted by the refracted rainbows thrown off by the rotating disco ball. “A week after we got home we found out about her tumor.”
Lukas stretches an arm around her.
“It’s okay,” Morgan says, slipping away from his arm and dropping off the edge of the stage. “I haven’t ever told you the full story. My mom was an adjunct professor of archaeology. Before we went on the trip to South Dakota she published this piece about the Kensington Runestone and the Vikings coming to Minnesota. Her essay was supposed to be part of a book she was just starting to work on, The Last Viking. But her colleagues mocked her over it. The next year the U didn’t bring her back . . . and then she got cancer.”
“Shit,” Lukas says. “You just earned three more points on the FUBAR Richter scale.”
“Does that put me in the lead?”
“No,” he says, taking hold of a hammer he keeps on the stage, “but it does earn you the right to break some shit.” Over the last year, what chairs, tables, light bulbs, windows, and mirrors that were once intact in the skating rink now lie broken on the floor. The only thing off-limits is the disco ball.
“Not in the mood,” Morgan says. “Basil, you haven’t had the best day. Want to wield the doom hammer for me?”
Basil shakes his head. He’s broken enough stuff today as it is.
This isn’t the first time Basil has heard Lukas and Morgan discussing the runestone. Morgan curates a subreddit about the Kensington Stone where she maintains an ongoing feud with scholars and amateur historians who are certain it’s fake. Even most residents of Andwhen think the stone is a fraud brought on them by Olof Ohman way back in 1898.
“Her paper focused on the Old Norse dialect on the stone,” Morgan continues, her voice darkened by smoke. “My mom spoke like four different languages. Anyways, who knows why people believe the crazy stuff they do? I hope I didn’t harsh on your high.” She turns to Lukas. “You going to sing for us?”
“I didn’t bring any music,” Lukas says, as he hauls himself up on the stage for his turn. “And I didn’t write any of this, but I think you’re going to like it.” From a manila folder he lifts out a sheaf of pages and begins to read. He mentions Wyoming in the first passage he reads. Laramie. There’s a narrator talking, someone saying something about the chance for happiness in this place. The opportunity.
“Oh my God,” Morgan interrupts, snapping her fingers. “Where did you get a copy of The Laramie Project? Not the school library.”
Lukas hands her the sheaf of papers. “I downloaded a PDF in the computer lab. Printed all eighty-four pages and Mr. Larkin didn’t even notice.”
“Principal Engels will never approve it.”
“Miss Warren said she wanted to stage a play this year.”
Miss Warren is the new English teacher, only twenty-five years old. She’s a small woman with frizzy brown hair and button eyes and a soft voice. She’s an easy target for jocks like Steven Gunderson who harass her daily with off-topic questions. Discussions in class are generally disastrous. But you can see that she loves the stories they read in class, and this makes the three friends love her in turn.
“What if Engels doesn’t know what it’s about? What if she doesn’t tell him the whole story?”
“Oh, Lukas. That’s devious.”
He absently scratches the cross between his eyes. “I don’t want to live here with nothing ever changing.”
Basil has heard enough to know a little of what the play is about and that one of the characters is gay. “Then they’ll know,” he says. He doesn’t have to add, about you.
“He’s right, Lukas.”
“They already do,” Lukas says. “I am the quiet part no one says out loud.”
Lukas moves to shut down the disco ball, but Morgan calls for him to wait. She looks at Basil. “Your turn,” she says.
Basil has yet to take the stage. He has the poem all memorized, has been picturing his moment of triumph. At the very least she is offering him some redemption for what has been a pretty crappy birthday so far. Basil shakes his head.
Lukas blows out the candles and taps out the ashes of his pipe on the maple wood floor, grinding out a final wisp of smoke under his sneakers. After he shuts down the disco ball, they walk back through the grainy shadows. “I heard some of the Catholic kids are calling us ‘Ashers,’” Lukas says.
“Already?” Morgan slips her arm through his so they walk side by side, Lukas moving with the slight limp that will follow him all his life. “Probably just jealous. Can you think of anything more Catholic than ashes that won’t wash off?”
“Right?” Lukas says.
“I don’t know,” Morgan says. “I don’t know what any of it means, but I think I’m going off weed for the rest of Lent. I’m just weirded out by all of this.” She sighs and then adds, “How do you plan to ask Miss Warren about the play?”
“We have to do this right. It’s our chance to do something. Make this a winter no one ever forgets.”
Basil trails behind them. He wants to tell them his fervent wish that something good must come from the Ash Wednesday service. If there’s one thing that life on the farm has taught him, it’s how life can come from the dust.
“Maybe we could invite Miss Warren to a rehearsal without telling her what it’s about,” Morgan says, her steps slowing as they reach the broken window. To step through the broken window is to reenter a world of chores and homework, so they always linger here. “Perform a scene that’ll show her what the story can do.”
“Can I help with the play?” Basil breaks in. He hadn’t planned on saying anything, but they seemed to have forgotten him entirely.
They both turn to look at him, their arms still linked. Basil feels an unfamiliar rush of blood rise up to bloom in his cheeks.
“You want to be in it?” Lukas says. He sounds surprised. They’ve known each other since kindergarten, and Basil has always refused to read out loud in class.
Being in the play wasn’t what he meant. He was thinking of set design, but now he wonders if Other Basil could do it, stand in the spotlight and recite memorized lines before an audience. Own the words, as Morgan says. “I guess,” Basil says. “If there’s a part for someone like me.”
“Hells to the yes,” Morgan says, beaming. “I mean, I don’t know the play, but if there’s not a part for a gentle giant, we’ll write one in.”
He’s made Morgan smile. Already this day is better.
“What if we do the rehearsal at the town library?” Morgan continues. “There’s a stage in the basement where Old Jonas keeps his museum of artifacts. He won’t care if we use the space. He’ll be glad for the company.”
“Perfect,” Lukas agrees, turning to the window.
And it is for Basil as well. He’s already at the library all the time, haunting the A/V section for hours each day.
They climb out the window, into a cold and sobering wind.
BY THE TIME Lukas drops him off, Basil’s house looks dark from outside. His little brother, Davy, waits for him at the kitchen table, where there’s a pan of rolls with four candles planted in the center of his dad’s homemade cream cheese frosting. “Where you been?” Davy asks. Crayons lie scattered about on the tablecloth.
His little brother is a compact version of their father, wide-eyed and towheaded. In the late afternoon, a warm and amber light floods the kitchen, shafts of light alive and dancing. Basil knows the light is a lie. Outside, the same bone-deep cold holds the land in a rigid grip. From a radio on the counter, James Taylor sings of seeing fire and rain.
“Out with friends,” Basil says as he pulls up a chair beside Davy.
“Dad fell asleep waiting for you,” Davy says.
“Okay,” Basil says. He knows the effort of baking these rolls likely strained his father, so he had to take more of his Percocet.
The day the accident happened in the grain bin, his father’s swift actions saved them both. All this Basil later heard from the paramedics. As soon as his father shut down the auger, he called 911. “Don’t you try to go in after him,” the dispatcher pleaded with him, “you stay with me on the phone. Goddamnit, Gary. If you—” His father silenced the voice on the other end. Out here in the country, miles from the town of Andwhen, he knew it would take time for the volunteer team of paramedics to assemble and gather their equipment. He knew his son only had minutes to live, the pressure in the grain bin suffocating him. Farmers eaten by the silos didn’t come back. These bins killed boys and men.
Gary hurried over to the barn, where loose two-by-fours lay stacked in piles for repairs. He grabbed three and jogged over with them held close to his chest, climbing one-handed up the ladder. He could see where Basil had gone in, at the end of the line that still tethered him to the top rung. Gary dropped the boards into the corn and then went in after them, hoping to relieve some of the terrible pressure on Basil by making a protective wall around his son. He was reaching for the ladder so he could go back for more boards, when he sank ankle-deep in the corn, a graveyard hand reaching up to snatch him. Helpless, with no way to stop himself from sinking deeper, soon he was plunged into the churning grain along with his boy. Only he didn’t have any mask over his face, no protection, no safety line to link him to the world above.
By the time Rob Tougas and Joey Salvador arrived with the fire engine and ambulance, seven minutes had passed since Gary’s call. The year before, farmers at the co-op had banded together to buy a rescue tube for just such emergencies, but even so, the men knew what to expect. The boards Gary had driven in along with the line helped them determine where to bring the tube down for Basil. More men arrived, local farmers who heard the word and answered the call. Holes were cut into the outside of the bin, and the golden grain spilled out onto the hard ground. This allowed them to free the bodies still inside, Basil breathing shallowly, his father not at all. For the first and only time in his career Rob Tougas performed CPR on a dead man and managed to revive him. Both father and son were driven to the county hospital, his father immediately choppered across state to the Mayo Clinic.
Until his torn intercostal muscles heal, his father can’t lift anything heavier than five pounds. Even though he suffers daily, he doesn’t blame Basil. “My fault. I should have stopped you in time from going in there with the auger still running.” Those were the first words out of his mouth when Basil and Davy were finally allowed to see him at the hospital, a few days after he’d been brought back to life by the paramedics.
“Basil?” Davy says, and he realizes his brother must have said something he didn’t catch. Davy hands Basil a crayoned card that he made, which shows two brothers watching their father drive a tractor in the barren fields, towing the seeder behind him. A cow beside the barn has a bubble coming out of her mouth that says, “One moooore equals fooooure.”
“Happy birthday,” his brother says. “Sorry we didn’t have any cake mix.”
“This is good, Davy,” Basil says. He knows there won’t be any presents this year. “And dad’s rolls are better than any cake.”
When Davy reaches for the candles with a lighter, Basil waves him off. He plucks out the candles and the two brothers dig in, making sure to leave a few rolls for when their father wakes up.
OUTSIDE, DAVY SHADOWS him as he does chores. Only seven years old, his little brother is too little to help throw down bales from the loft, so Davy spends his time playing with the kittens while Basil breaks the ice in the basin and fills the circular bins with hay. After scattering seed for the guineas, the brothers stand together looking out over the fields. Basil hefts Davy onto his shoulders so he can see farther. The family land sits on a small rise, and on a day like today it feels like you can see to the very rim of the world. The falling dark has stilled the wind so they no longer feel the bitter cold so harshly.
“There’re two suns,” Davy says, his high voice chirping with wonder at the twinned setting suns.
“They call it a sun dog,” Basil tells him. “It’s like a mirage or something. Happens when it gets this cold.”
“Like Star Wars,” Davy adds. Their family has been watching trilogies lately—the original Star Wars, The Lord of the Rings, The Matrix—and their father often goes to sleep with the DVD running. He sleeps best in the recliner, which allows him to sit up so that fluid doesn’t accumulate in his lungs.
“Yeah,” Basil agrees. “Like the twin suns of Tatooine.”
Davy loops his hand under Basil’s chin for balance. In his quilted brown coveralls and hat with stuffed earflaps, Davy could pass for an Ewok riding Chewbacca. In a world with two suns, Basil thinks, nothing is impossible. In such a world, Vikings could journey all the way from Hudson Bay and carve their presence into the very stones on the prairie. Anything can happen. Broken families might even become whole again. May it be so. Oh Lord, may it be.
When the twin suns sink beyond the horizon, the brothers lumber back to the house, a boy riding a giant.



Five
1346–1360 AD
—8 GOTHS AND 22 NORWEGIANS—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT I
I knew the sea even before I was born, adrift
 within my mother’s womb-waters,
 hearing the dull drum-thumping of her heart
 washing over me in waves. Listen, I tell you truly,
 this is my first memory, my awakening, because when
 I was still inside her, my mother tried to kill me.
Tansy and pennyroyal and a hag’s curse to taint
 the small ocean where I swam. She drank suchlike
 because the hag, Agmar, foretold I would bring
 about my mother’s death and the death of all
 those around me. The hag was not wrong.
 For how am I alive to tell this tale
when so many others are gone? Did I taste the poison,
 feel the walls of my water-chambers convulse and fishlike
 swim for safety, tearing flesh as I fled? My mother bled
 me out, and her bleeding didn’t stop. Before she died,
 she warned my father, her voice hoarse to be heard
 above my seagull-squalling, about the hag’s prophecy.
Though I was no bigger than the size of a conch-shell,
 a frail and singing thing, my grieving father carried me
 to the shore and left me on the sands with the tide
 incoming. Sometimes I dream of him, climbing
 an icy cliff to watch the water take me and I feel the cold
 and the deep close around me, and I am held by the sea.
This did not happen because my older brother Ivar,
 only nine years of age, trailed my father to shore,
 and he gathered me in his wadmal-cloak while high
 above him our father croaked for him to return, to stop,
 but Ivar ran with wailing child held close against him. My hearthbrother’s
 heat keeping me warm. All this he later told me.
Where could two children go in the storm-light, lashed
 by snow and wind, pursued by a haggard father? Fleet-footed,
 Ivar hurried over the high hills of Gardar, Greenland,
 to the steading of our uncle, a sheep and goat farmer
 named Dagfinn, whose salt-wife, a Skraeling, took us in.
 Beard hoary with ice, tall as an ice bear, my father tracked
his child’s footprints in the snow, but Dagfinn knew
 his brother’s ways and so waited at the door with an axe.
 My father did not try to enter, did not ask his estranged brother
 for shelter. He turned away, back into the storm, where his fate
 awaited. Grief-blind, he fell into an icy crevasse and his corpus
 was not found until spring. He was the second person I killed.
Our Uncle Dagfinn and his salt-wife, Isapoinhyaki, let us stay.
 I slept in their bed-closet together with a cradlesister
 named Helga. The salt-wife nursed me herself
 and fed me on sheep-skyr and melted sealfat.
 In the spring, Ivar took me to Hvalsey
 Church, baptized me with the pagan name
of Brynhild, the strongest name he knew,
 a name from the sagas. ‘One day you will make
 a saga of your own, The Saga of Brynhild.’
 Perhaps he had the far-sight in his own way,
 for do you not hold my words in your hands now?
 Ivar stayed on until the time of the great
hunger in the settlement, when folk faminestarved
 in their bed-closets, too weak to rise. By the time
 sailors arrived in spring, there were many dead brought
 out and buried. We had little to trade that year and Ivar
 joined the sailors on an expedition to Vinland.
 By then I was nine myself. Ivar promised
to return and when he came back he would be a rich man,
 not whipped about by Dagfinn. The next winter a wasting
 illness took my cradle-sister in the hunger season. Isapoinhyaki
 might have blamed me had she not also perished.
 I saw the way Dagfinn watched me in the firelight,
 a devil-gleam in his eyes and knew
when to hide away with the sheep and goats,
 leaving him to his sorrows and devil-fits.
 I ranged the high hills of Gardar Steading
 and strong I grew. In my fourteenth year, I dreamed
 of Ivar in a strange land, trees looming over him
 like the trolls of old, trees that blocked out the very sun,
and Ivar was alone and bloodied, slumped
 against a great tree trunk. Among shadows-writhing,
 he looked up, as if he felt me watching, half
 a world away and my name had been on
 his lips. Brynhild? I did not sleep the rest
 of the night and knew I would not dream
of him again here. But I had seen his face and for him
 feared. I had to find Ivar, my hearth-brother who
 saved me, to see this place of Vinland with my own eyes—
 a paradise overflowing with good timber, abundant game,
 and rivers fat with salmon. A place, Ivar said, where
 we would never again know hunger, nor waste away
like the winter-folk in their bed-closets. I had heard him
 calling me in the dream. Ivar needed me. Before he left,
 Ivar gave me a narwhal horn, the bone whorled and sharp,
 tied with a leather thong, a holy pendant he promised
 had magic powers that would protect me from evil.
 ‘You will see things in your dreams,’ he told me,
‘for the Skraelings say the narwhal was a woman once,
 with plaited hair, and she transformed when she was
 cast into the sea to save herself from drowning.’
 In the morning I went to the shore, shed my ragged
 cloak, and bare as a newborn, stepped into the icy sea.
 I prayed as I did so, to the Virgin and to Saint Olof, patron
saint of Greenland. I clutched the narwhal horn, dagger-slender,
 long as a dead man’s finger, and prayed to transform into a narwhal
 so I might cross the whale-roads and so find my hearth-brother.
 I prayed and dreamed of a girl swimming in a green, green light,
 but my hands remained only hands and no fins sprouted from my skin.
 Not yet, sang the gulls wheeling, Not yet, sang the waves incoming.
So every morning with my flock on the hill behind me, I stripped
 and stepped into the sea and prayed my prayer. Not yet, sang the gulls
 wheeling. Not yet, sang the waves incoming. But when then? I cried
 in return. Morning after morning, day after day. In the season of fireweed.
 In the season of bilberry gathering. In the season of the reindeer hunt,
 with only my flock and the greyleaf willows, tall as men, bearing witness.
Not yet, sang the gulls wheeling. Not yet, sang the waves incoming.
 One day, over the ocean, over the waves, a small thing with wings
 beat toward me, faster and faster, growing larger as it came, and I saw
 it was no fulmar or sea-eagle, but a great ship, a Norwegian trader’s knarr,
 ocean-borne and falcon-swift, with storm-wind filling the sails.
 Now, sang the gulls wheeling. Now, sang the waves incoming.
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Six
IT HAPPENS TWICE on Shelley Halvorsen’s first day on the job at the Byron County Animal Shelter, and twice, she decides, is two times too many. The strays pass under her hands, first a boxer mix and then a rangy tabby. They go quiet under her fingertips. The boxer licks his black gums and groans. The tabby starts a warm, electric purring. Shelley thinks maybe they have never known such a touch in their lives. Then the euthanasia technician, Lisa Wagner, enters the room with a hypodermic needle filled with sodium pentobarbital. The strays tremble until Shelley stills them with a stroke. Long after the needle pierces the skin, she holds them, hoping that when their last breath rattles out of their bodies, they will be aware of her hands, what love she can will down through her fingertips. Only when urine leaks out across the metal table does she let go, so Lisa can carry the body to a backroom freezer to wait for disposal.
“You have the touch,” Lisa tells Shelley when she returns. Her arms ensconced in yellow rubber gloves, she sponges clean the gleaming table, her dyed-orange hair pulled back in a tight bun. “You touch them and they aren’t afraid anymore.”
Shelley doesn’t say anything at first, not trusting her voice. The noxious scent of the cleaning fluids mingles with the smell of urine. She swallows down her nausea, steadies her hands at her side, and forces herself to look into Lisa’s eyes when the older woman glances up from the table. “I don’t think I can do this.”
“Sweetie,” Lisa says, as she tugs off the gloves and drops them into a sudsy bucket. “If you don’t, it’s still gonna happen. Whether you’re here or not. Your being here is helping these animals.”
“I don’t think it is,” Shelley says, keeping her voice even. All her life, Shelley has loved animals. When Glen told her about the opening, she had been certain she could help find homes for strays, help make their days in these cages less miserable. Shelley had known it would be hard—Glen had warned her that the shelter has a kill policy after animals are there for two weeks—but only a few hours into her first day Shelley is certain that to do such a job day in and day out would require sacrificing some small piece of her soul she doesn’t have left to give.
“It gets easier. If you . . .”
“I don’t want it to get easier.”
Lisa leans against the gleaming table. “Glen won’t be happy. He vouched for you.”
Lisa and Glen are cousins in a family that spreads throughout Andwhen. Swing a dead cat in Byron County and you just might hit a Halvorsen. It’s a terrible expression for Shelley to think of at a time like this.
“I gave up trying to make my husband happy a long time ago,” Shelley says.
Lisa grimaces. Her sharp blue eyes bore into Shelley’s, and then she stares at the mark between Shelley’s eyes, which looks less like a cross by morning and more like the smudge of a fingerprint. “Is this about . . . the thing?”
The thing? One more reason not to go to church, Lisa told her when Shelley tried to explain how the mark wouldn’t wash away. After the service, after rinsing her face in the sink and finding the cross still there, Shelley left the house and went on a walk in the brisk night air. She went to the giant bur oak that had marked the boundary between field and meadow for as long as this property had been homesteaded, long before her time. Her thinking tree. She lifted her face to the night sky beyond the bare branches, asking, “What do you want of me?” but the God of night answered her as always with silence.
Shelley is spared having to say anything by the ding of a bell announcing that someone has entered the main lobby. One of the dogs barks from the cages, a cavernous booming that could only be the Doberman, Fritz. A poodle named Buttons, orphaned after her owner went into Skyview Nursing Home, yaps along with him.
The two women finish washing up in silence at the sink, and Shelley trails Lisa into the lobby. By the time they enter the room, there’s no one there. A cardboard box waits by the door. One of the sides shudders as the entire box inches across the floor. A soft whining follows scratching from within, then several high yips greet the women.
“Son of a bitch,” Lisa grumbles. “Left it and didn’t even bother to fill out the paperwork. See what we’re dealing with here?”
Shelley doesn’t want to see what’s in the box. She knows she should just walk right out the door and not look back. Not her problem. She just quit after all, failed to last even a single day on the job. Unfortunately, her coat hangs from a peg in the rear office, so she’s still there when Lisa peels back the cover.
“Oh for cute,” Lisa says, “and they’re beauties, too,” so of course Shelley joins her. Lined with newspapers already fouled by excrement, the box holds five perfect black Labrador puppies. They bark and step on each other, scrambling to escape. What is there to do, but lift them out one by one? Before she knows it, Shelley is sitting on the floor as the pups tumble around her, the runt of the litter so small he could fit within the palm of her hand. The runt nips at her finger, drawing blood, when she takes it into her lap.
“This never used to happen back in the day,” Lisa says. “Those old farmers knew how to handle unwanted pups. Tie them in a sack and toss them in the river. These ones come from some lazy bastard in town.”
“Someone will come for them, right? Don’t puppies always get chosen?” Shelley gentles the crying runt, cradling it against her.
“Wrong season, sweetie. No one visits the shelter this time of year.”
“But if I were to advertise them in town, let people know?”
“Oh, they know. They all know. This place exists, out of sight, so they can go about their lives and pretend it has nothing to do with them. As you’re about to do.”
“No,” Shelley says. “That’s not it.”
“You’re not quitting?”
She looks away from the runt and meets the woman’s gaze. “I already quit, but I’m taking the pups with me.”
“All of them?”
“All of them,” Shelley says, and she knows it’s a futile gesture, meaningless in the grand scheme of things since more and more animals will just end up at the shelter, but the decision feels right. “And I’ll take Fritz and Buttons, too.”
“I think you need to talk to Glen about this.”
“So, they’ll need shots, right? And you mentioned paperwork?”
AFTER PAYING FOR the dogs’ shots and licensing, this is how Shelley leaves her first and last day on the job over a thousand dollars poorer than when she started, her RAV4 and clothing stinking of the dog shit smeared into the pups’ filthy hides, Fritz riding shotgun while Buttons keeps the pups company in their dirty box in the back seat. The animal shelter sits a mile outside of Andwhen, the building well away from the county highway, partly hidden by wind-twisted pines. A place out of sight, as Lisa said.
On Shelley’s way into town, her cell phone buzzes and lights up with Glen’s name. She presses the decline call button, figuring that Lisa must have alerted him. She doesn’t want to talk to Glen just now.
In Andwhen, she leaves the RAV4 running with the dogs inside and hurries into the feedstore. Marvin Raedler greets her gruffly from behind the counter. “Well, look what the wind blew in. What brings you here, Shell?”
Shelley ignores him and picks out fifteen-pound bags of Blue Buffalo, three bags in all, for big dogs and small, plus one for the pups. She stacks the bags on top of each other and hefts these with a grunt over to the counter. For once, Shelley’s grateful that she’s not on the petite side. She’s taller than many of the men in town, a woman with uncommonly large hands. Her man-mitts, Glen calls them, often while she’s working on a kinked muscle in his shoulders or back. I married a handsome woman, he likes to say. He never calls her pretty. Never beautiful. Glen’s humor has always had an edge of cruelty, a way of keeping her in place.
She lowers the bags to the counter and looks down at Marvin, a spry old man with whiskey-brown eyes. The ghost of his cross sits between silvery brows. She’s really not in the mood for chitchat, but the sight stops her for a moment. How old is Marv? Mid-seventies, at least. Too damn old to be lugging heavy feed bags for customers.
“I see you got a souvenir of your own from last night,” he says. “It’s like Pastor branded us all. Might be he takes his role as the good shepherd too seriously.”
“What can you do?” Of course, Marv would make a joke out of it. He’s probably repeated the same line to every person who came in here today. “I’m sure it’ll go away in time.”
“Anyhow, not used to seeing you on the other side of the counter,” Marvin continues amiably. “What’s this about, Shell?”
“I’ve just come from the shelter. I didn’t leave there empty-handed.”
“That so? You buy out the whole damn place?”
“You might say that.” She sighs. Marvin was a regular at the Treasure River Casino where Shelley served as head cashier for the last fifteen years before the tribal council decided to replace her and others in management with fellow natives. Shelley understood—you take care of your own first—but Glen had raged. Fifteen years of going home with the reek of cigarettes clinging to her hair and clothing and the rattle and clink of slot machines following her to bed when she tried to sleep, having dosed herself with a couple of whiskey sours. At least the severance package had allowed her to go back to school and work on getting an associate’s degree in massage therapy.
Before she leaves, Shelley also buys collars and leashes along with a tie-out and several plastic food and water bowls.
As Marvin rings her up, Shelley leans in. “Marv? Out in the car, I have five beautiful puppies among other things. Black Labs that might grow into good hunting dogs. Would you help spread the word?”
“You went into the shelter empty-handed and came out with five puppies?”
“More or less. Actually, more.”
“What’s Glen going to say?”
“Honestly? I don’t give a shit.” Shelley is old enough to remember a time when making a large purchase anywhere here in town required a husband’s permission. She’s old enough to know that this crazy plan she’s hatched will only cause further trouble. Old enough to know she’s too old for all of this, but damn it if for once she doesn’t feel like she has a sense of purpose, and it’s been a long damn time since she felt that way.
“Well, okay then,” Marvin tells her. “I’ll tell folks about your pups when they come into the store. You want any help carrying those to the car?”
Shelley glances again at his brow as she shakes her head. “You take care of yourself, Marv,” she says. “And please do tell people. I really want to find good homes for these puppies. Don’t worry about the bags. I got this.”
After she stows the bags of dog food in the trunk, she notices the empty storefront beside Marv’s feedstore. Halvorshem’s Clothiers closed over a decade ago when the Wal-mart opened over in Solomon Springs. In the dust-smeared glass, someone has etched a cross with the word “repent” scrawled beneath it.
She wheels the RAV4 around and heads out of town, for her mother’s old farmhouse, a few miles outside of Andwhen.
Her sister Shayna has been nagging Shelley to sell the house ever since their mom went into a nursing home in suburban Shakopee, where Shayna lives with her husband and three sons. Sell the house and get the hell out of there if you’re serious about leaving Glen for good, Shayna keeps telling her. What’s there for you in that old town anyhow? Glen has refused to sign the divorce papers so far, instead imploring her to see a marriage therapist over in Alexandria. Her son, Lukas, seems to be pretending that it isn’t happening, refusing to come live with her.
The local station, KLKR, mutters as she drives along with the stoic Fritz staring out the window. There is something so gentlemanly about the way the Doberman sits with his snout lifted that Shelley’s heart fills. She should have asked Lisa why anyone would abandon such a dog. Today’s a leap day, a day of magic and possibility, so she must shake off the shadow of death, shake off the way she held those animals down because it was supposed to be her job. Anything can happen now that she has rescued this lot.
A few miles later, Shelley’s pulling into the driveway of her mother’s place, a structure so decayed that the word dilapidated can’t do the L-shaped two-story farmhouse justice. The house sits so close to the county highway that the windows rattle in their casements when seed trucks trundle past. Yet for all the decay, it’s a place with good bones. A place with good memories. Gothic scrollwork adorns the gables and there’s a round oculus of stained glass on the upper level that gazes out over the land like a single shining eye.
“Home, sweet home,” she tells Fritz as she parks out beside the machine shed. The farm hasn’t been operational in a long time. They lease out the acreage to another cousin of Glen’s, and the weatherworn barn and stable, tucked into the side of a hill, have long been vacant. On a small rise beyond the shelterbelt grove, a massive oak tree marks the boundary between field and meadow.
Shelley leashes up Fritz and Buttons, leads them inside, and then hurries back for the pups whining inside their box. Buttons has set off immediately exploring the ground floor, her claws scritching over the hardwood, but Fritz plants himself by the front door, sitting on his haunches, his ears peeled back. He has the look of someone waiting for permission, so Shelley pats his head and tells him to come on in. “It’s not much,” she says, “but you’ll find it better than a cage at the shelter.”
Fritz licks his gums and lies down on his belly. She hangs her coat by the door and leans against the radiator, enjoying the heat rising up into her hands and body from the coils. When she’s warmed herself, she carries the box of black Labs into the bathroom and starts running water.
Fritz tails her into the room, pausing in the doorway to keep watch. Buttons is still off somewhere exploring. Shelley runs water until it turns lukewarm, adds a spritz of strawberry shampoo, and then plucks the pups one by one from their dirty box and plunges them in the suds. They holler as if being tortured, which makes Fritz whine in sympathy, and they tumble over each other to escape. After their pelts are new and glossy again, Shelley lifts the pups out from the dirty water and towels them dry. Once this was how her mother tamed wild barn kittens. A dunking followed by a vigorous hand-toweling, and afterwards their wildness was gentled away. They didn’t run off, as if the trauma made them imprint on you. Even animals can use a little baptism, her mother liked to say.
By the time Shelley’s done, she’s as drenched as the puppies once were. “I’m going to have to burn this box,” she tells Fritz as she carries the pups into the back laundry room where she plans to keep them penned up. She spreads fresh newspaper on the floor, then she strips off her own dirty garments, right down to her bra and underpants, and drops her jeans and blouse into the wash and gets it going. After closing the sliding door so the puppies can’t wander, she hurries back through the house to the upstairs bathroom beside her childhood bedroom. Fritz doesn’t follow her, instead staking out the bottom of the stairs. There’s a watchfulness to him as he paces back and forth, on the lookout. She wonders if he has anxiety issues. And where in the hell is Buttons? Shelley can’t worry for now. She showers until steam floods the entire bathroom.
Afterward, she puts on a robe and heads downstairs to feed and water Fritz and Buttons and the puppies. The pups have gone quiet in the laundry room, drained by the ordeal, but in the farmhouse kitchen she finds Buttons next to the strewn mess of her overturned garbage can.
“You’re going to be trouble, aren’t you?” she asks the poodle. Fritz shakes his head as if in disapproval as Buttons scampers off. Shelley cleans the mess and fills the dog bowls she has brought along to feed them. Then she sets the kettle on the gas stove, fires up a burner, and sits at the kitchen table, her thoughts turning to last night’s Ash Wednesday service. But the image that looms in her mind is the cross someone drew in the greasy window of Halvorshem’s. A message in the dust. She rises again and goes over to the corded phone that hangs by the kitchen door.
She’s pleased when her old advisor at Prairie Lakes Community College, Mitch Caskins, answers on the other end. Mitch brightens at the sound of her voice. “Wondered what happened to you.”
Shelley doesn’t want to use the old cliché about getting cold feet, wrong on so many levels. “I wasn’t in a good place,” she says. Mitch knows some of her story. About Lukas’s femur—shattered in four places when his foot caught in the stirrup, swinging him under the saddleback bronc, the hooves crushing bone—and the boy’s long recovery in the hospital and at home. “Not in a place where I thought I could help people.”
He sighs on his end of the line. “I think I know what you mean. You remember what we talked about before? How a muscle needs to tear so that it can grow stronger?”
Shelley doesn’t speak, not trusting her voice.
“I’m glad you’re back,” he says. “So what’s the next step? After the paperwork is done and you get your massage therapy certificate?”
“I have an idea,” she says.



Seven
ON THE DRIVE to school the next day, Lukas doesn’t bother slowing down to twenty-five when they pass through Gresham. No one stirs in the early-morning light, the houses blank-eyed. For Basil, this only makes the ghostly old woman from the morning before more witchlike in her power.
At school, things go well until third period when Basil must try to make up his MCA testing. He keeps his breathing steady. If the words start to skitter on the page, he pins them down with his finger, sounding them out. He tries to summon Other Basil inside him to take his place. He imagines words as physical things, the chords of a struck note, or animals with rippling hides his fingertips must catch and gentle. Other Basil has the power to catch and hold the words shivering in his grasp. But when he reaches inside himself, he finds Other Basil is gone.
A feeling of nausea sweeps over him. He pushes the Scantron sheet away and puts his head down on the desk. In his defeat, his breathing shallows, but he manages to avoid another panic attack.
After school, instead of spending time with Morgan and Lukas at the skating rink, Basil has to ride with the rest of the wrestling team over to Alexandria for a meet. As a sophomore on the varsity team, Basil doesn’t have much to say to the other jocks, mostly town kids. Farm kids like Basil struggle to find the time for practice, their schedules squeezed by planting or harvest season.
Basil has an old Walkman his father has given him, which he’s using to listen to a recording of The Grapes of Wrath, a long novel he’ll encounter later this year in American lit. He wants to know the arc of the story before trying to tackle it on the page. He’s just reached the chapter written from the perspective of a tortoise trying to cross a highway—an entire chapter from a turtle’s point of view—which he’s enjoying thoroughly. He has a great affinity for all things slow and quiet in a rush-rush world that only seems to value speed and noise.
Basil hasn’t eaten anything all day long. His stomach grumbles, an engine running on fumes. His mind drifts. He’s not really listening at first when Coach Jenkins stands up to deliver his motivational speech. The coach is a bald, heavyset man with massive shoulders. He towers over the boys, so tall he has to hunch to keep his head from hitting the roof of the school bus.
The mark of the cross is on him as well. His looks like a birthmark or bruise. Basil wonders if the mark has changed the man as it changed him. He knows what Jenkins will want him to do out on the wrestling floor, but he still takes off his headphones to catch the end of Coach’s speech.
“I know some of you are afraid of the ashes,” Jenkins says, touching the cloud between his eyes. “You don’t know what it means. But maybe God is telling you right here, right now that you are marked for victory. Let your ashes be part of the uniform you wear into battle. When you go into a match, know that God has put a mark on you. And when you win, it won’t just be for yourself or the team. This whole town has been on a losing streak for longer than I can remember, but all of you, even those who weren’t at church to receive the ashes, you have a chance to restore us to glory.”
His speech done, the coach swaggers down the aisle and sits uninvited beside Basil. He doesn’t like the way Jenkins looks at him. What is the word? Proprietary? Like Basil is a dangerous creature that he owns. “How you feeling, big man?”
“Okay,” Basil mumbles. Coach rarely calls him by his real name. He has a sinking feeling that the mark has changed nothing in the man. Why do some feel it and others don’t? Basil doesn’t really think God cares one way or another whether the team remains undefeated.
Coach Jenkins sniffs at his response. “You need to be feeling better than okay. Your opponent, Sam Watkins? He’s a monster. He’ll eat you for breakfast if you go out there feeling okay. I need a bruiser today. I need the Brute. Your team needs the Brute. Got it?”
Basil nods, hoping he’ll go away. The truth is that his heart isn’t in wrestling anymore. No one expects a boy of his size to move with any grace, but in the slippery grappling on the wrestling floor, Basil’s strength and skill are feared far and wide. He’s the biggest man on the team, the only one who wrestles in his weight class. The “sumo” class Jenkins calls it.
Coach saunters off to the back of the bus to sit with the seniors, boys he adores and who adore him in turn. Coach has brought ashes of his own in a baggie for those who were not at the service that night—ashes from the grease trap of his grill, some of the boys are saying—so everyone on the team will be marked, no matter what they believe. They will wear the ashes the way football players put on black eye grease. He slips his headphones back on, tries to lose himself in the struggles of the Joad family once more.
ONCE THE BUS arrives and unloads, the team files out and dresses in the locker room and Coach leads them in prayer. Coach’s prayers always make Basil uncomfortable, so he keeps the Walkman going after changing into his uniform. As he files out into the stands with the rest of the team, he rewinds the tape to listen to the chapter about the turtle again. He didn’t know you could do this in writing, inhabit the mind of something that’s not human. Basil has always wondered about the animals around him on the farm, what goes on in their minds.
Maybe this daydreaming accounts for his odd facial expression. He loses track of time, doesn’t realize his match is almost up until Coach Jenkins’s shadow blocks out his light. The coach takes the headphones from Basil’s head. “Turn that shit off and pay attention. What are you even listening to? I need the Brute. We’re down by three points, so we need you to win big. Not that you seem to care.” He stands over him, whispers, “You ready, Bruiser?”
No one else ever seems to notice. It’s just him and Coach in one corner of the stands. They don’t see how Jenkins slides in beside Basil. The coach’s nostrils flare, the light in his eyes flattens, one fat vein ticking on his bald forehead. From a distance, as Jenkins puts his arm around him, the scene must look innocent and warm, Coach inspiring his biggest athlete. They don’t see what happens with the other hand, which slips in to pinch and twist the tender skin under Basil’s arms. Indian burn, Coach calls it. So far as Basil can see, Jenkins only does it to him. Basil bites down on his upper lip and doesn’t make a sound, knowing this twisting will leave bruising in soft and secret places. “I said, you ready, Killer?”
“Yes,” Basil hisses.
“Don’t you want to hit something? Hurt something. It feels good.” Coach says this in a low voice only for Basil. “You getting angry?”
“Yes.”
“Then go out there and put that other boy down.”
Basil does. His opponent, this Sam Watkins, the monster his coach told him to fear? He’s a chubby boy with small, piggy eyes and the trimmings of a stringy beard. As they grapple, the boy tries to slip his arm under Basil’s, touching the tender place that Coach bruised. Basil’s temper flares.
He spins around, using his great strength to break the hold, and slings the other boy to the floor, wrenching his arm so violently behind his back that a terrible cracking sound rings out. People in the stands hear the bone snap. The other boy screams. Basil releases him, trying to get away from the sound, from what he has done. The crowd sees the boy rise with his arm hanging wrong. The boy’s mother—it must be his mother—watches in the stands with her hands over her mouth. Basil feels queasy inside. If there was any food in him, he would vomit right here on the mat, but when he looks at Coach Jenkins he sees the faint crease of a smile appear and vanish again. The cross glooms dark as a thundercloud between his eyes.
The rest of the team avoids him in the locker room. He’s the Brute. A Breaker of Bones. Basil doesn’t bother with his headphones. Not even Steinbeck can save him from this sick feeling. He undresses, folds his uniform neatly, walks up to his coach, and stands naked before the man. “I quit,” Basil says in a quiet voice, handing him the uniform.
Jenkins frowns, refuses to take the uniform. “It was an accident, Basil. These things happen.”
“No, it wasn’t. I hurt him because I wanted to hurt him. But I don’t ever want to hurt anyone like that again.”
“Your father . . .”
“Leave my dad out of it.”
Basil shoves the uniform into his arms and walks away, trying to ignore how all eyes are on him. Once he has showered and dressed again, he plugs in his headphones and on the bus ride back tries to forget the awful cracking sound the boy’s bone made. He will never hurt anyone like that again. Other Basil must take the place of the Brute. It is time to put the Brute away. The Brute will never survive fasting. God will not hear the voiceless howl of the Brute. He needs God to hear him. For the sake of his family. No one sees him as he shrinks down in his seat, hardly listening to the audio anymore.



Eight
COME, THE ONE we call Waymaker lows to us. It’s this way. We are afraid, but we follow her all the same. Inside our stomachs, a great void, echoing in emptiness. The boy has not come to break the ice and bring the bales. We are afraid, but our hunger is stronger than our fear. Come, Waymaker urges. Follow me. Her one good ear swiveling.
We hear and follow her from the dark of the barn, our tails swishing. Waymaker knows where to break the fence. How to lean against the post just so with her bulk until it topples. The fence holds lightning, snaps and sizzles if you brush against it. But Waymaker can outsmart the lightning. We remember. Two times before this she has led us through a break in the fence to a lush summer field beside the brown river. Green grass without end and a fat sun warming our hides while we chew our cud.
But this sun, distant and dim, holds no warmth. The cold ground hard beneath our hooves. A wind that barks and bites at our hides. Still we follow. As we follow, Waymaker lows to us her sister song.
She sings to us of how it was before the coming of Adam and the breaking of the world. Before men and their machines. Behold how we roam the earth. Hear the thunder of our herd. How even the wolves shrink before us. Behold our might and majesty. In each shining eye, a galaxy. A mind holding worlds within worlds. Endless prairie and dew on tallgrass. A memory of a river crossing. Cool muddy pools in the heat of day. Behold our freedom.
She sings her sister song. And we low in our hunger and shuffle along behind her. Once all this was ours, and it can be ours again.
A door snaps open somewhere behind us. A boy’s voice chirrups. We swivel our ears and turn to see him. He is the small one. Too small to break the ice and bring the bales. Too small to fear. But he has seen us. He knows what we are doing. He shouts, and his shouting will bring the man. The man hobbles now, but the man knows machines. The man scares us.
Come, Waymaker tries again, for we are almost to the new break she has made in the fence. Come, she says. Deep down we are yet wild, my sisters. Do you not dream of freedom? Dream of growing wings like the barn swallows and flying to the very moon and back? Come, she beckons.
We see a river that glares with white ice. The fields black and bare. The sun falling like a stone beyond the rim of the world. She would take us there. Into a night filled with strange and unknown sounds. Into a wind with teeth and claws. Foolish girl. Even before the door snaps open again, even before the man climbs into his truck to chase us. Even before, we have already turned back to the barn.
Waymaker lows to us her sister song. But we have a song of our own. Our song of surrender. We have been scarred with a brand. Seared and marked. Here we are known. Here we are fed. The big boy will come again to bring the bales. We will be safe and warm in the shelter of the barn. It is enough.
In each dark eye, a galaxy. In our dreaming, a flight to the moon. In our lowing, a memory of a world yet wild with summer. Our kingdom come. Come.



Nine
AT HOME, BEEF stroganoff steams in the cast-iron skillet and the rich, creamy aroma fills the farmhouse kitchen. His father’s hands tremble as he carries the hot skillet over to the table. He looks better in this golden hour, his eyes clear instead of bloodshot. Even though he’s shaved and cleaned himself up, a light down of perspiration clings to his upper lip.
“Happy belated,” his father says. “I’m sorry I fell asleep early last night.”
“Don’t be sorry,” Basil says. Beef stroganoff is one of his favorite dinners, but he hesitates before joining them at the table.
“Cows tried to get out again,” Davy says.
“It’s that old heifer with the bent ear,” his dad says as he pulls back a chair. “She’s trouble. But Davy spotted them in time.”
Basil stands there, uncertain how to explain himself.
“What’s wrong?” his dad asks, reading his face.
“I hurt a kid today.” There’s no easy way to say it. “Broke his arm.”
“Ah no,” his father says.
“I meant to hurt him, Dad. And I feel terrible about it.”
His father takes this in as he sits, his gaze steady on Basil. “You quit, didn’t you?”
Basil nods, unable to say any more.
“Okay,” his father says. “We can talk about this later. Why don’t you sit and eat?”
Basil would like nothing more. He should be hungry enough to scarf the entire skillet of stroganoff by himself, but he finds his appetite has vanished entirely when he sits at the table. He knows that where wrestling is concerned, it’s not over, and the coming talk with his father won’t be easy. In his own time and weight class, his father won the state championship his senior year. And Jenkins won’t just let him quit, not when Basil is the only member in his weight class. Jenkins will come here to the house, since Gary is an old friend from high school, and put pressure on Basil.
“Hard to believe we’ll be in the fields in a couple of months,” their father says.
“Do you think we’ll plant early this year?” Basil says. “There’s not much snow.”
“Oh, there’ll be plenty of snow between now and then.” Their father turns toward a kitchen window that looks out over darkening fields.
“But the crop’ll still come up?” Davy says. Basil knows what he’s trying to nudge their father toward saying. Every year, he likes to tell the boys, Every year I put these seeds into the ground and I think nothing’s going to come up. There won’t be enough rain or I planted too soon, and the seeds will freeze and die down in the dark. But every year the crop comes up. And I think each small plant is a miracle. And these miracles, they’re just waiting under the surface. They are called by the light.
This sermon from their father is as regular as planting season itself. Though their father’s very existence seems proof of the miraculous—he’s the only person Basil knows who’s come back from the dead—just now he’s so lost in thought he doesn’t answer. Their father presses a hand to his temple, wincing before some unseen pain within. Davy shoots a concerned glance Basil’s way.
In this extreme cold, it feels like spring won’t ever come. Basil is not even sure his father will be well enough to drive a tractor by then. It’s likely Brian Paulson will come over from a neighboring farm to disc plow the fields before planting. They would have been lost this past harvest season without the help of neighbors and the GoFundMe account that paid some of the medical bills.
When Basil rises from the table, his father stands with him. He reaches into his pocket for something and then stretches out his hand to press a single ignition key into Basil’s palm. “Happy sixteenth birthday,” he says. “She’s yours now.”
The gesture steals away any words Basil might speak. Davy makes a low whistling sound. Of all the vehicles on the farm, including two Farmall tractors, a rust-eaten Ford Taurus, and an F-150 for hauling loads, none is more precious to their father than the Ranger. She’s the color of midnight, a truck with a sporty V6, a machine too small for farm work, beloved for her impracticality.
He starts to tell his father he can’t accept this, doesn’t deserve a present this year, but before he gets any words out, his father closes his fist around the key. “You’ll have your license soon. Maybe even a job in town.” He quirks one eyebrow. “Maybe a girl? You can start tonight by driving us over to Solomon Springs for ice cream.”
The drive to Solomon Springs takes them west, which means crossing a bridge over the Clearwater River. Basil’s grip tightens on the wheel, and he mumbles the same wordless prayer he always prays until they’re across. He prays not just for his father’s health, but for his mother to get out of the state hospital. She’s been institutionalized ever since she drove their old Buick Skylark into the river with Basil and Davy strapped in the back seat. If a long-haul driver passing on the county highway hadn’t seen them go in, they would all be dead. Basil has only foggy memories of the moment, but all these years later, he refuses to go near moving water and he has never learned to swim. Basil knows they are supposed to be grateful their mother went away to the state hospital instead of to prison, but he still misses her and prays for her to be whole in mind and soul.
During the trial she said plenty of crazy things. She claimed Basil wasn’t a natural birth because his conception had been immaculate. There was no father. Basil, she said, was a gift from God.
He knows how much what she said hurt his father, who married her when she was six months pregnant with Basil—her wedding dress stretched near to bursting. He knows the kind of schizophrenic break that drove her to say and do these things isn’t something normally cured, but gliding down the highway behind the wheel of this sleek machine—all his, he can hardly believe it—he can’t help praying. The ashes marking his brow. The sun dog that appeared in the bitter cold, hovering like a vision. This gift the day after his leap birthday when he expected nothing. It all has to mean something.
On the radio there’s more chatter about a virus spreading from a place called Wuhan. “You think that might come here, Dad?” Davy asks.
“No use worrying about it,” their father says.
In Solomon Springs, Basil practices parallel parking in the empty parking lot of an elementary school, and he has it down in a few tries. A natural-born driver, his dad calls him, because he’s been driving tractor since the age of twelve. He’ll be ready for his driving test soon. They celebrate his birthday by stopping for vanilla cones dipped in hot fudge at the Shady Shack. They sit in the warm cab with the engine still running, Basil gobbling his in a few bites. He rubs his forehead, wishing he had eaten more at dinner. With his eyes shut, he can see the boy rising from the floor with his arm twisted unnaturally.
“You okay?” his father asks.
“Ice-cream headache,” Basil says.
They drive back across the prairie in the dark. His father has plugged in a CD of Johnny Cash, and “Ring of Fire” plays in the background. After a big semi streams past heading the other direction, Basil works up the nerve to make a request of his own. “Dad, I’ve been saving money for gas for after I get my license.”
His father doesn’t respond, perhaps hearing the ask coming.
“And I was thinking I could drive us all to St. Peter. To see Mom.”
“It’s a long ways to St. Peter.” He doesn’t sound enthused by the idea. “We’d have to get permission from her counselors to visit her.”
“I don’t want to see her,” Davy says.
“Shut up,” Basil says. The heat in his voice surprises him. He feels Davy recoil and the wheel slips a little in his hands, so the Ranger grinds on the rumble strip. Basil breathes out, eases them back into the lane. He knows what Davy means. When they last visited their mother, she wouldn’t even look at Davy, as if he didn’t exist. Davy burst into tears, and even then she ignored him. She only had eyes for Basil.
“Maybe you could go on your own,” his father offers. “How’s that?”
It’s not quite the plan Basil envisioned. He wanted all three of them together, busting her out of confinement and bringing her home. His family whole again. But maybe it would be best if he went alone. Maybe he has the best chance to talk her home. He’s the one who has the bargain going with God.
AFTER SCHOOL THE next Monday, Basil gathers with Morgan and Lukas in the basement of the library. While they wait for Miss Warren, Basil studies the diorama of the Battle of Devil’s Lake—just west on the prairies—that spreads out on the floor. Over time, Old Jonas has built this basement room of the library into a small museum. The artifacts here are a mixture of old Swedish tools, rusting hand plows and such, that sit next to redstone pipes, beaded leggings, old buffalo robes, and indigenous pottery fragments housed under glass along with stone arrowheads and even a genuine ceremonial teepee.
Miss Warren arrives a few minutes later. They’ve arranged a loose semicircle of folding chairs around the main stage.
Basil lags behind Morgan and Lukas as they take the stage. There they have more chairs pushed up against a table, a clumsy approximation of a bar. Morgan, her hair in a ponytail, has washed off most of her makeup. She wears blue jeans and a white cotton blouse, unbuttoned to show cleavage. Basil tries not to look, to instead focus on the faint mark on her forehead, the slash of a cross. He tries, but he has never seen her like this before, the hollow of her throat, the pale skin of her breastbone dusted with delicate freckles. Watching her stabs a fresh ache of longing in his ribs, because he knows she has no such feelings for him—why would she?—so he must stamp out his own.
It’s not just Morgan who looks different. Lukas has dressed like he’s heading to the rodeo, all cowboyed up in Wranglers and a checkered flannel. The two of them look natural in their new skins. You can imagine them as someone else. In this scene Lukas plays the bartender who last saw Matthew Shepard alive, Morgan the journalist interviewing him, jotting down notes on a pad, while Basil, the quiet underling, shuffles back and forth in a green apron, sweeping the stage with a broom. He’s grateful he doesn’t have a speaking part.
Miss Warren watches with a patient frown that only breaks into a brief smile when Lukas’s character complains in an incredulous voice that if Matthew Shepard would have hit on anyone at the bar that night it would have been him, the good-looking one.
Since Miss Warren wasn’t at the church service that night her brow is free of any mark. Morgan and Lukas have already told her how they envy her freedom. If she drives to a neighboring town or has dinner over in Alexandria no one’s going to stare at her. No one is going to expect her to behave differently. The unmarked can be anyone they want to be.
“So this is the play you want to put on?” Miss Warren crosses her arms over her chest rather than clapping when they come to the front of the stage after the scene is done.
“You know the story?” Lukas says.
“Are you guys trying to get me fired?”
Lukas raises his hands, palms up. “We figure we don’t have to tell Engels. Not right off. We hold auditions, get everything going, and then let him know.”
Miss Warren leans forward in her chair, her hands on her knees. “That’s worse.”
“You said you wanted to do a real play,” Morgan says.
“Sure. I was thinking Our Town.
The Crucible. Not The Laramie Project.”
“It’s a great play,” Lukas cuts in. “There’s nothing too bad in it. Maybe a little profanity, but it’s no worse than anything we read in class. Death of a Salesman has way more swear words.”
“It’s what it’s about, Lukas. Small-town homophobia should be a cliché, but it’s not. Not here.” Quietly—because Lukas has written about being gay in the journals he turns in for sophomore English—she adds, “You know that.”
“I’m tired of nothing ever changing.”
Miss Warren sits back in her chair, templing her hands to her lips. “I understand. But in a couple of years you’re going to go away to college. Leave all this behind. And it may not seem like it to you, but I like my job. I’m trying to get used to this place. If I get in trouble with administration my first year here, it’s going to be hard for me to get another job. And I can assure you that if I were to sponsor and direct The Laramie Project there’s no way they’d bring me back next year.”
Lukas blows out an exasperated breath.
“I hope you know how sorry I am to let you down. Truth is, I’ve already ordered copies of The Crucible. I’m planning to stage it in April. And I hope when the time comes you’ll consider trying out for it.”
WHEN SHE’S GONE, Morgan turns to Lukas. “You okay?”
“She was supposed to be an ally.”
“Lukas . . .” But Morgan doesn’t try to defend Miss Warren.
“It’s just . . .” Lukas clenches and unclenches his fists. “It’s so frustrating. Maybe nothing bad will ever happen to me, but it’s like . . . they still have slower ways of killing you in this town.”
“Just one more reason why I can’t wait to get out of here.”
Lukas’s nostrils flare and he looks away. “That’s what I’m supposed to want, right? But I’m not a city guy. And what if I like it out here? Even if I never ride again, I still love horses. Why do I have to live somewhere else just because I also happen to like other guys?”
Morgan sits at the edge of the stage, her legs swinging out.
“Why do people have to make a big deal about it?” Lukas says.
“It is kind of a big deal.” Morgan’s buttoning up her blouse as she says this, and she glances up to catch Basil watching her. He flushes from root to crown. “It’s kind of why we’re here.”
“Let’s get out of here then,” Lukas says, jumping down from the stage.
“You coming, B?” Morgan calls from the stairs, and Basil turns to follow.
THE NEXT DAY at school, Coach Jenkins searches him out in his homeroom with Miss Olson. Basil can see Engels behind him, darkening the doorway. “Why don’t you come talk to us in the hall, kid?”
Kid. This is what Jenkins calls him when other adults are listening. Before his peers he’s always the Brute or Bruiser. Maybe now, Breaker of Bones. He’s heard whispers spreading in the halls about him since his last match.
“I already told you I quit,” Basil says without getting up from his seat.
Jenkins lowers his head and sighs, but instead of leaving, he comes farther into the room until he stands over Basil. He leans in, his hands on Basil’s desk. Big hambone knuckles, patchy with coarse hair. Hands that have hurt him so often before this. Basil won’t look at his face. The other specials in the room have all turned to watch.
“Jenkins?” Miss Olson says, because she hates any disruptions. “What’s this about?”
“This’ll just take a moment,” he says without looking her way. “Look, kid. We have a chance to go undefeated. Do you know what that might mean for your teammates? For the town? We need you. The choice you are making right now, it will be with you for the rest of your life. I don’t want to see you make a mistake.”
Basil’s already said all he needs to say. He keeps his eyes on the paperback copy of The Grapes of Wrath and turns a page, though he’s no longer reading the words.
“I’m afraid you won’t be able to leave campus for the time being,” Jenkins says in a low voice. “Why should you—or your friends—get special privileges others don’t have?”
Basil looks up sharply. The walk across the park to the A/V room in the town library, where he spends an entire period, is what he most looks forward to each and every day. Walking beside Morgan, the poems and stories that wait for him there.
Jenkins smiles thinly and Basil can hear pity in his voice as well. This must be why he brought Engels along with him.
Miss Olson approaches, moving to get between Basil and the coach. “I want you out of my classroom.”
“In a minute,” Jenkins says, still watching Basil. “I’m sure you can see my point. Think it over. If you come see me, I might be able to help you.”
“Out,” Miss Olson says. The edges of her scar pinken with anger.
“I’m going to talk with your dad, too,” Jenkins says as he turns to leave.
WHEN THE LONG school day finally ends, Morgan and Basil join Lukas in the truck. Lukas is livid in his anger, his fists gripping the wheel. “They pulled me out of fourth period,” he tells them. “Searched my locker. Some rat-fuck narced on us.”
“Basil and I are banned from leaving campus,” Morgan says as she climbs in the middle seat.
Lukas looks past her to Basil, his lips drawn tight around his teeth. “Engels spelled out what would happen if I was expelled. He kept on, like I was already guilty.”
“It’s my fault,” Basil says. He hesitates before he climbs in, hates that he’s brought pain to his friends’ lives.
“All because you quit?” Lukas shakes his head. “Are you getting in or not, B? You’re letting all the warm air out.”
“Tell me what’s going on,” Morgan says.
Basil climbs in and claps the Silverado’s door shut while Lukas fills her in.
“I don’t believe it,” she says. “There’s something else happening here.”
“I can go talk to him,” Basil offers. “Maybe right now. I can get another ride home.” He moves to leave the truck but Morgan catches him by the arm.
The night before he dreamed of Morgan, clad only in one of those old buffalo robes in the library basement, which she shed as she crossed the room toward him. Naked and lithe, she reached up to touch his face. He can’t remember what she said or even what happened next, but he woke to damp and sticky sheets. By morning he stood before the bathroom mirror, tracing the shadowy outline of the cross while the faucet ran, asking forgiveness for dreaming such things.
“Don’t,” Morgan says, studying his face curiously. She must wonder why his skin is so flushed, because she lets go of his arm. “Don’t play his game. You still have that Walkman, right? We can check out cassettes after school. You can still do your thing. It’ll just have to be on campus until this blows over.”
“I’m worried,” Lukas says. “Engels promised to bring in a drug dog the next time. He knows something. I don’t think my dad would ever forgive me if I got busted.”
Lukas cranks the ignition, but the Silverado’s engine grumbles and turns over without starting in the cold. He knocks his fist against the steering wheel, cursing under his breath.
“It’s going to be okay,” Morgan says. “We knew this wasn’t going to be easy.”
Lukas brings his fists up to his eyes. “It’s not just Engels or the play. My mom wants me to move in with her at my grandma’s old farmhouse. My dad wants me to stay with him. Everything’s fucked.”
“What are you going to do?”
Lukas lowers his fists, swallows hard, his Adam’s apple dancing in his throat. “I think my mom needs me most right now.”
“We could help move your things,” Basil says. He knows how Lukas both fears and admires his father, one of the most powerful men in the county.
“I’d like that,” Lukas says as he fires the ignition. When it catches, he shifts into reverse and then they’re peeling out of the gravel lot. They ride for a time in silence. Despite what Morgan has said he wonders if he should go see Jenkins. Coach won’t let this go. He thinks he owns Basil for some reason, and the other athletes revere him. It was probably one of them who narced on Lukas about the weed. And Basil can make it all go away. All he has to do is give in and become the man his coach wants him to be.



Ten
1360 AD
—ON AN EXPLORATION FROM VINLAND—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT II
In the pitch and churn of storm-tossed seas somewhere
 west of Greenland, a sailor named Snorri found me,
 a stowaway among the sheep and goats. ‘Damn, if you’re not
 the strangest goat Snorri has ever seen,’ he said as he hauled
 me up by the collar, a thin-boned wastrel of a child,
 my hair short-chopped so I appeared as a boy.
Holding me there in the deep-bellied knarr, perhaps he foresaw
 his own death in my eyes for he dropped me back
 among the goats. ‘What have you done, child? A stowaway’s
 bad luck. The others’ll throw you overboard, or this storm may kill
 us all. The waves have already taken Knut Evensen overboard.
 Oh, they’ll give you to the sea for sure for bringing such ill luck.
But don’t you worry. Old Snorri is a friend,’ said he, promising
 to come back. I watched him climb and before the trapdoor
 closed, lightning illuminated his crazed grin. I crawled over
 by the ladder, drinking in the rain, my face upturned toward
 the gaps. I tried to still my insides, tumbled by an allconsuming
 sea. Another man dead? And the fault mine?
I climbed the ladder rungs in my wadmal-cloak, thinking
 I must hide myself from the others, but the only hills here belonged
 to the heaving sea. For five years, I’d been on my own
 since Ivar left. Ivar who had come to me in a dream.
 Ivar, wounded amid tree-giants such as I had never seen
 on the barren slopes of Greenland. Ivar who needed me.
So when Dagfinn stuck his bargain with the captain for our flock,
 I’d watched the greed-glow in his face when coins pressed into his palm,
 knew he would use those coins to buy sour-milk mead. And so I shorn
 my hair and came disguised in the clothing of my vanished hearthbrother.
 When our flock was brought on board the knarr, I hid
 down in the hold behind a brine-smelling barrel. Ivar. I was coming
for him, but first I had to survive this passage and I did not trust in any
 man, and could not be alone in the hold when this Snorri returned.
 Ivar had named me Brynhild because she was a shield-maiden
 of old in the sagas, so I could not cower here and let my fate
 come for me. I had to go out and meet it. Foul-water sloshed at my feet
 and through the gaps rain down-gouted, and the air trembled
as if the old god Thor rode the darkness on one of the horses of the Aesir.
 One slippery rung at a time, I climbed, holding with all my might
 as another great wave lashed the knarr. At last, ten feet above my
 flock, I reached the top rung, only to find it latched, the way bolted.
 I screamed and the wind and rain screamed with me. And no one came.
 Then, another wave rocked the boat, and I was down-flung into dark.
Snorri returned after the seas settled, muttering under his breath
 as he clambered down the hold-ladder with his strike-a-light. I waited,
 my back against the wall, my face half in-shadow, the narwhal horn
 between my knuckles, a ready-claw, for I thought I knew the treachery
 of men. My flock parted for Snorri, who stood before me, a short bowlegged
 man with a beard patchy-gray. He quit muttering
when he spotted me, and held out a single salt-loaf, his hands outstretched.
 ‘The child made it through the storm after all.’ I licked
 my lips, considering. Belly-empty, I wanted nothing more in the world
 than that bread, but I feared this stranger. ‘Come now. It’s good bread.
 Old Snorri is the cook for this crew. Baked it himself, he did.’
 I climbed slowly to my feet, legs unsteady as a newborn kid, fluid
and seemingly boneless. I snatched the loaf from his hands, scuttled
 back to my place against the wall. Snorri laughed. ‘A wild thing, aren’t
 you?’ I chomped the loaf, so intent on my feast I didn’t see Snorri
 until he was upon me. He reached for me with one tentative hand,
 but before his hand touched my head, I lashed out with the narwhal horn.
 Snorri howled and reeled away. In the hold’s wan-watery light,
he held up his palm, blood-black. ‘You cut Snorri, boy. What’d you do
 that for?’ I told him I didn’t like to be touched. He made a hissing
 sound. ‘Old Snorri brings the boy good bread, and this is how he’s rewarded?
 A fine thing to cut a man when he just wants to touch his hair.’ I returned
 to my loaf, satisfied he wouldn’t try touching me again. ‘See if Old Snorri
 brings you any more. You’ll starve down here. Old Snorri only wanted
a touch because he hasn’t seen hair like yours, a fine and brassy gold,
 since his own brother died. The child reminds him of Frode. Lost him
 all these years ago. Fell through the ice trying to cross a river, right before
 Snorri’s eyes. We warned him not to cross, but he didn’t listen. The river
 took him and we never did find his body.’ After he finished his story,
 I wanted to tell him about my own brother, but he wasn’t listening.
‘Not as sorry if one of the others were to find you. Stowaways bring
 bad luck, everyone knows it. Almost as bad as bringing a woman onboard.’
 He sniffed the air about him, nursing his wound. I asked if there
 was more bread and Snorri snorted. ‘And now he asks for more? A greedy
 thing the child is. Perhaps Snorri can find more. For the sake of Frode.’
 I promised not to cut him again. ‘And now he seeks to bargain
with Snorri. What’d you cut him with anyways?’ I took out the narwhal
 horn tied to its thong, and when he asked to hold it I told him no,
 for no man could touch it, and if any did it might lose its magic.
 ‘What’ll you give Old Snorri then—?’ Above us, someone on deck
 rapped on the hold’s trapdoor. Snorri held up his wounded hand,
 signaling quiet, as the man called down that Snorri should quit
molesting the goats because the captain was after him. Snorri muttered
 as the man went away. ‘Oh, there’s danger here you can’t imagine.’
 ‘I’ll give you a story,’ I said to him, ‘in return for bread.’
 ‘And what good is that?’ I thought a moment before answering.
 ‘A story of a boy who went into a river and was not seen again.’
 Snorri hissed at that. I went on. ‘He was not seen again because
the river swept him under the mountains, where the dwarves live.
 There in the land of the dwarves he found his fate.’ Snorri swayed
 where he stood. ‘Frode always loved tales of the dwarves. Are you
 a witch, child, that you know such things?’ I could not tell him
 that my uncle Dagfinn had been a skald who after a few bone-cups
 of sour-milk mead would sing sagas his own dad taught him until
drink overtook him and his voice broke. A secret thing, these pagan
 stories, for the old priest at Hvalsey Fjord could not know what
 he taught. ‘A story you can carry with you, wherever you go,’
 said I. ‘It can warm your heart on the coldest night. It can fill your belly
 when you have nothing to eat. It can be the air in your lungs when you feel
 like you can’t breathe. There isn’t anything so precious as a story.’
‘You are a witch,’ Snorri said, wiping his nose on his sleeve. ‘It’s a fair
 trade.’ So, down in the hold, over whale-roads rolling, in the last
 knarr to sail for Vinland—by the orders of King Magnus, for we
 searched after a lost colony—for a week we swapped tales for saltloaves.
 In a fog of goat-breath, in a briny cold, in a crossing winter-deep,
 I sang stories for my bread. All this was before the coming of Kveldulf,
the half-wolf, for Snorri had not lied when he spoke of the dangers
 on board. One day Snorri showed me his treasure, a boundthing
 with leather skin, the pages within like leaves. Strange runes
 scrawled the pages and within there also were flowers-pressed
 such as a child might find in a field. ‘Is it magic?’ I asked him, for some
 pages showed gilded saints and angels, and I could see it made him
nervous to let me hold it. ‘It’s not magic,’ said he. ‘I was a priest before
 I fell in love. They call it a Book of Hours and inside there are prayers.’
 I wondered then, for this sounded like magic to me. ‘If it was magic,
 do you think Old Snorri would move about like a man half crippled?’
 He took it back from me, and folded it open to a page with a flowerpressed.
 ‘Snorri had a wife and a daughter,’ he said, touching
the flower there. ‘The plague took them both. There’s no magic,
 in this book, child, except this. When I read, when I pray these prayers
 I feel like they are with me again. I don’t feel so alone.’ I didn’t say
 anything, my eyes full. ‘Will you teach me how the runes make words?’
 ‘Aye, child,’ said he, ‘the runes make words, and the words together make
 prayers lovely as any song, more powerful and lasting than death itself.’
Again, I did not speak, for this seemed to me the greatest magic of all,
 but I did not have time to marvel, for in the next moment, the hold door
 was thrown open, the light-square above eclipsed by a shadow-face—
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Eleven
IN THE JUMBLED pile of books on Pastor Breen’s desk, Shelley Halvorsen spots the paperback copy of The Wounded Healer. “May I?” she asks and when he nods, she plucks it up, careful not to send the precarious stack tumbling.
“You could borrow it if you like,” he says. “It was written for pastors in the 1970s, back when some feared the world might end in nuclear war.”
That doesn’t seem so long ago to Shelley. She remembers playing in the bomb shelter her friend’s father had dug out beside the old farmhouse, a metal ladder descending into a darkness lit only by their flashlights, where they pretended to be the last people left on earth.
“I’d like to borrow it,” she says. The book carries the faint vanilla scent of decaying paper, one edge marked with a yellowing corona where a coffee mug once rested on it. She has little interest in reading it, but wants to hold on to it solely for the promise of that title. “You’re probably wondering why I’m here.”
He smiles softly at this. His ashen cross is nearly lost in the dark tangle of his eyebrows. He seems to be waiting for her to say more.
“The morning after the service,” she says, “when the mark wouldn’t wash off. I thought I should come see you. I bet I’m not the only one.”
“It has been unusually busy around here,” he says. “People come here because they want me to tell them what it means. Or they come because they want to tell me what they think it means.” His chair squawks as he leans forward. “Your husband is of the second kind. He and a few members of the church council came to see me yesterday. They think this is a sign that the entire congregation needs to atone for the sins of our society. They want us to leave our parent denomination, the ELCA, and join the North American Lutheran Church.”
“Jesus,” she says under her breath, then apologizes. “It’s just that we went through all of this years ago. We voted to stay in the ELCA at the annual meeting.” The forever meeting, Shelley thought of it then. It was called because some in the congregation were angry that the parent denomination had voted to allow the ordination of non-celibate homosexual pastors. Her husband had led the contingent that wanted to break away from the ELCA, and while Shelley didn’t say anything publicly at the meeting, she took some pleasure in canceling out her husband’s vote. For days afterward, Lukas would hardly speak with his father. It figures that Glen would think of the ashen cross this way. As county sheriff, he’s trained to spot sins in other people. “What did you tell them?”
“I told them if they were worried about sin, they should look inside their own hearts.”
Shelley can’t help laughing. “Glen probably didn’t like that.”
“It’s what the Gospels say. To those who fret over the sins of others, Jesus says instead to look within.” He puts his elbows on his desk. “So which kind are you, Shelley Halvorsen? Are you here with the hope that I’m going to tell you what it means that your ashes won’t wash off, or are you going to tell me?”
Shelley sits back, the book still in her lap. When she had first come into the room, she had assumed this man to be as airy and absent-minded as some of his sermons, but his question has sharp edges. “Last year, I finished my coursework at the Prairie Lakes Community College to become certified as a massage therapist.” She pauses, considering how to say the next part. Two years she put into the program while they made do with Glen’s income after her severance pay ran out. “Then something terrible happened. Over in Stearns County, a masseuse who traveled from home to home was raped by one of her clients. And Glen said the same thing might happen to me. ‘This is still a man’s country out here,’ he told me. He said one day sooner or later things would go wrong, and he didn’t think he could protect me when they did.”
Pastor Breen listens with his hands folded before him on the desk. Deep pockets of shadow pool under his heavy-lidded eyes. For the first time, she thinks about what it must be like to try to shoulder the weight of a community searching for answers. Is she adding to this burden now? “And you took his advice?” he says.
“Because I was still trying to patch up my marriage then . . . yes. But you know what? I think Glen just didn’t like the idea of my hands on other men’s bodies.”
Pastor Breen nods and sits back in his squawky chair. Shelley looks down at her hands. She has always hated their size and indelicacy.
He must be tracking her eyes, because he says, “We are called to be God’s hands and feet in this world. The mystic Teresa of Avila wrote that ‘Christ has no body now but yours. No hands, no feet on earth, but yours.’”
Maybe, she thinks. Is this what she hoped to hear that night out in the meadow, when God met her only with silence? Why she called her advisor at Prairie Lakes Community College the next day, but then neglected to follow through with it? Shelley looks up, a pressure in her chest and throat that she didn’t expect to feel.
“How close are you to getting that certificate?”
“Just need to finish the paperwork,” she says. She rises from her chair, still holding the book, and stretches out her right hand. When he stands to shake her hand, she holds on. She wants to take away some of the weight he must be carrying. “You’ve helped me more than you know. Thank you, Pastor Breen.”
AT HOME IN the laundry room, spreading out the absorbent padding, Shelley understands why people are reluctant to adopt puppies in early March in Minnesota when cold weather makes potty training challenging. She needs to build a fenced paddock out the back door, so the pups can relieve themselves outside without wandering far. She’s about to shut them in their room again when the doorbell rings, and Fritz starts barking, low and deep.
She closes the sliding door and heads down the hall. She didn’t hear a vehicle in the driveway and she doesn’t want to get her hopes up, but she’s not surprised when she opens the door to find her son, Lukas, outside, a duffel bag slung over one shoulder, one hand holding a guitar case gummed with stickers of his favorite country singers.
Shelley hushes Fritz when he growls and tries to move past her. She hasn’t thought about how the Doberman might respond to young men who are strangers. Maybe this was the reason his old owners gave him up. At least Fritz heels on command, his ears peeling back, though another growl rumbles in his chest.
Lukas doesn’t come in right away, maybe stopped by the presence of the guard dog. His friends are just behind him on the leaning porch, the big Thorson boy lugging a flat-screen television, the pastor’s daughter carrying another duffel.
Lukas doesn’t say anything right away or greet her. The last time she saw her son was at the church service where they each were marked. After the service, when she tried to speak to Lukas, he turned away from her.
“I thought it might be you,” she says, and before he can speak she enfolds him in a hug. In the wings of his shoulder blades she feels a coltish rippling of tension, a sign he doesn’t want to be held. Her beautiful, anxious boy is still angry with her.
Lukas frowns at her when she releases him from the hug, but his expression is not entirely serious. “You know what we missed earlier this week?”
Shelley nods toward the flat-screen the Thorson boy carries. “Bad Movie Monday.” This has been their thing—just her and Lukas—especially while he had to do traction for his broken femur and needed something to take his mind off the pain. Each of them takes turns searching out movies so bad they’re actually good. Classics like Ishtar and Road House and more recent releases like Cats and Sharknado 5: Global Swarming. Or anything with Steven Seagal or Jennifer Love Hewitt, really. They rent DVDs from the local gas station or buy used copies off the internet.
“For us there is no spring,” Lukas says in a low, robotic voice, “just the wind that smells fresh before the storm.”
This is another thing, bad lines from bad movies, or great lines from bad movies.
“Something with Arnold Schwarzenegger?”
“Conan the Barbarian,” Lukas says. “I figured you didn’t have any TV in this old place, so I brought mine. Okay if I stay here for a few days?” he adds in a softer voice.
Shelley smiles. “Of course,” she says as the teens file in. “I’ve been stripping the wallpaper from Shayna’s old bedroom. Just wanted to wait on you before painting. Thought we could pick out a color together.”
The pastor’s daughter—who has been over for dinner a few times when Shelley and Glen were still together—trails Lukas into the house, kneeling to let Fritz sniff her hands. Goth girl, Glen used to call her when she wasn’t around—as in “you and Goth girl a thing?”—teasing that Lukas didn’t appreciate.
The Thorson boy skirts a wide path around the Doberman. Shelley directs him to set the flat-screen down next to the coffee table, which they’ll have to push against the wall to use as a makeshift TV stand. She hasn’t missed having a television in the house. Glen always had the news grumbling in the background for hours on end after he came home.
“Do your friends want to stay for dinner?” Shelley asks Lukas when he reemerges from the back bedroom.
“On one condition,” Morgan says. “We get to play with the puppies. Lukas told us what you did.”
“I’m afraid I don’t have much,” Shelley tells them as she shows them to the laundry room, “but how about three-bean chili?” She doesn’t wait for an answer, leaving them in the room with the pups. In the kitchen, Shelley gets out the chopping board and starts peeling the skin of a yellow onion, which will join pulled rotisserie chicken in a frying pan with a little olive oil and smoked paprika. This she’ll add to a pot burbling with black bean chili, tomatoes she canned the previous summer, and pinto and kidney beans canned in chili sauce. While she makes dinner, the kids play with the pups. She likes the sound of their chirping voices after so much silence in this old house. She hopes Lukas stays longer than just a few days. She’s missed him so much.
Lukas comes into the kitchen alone and leans on the doorjamb. “I left Dad a note,” he says.
Of course. Glen’s not an easy person to get away from, so he must have timed his move for when his dad wasn’t home. “That’s probably for the best,” she says.
“He’s going to be pissed. He was furious when you sat across from us at church the other night.”
“Let him be.” Shelley glances her son’s way. He’s slouching, his hands stuffed into his pockets. He looks a little heavier to her, his cheeks fuller. She likes him this way. Training for the rodeo season used to whittle her boy down to rags and bones. This winter weight looks good on him.
“So you’re really going through with it?” he says.
She wants to go over to him, to hold him once more, but she recognizes this defensive posture. Lukas doesn’t want to be touched. “Things haven’t been good between your father and me for a long time.”
“I know,” he says, and he seems to be about to add more when the other teens rejoin him, putting an end to the discussion. Shelley has the chicken chopped and pulled, so she adds it to the onions silvering in the oil while Lukas reminds her to keep the meat separate because Morgan is a vegetarian.
Shelley gets out spoons and bowls for the trio. The cooking chicken and diced onion fill the room with a fragrant aroma that brings in Buttons and Fritz. Fortunately, Fritz has made friends with Morgan, but flinches whenever Lukas or Basil come near. Shelley wonders again about the previous owner.
She listens to the teens chatting among themselves as she brings over the pot of chili and the pan of chicken. As she sits with them at the table, she can’t help studying the marks on each of their foreheads, the different shapes of the cross. After the passage of a few days, the mystery of it has only intensified. When she comes across others in town, she thinks of the ashen crosses as some kind of Rorschach test. What you see there is some reflection of yourself. Her son’s ashen cross? It curves like a question mark or the arc of a chord. “Mind if I say grace?” she asks, though this is not a usual habit for her around the house, Glen being the pious one.
They join hands at her urging and mumble the standard Lutheran “Come be our guest” prayer. Since Shelley has sat between Morgan and Basil, she feels Basil’s hand engulf her own, and Morgan’s palm, light and cool.
After praying they scoop up their chili and top it with chicken, cheddar, or sour cream, Basil crushing a huge fistful of Fritos over the top of his.
“I went to see your father today,” Shelley tells Morgan. “The town has been keeping him busy.”
Morgan rubs absently at the mark on her forehead. “My dad says that KARE 11 is sending out a news truck after that woman’s Facebook page went viral.”
Ronna Halvorsen, whose lymph cancer has gone into remission, started a Facebook page called “The Miracles of Lent” for those who were marked at the Ash Wednesday service, and responses from the town have been pouring in. Most of the miracles reported there sound a little like coincidences to Shelley. A long-haul driver smashing into the back of a family’s sedan, totaling the vehicle, while the entire family steps from the wreckage unscathed. A calf born with two heads on Norman Greenwald’s farm. Hilary Swanson, deep in the throes of seasonal depression, sitting in a back pew, when someone drops a note in her lap—You’re not in this alone. When she turns, no one’s there.
“This is shaping up to be quite a year,” Shelley says.
“A shit year,” Lukas mutters.
She lets that pass. After all, he picked up his fondness for profanity from her. “So, tell me about school. How are the kids doing with all this?”
Kids. Shelley regrets the word as soon as it leaves her mouth. The giant to the left of her, cheeks darkened by five o’clock shadow, is no child. They are all in this in-between state, not yet certain who they are going to be. This is how Shelley feels right now, even though she has two decades on them. But it’s hard enough being a teenager without having to bear a mysterious mark wherever you go.
“The Olsen twins made a TikTok of them walking barefoot over burning charcoal,” Lukas says. “They’re calling it the Firewalk Challenge.”
“Great,” Shelley says. “Why do people have to be weird about this? Why not just think about what God wants you to do? Or maybe try harder to be kind to others?”
“I don’t mind the mark,” Basil says, his voice soft for a boy so large. He’s already finished most of his bowl, inhaled it really. “Maybe it isn’t something bad.”
“How’s wrestling?” Shelley asks him, figuring he wanted a change of subject.
In answer, Basil drops his eyes.
“Not a good question, Mom,” Lukas says. “Basil quit.”
“Okay by me,” Shelley says. “Personally, I think this town puts too much emphasis on athletics.” She sets her spoon down and watches the teens eat, Basil refilling his bowl. It’s good to have them all here. Even with the dogs, she’s been lonely. “I have news of my own. You know that old clothing store in town that closed years ago? Halvorshem’s?”
Lukas’s pale eyebrows furrow. It closed over a decade ago and he probably doesn’t remember shopping there as a boy.
“Turns out that Harold Halvorshem still owns the building. I called him today about the lease.”
“A clothing store?”
“I’m thinking of opening my parlor there. Just as soon as I’m certified as a masseuse.”
“Oh,” Lukas says, drawing out the O, “Dad won’t like that.”
She could tell him that it doesn’t really matter to her anymore what Glen likes or doesn’t, but she holds her tongue. She’s not going to get into a game of testing allegiances. She’s about to say more when her cell phone chimes with an incoming call.
“You know that’s him,” Lukas says when she silences it. “He must have found my note. He’ll just keep calling until you answer.”
“Let him,” Shelley says. “I’m enjoying my meal.”
Lukas’s prediction proves accurate when his own phone starts playing the ringtone of Kenny Rogers’s “The Gambler.” He takes it out of his pocket. “Yeah, I’m here. Yeah, it’s just gonna be for a few days.” He pauses, listening to the voice on the other end. “I don’t want to talk about it right now. We’re eating dinner.” Whatever his father says in response makes Lukas bow his head. “Okay. Love you, too.”
Shelley wants nothing more than to reach across and touch his hand and tell him it will all be okay. She hates the way this divorce is bringing more pain into her son’s life. She hates that it’s her fault.
The rest of the meal is relatively subdued. After they finish up, Shelley does dishes and feeds the dogs and puppies, and the teens help Lukas unload the rest of his things from the Silverado.
Later Lukas drives the others home, and Shelley leashes up Buttons and Fritz and strolls down to the meadow. She pauses before the giant oak that tops a small knoll. When she was a girl she used to climb it and sit in a small fort that she nailed together herself with discarded two-by-fours and old plywood, a tree fort that looked out over the world. She has always thought of it as her thinking tree.
On some level Shelley knows about Lukas, has known for a long time even though he’s never said anything to her out loud. His father will not take it well, and yet, does it also make her a hypocrite that she doesn’t really want her son to be gay? That at first she thought of it as some kind of a phase since she had learned in her psychology course that human sexuality is fluid? Shelley can’t help feeling a little sad for her own home team, for girls like Morgan. Mostly, she just doesn’t want anything in her son’s path that might make his life more difficult. She pushes these thoughts aside. It’s enough that even though he’s angry with her, he’s here.
By the time Lukas returns she has popcorn in the microwave. She shakes the bag into a big bowl for each of them and joins Lukas in the living room, where without prompting he’s hooked up his Xbox One to the television to use as a DVD player.
They sit beside each other on the couch, the bowls in their laps. Lukas slouches in his seat, the glow of the screen lighting up his clean features. He has his father’s high cheekbones, but her dark eyes and blond hair. The movie opens with a quote from Nietzsche—“Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger”—a phrase that Shelley has always found dubious, since in this part of the country there are plenty of things that either kill you or leave you crippled for a long time afterward. This is why she’s going into the business of healing, she thinks. In the next scene someone named “the Chronicler” begins the tale in “an age undreamed of” and the fire of a flame-forged sword glows on-screen.
The movie proves to be a trove of truly bad lines, a welcome distraction to all their troubles. Lukas manages to bribe Fritz and Buttons by feeding them some of his popcorn, and Shelley’s pleased to see Fritz eventually take an offering from her boy’s open hand. After the movie, they carry their empty bowls into the kitchen and Lukas stretches.
“I’ll help you make the bed,” she says.
“I’ve got it, Mom.”
“I’m glad you’re here,” she says. “Thank you for coming.”
Lukas nods and heads off down the hallway without bidding her good night. A few minutes later, she can hear him playing on his six-string, a lilt to his voice as he sings of broken things. Shelley mostly listens to classic rock, Stevie Ray Vaughan or Creedence Clearwater Revival. Unlike Lukas’s father, she’s never really cared for country, but respects how Lukas has made the music his own. She listens in the dark of the hallway, praying silently. Whatever comes next, whatever damage, please protect him.



Twelve
TWO DAYS AFTER passing his driving test, Basil takes the Ranger down to the St. Peter Hospital to see his mother. He cuts a diagonal across the state, dropping down through Paynesville, Hutch, and Winthrop before sliding into St. Peter, a three-hour drive in all.
A light dusting of snow sprinkled the black fields the night before. In his ever-present hunger the sight reminds Basil of powdered sugar on chocolate crumb cake. When he is fasting in the morning and afternoon, the world brightens with sharp edges.
Rap music thumps from the Ranger’s speakers and powers Basil across the miles, the CD burned by Lukas in the music studio he rigged in one room of his mother’s farmhouse, his grandmother’s quilts hanging from the walls for soundproofing. Concerned Basil was spending too much time with “dead white dudes” on audio, Morgan tasked Lukas with making him a hip-hop mix. Basil likes Kendrick best, the way he strings together violence and scripture, and how crazy fast he gets the words out.
If it were not surrounded on all sides by rows of fencing topped with razor wire, the state hospital could pass for a college campus, its limestone buildings and red-tiled rooftops all nestled in the rolling hills of a river valley. After the front gate opens, a security guard in a black SUV leads Basil to one of the low brick residences away from the main building, where the maximum-security patients, sex offenders, and the like are housed. He parks in a spot after the guard drives away.
Inside there are numerous forms he must fill out, handed to him by a blond woman in scrubs, her features half hidden by a KN95 face mask. She also passes him a disposable mask and instructs him to keep it on at all times. “It’s fortunate you’ve come this week,” the woman tells him. “Soon they won’t be allowing visitors from outside.” She doesn’t have to say why. Basil has heard kids joking about pretending to be infected with what they call the “China virus” so they can shut the school down. It’s hard to imagine things will get that bad, but his dad has warned him to prepare for the worst. At least in such a place, where the antiseptic smell of Lysol hangs in the air, he doesn’t feel the gnawing hunger pangs that usually grip his insides by this time of day.
A familiar sadness floods him while he fills out forms. He thinks of his mother walled away for over seven years behind barbed wire, the whole time dosed on chlorpromazine or some other antipsychotic. They say there’s no cure for schizophrenia.
He was thirteen years old the last time that his father brought him and Davy here. So much has changed since then. Basil hit his growth spurt later that year, grew into his baby chub and then just kept growing. The last time he saw his mom he was a doughy, heavyset boy who couldn’t read a single page without getting a headache, but now he is sixteen, a clumsy giant with sideburns and a newly grown downy beard. A teenage boy with poems knocking about and making an uncanny music in his skull. He and his mom haven’t kept in touch since the last time. Old Basil was never much for writing letters.
The forms done, he is ushered down a hallway by a male orderly and led to a windowless waiting room with a slate gray couch, two side chairs, and a coffee table. A solitary painting of a house set back in autumnal woods decorates the beige walls. The orderly leaves him alone, so Basil sits for a long time staring at the painting, imagining that his Ranger has carried him to such a house in the country—an estate in leafy woods where his mother waits—instead of to an asylum.
A long time passes before they bring in his mother.
“Are you okay here?” the orderly asks, and when April nods, he shuts the door. April Thorson stands blinking under the fluorescents, her soft gray eyes misty with confusion or fear. Basil can’t tell which. She appears heavier than she was the last time he visited, a puffy-cheeked woman in a plaid dress, her flaxen hair feathered behind her ears. She doesn’t smile, her eyes darting about the room without settling on him.
“Hi, Mom,” he says.
Her eyes meet his and a shudder passes through her. She has the look of an animal startled by a predator, a fear Basil sees sometimes in his opponents on the wrestling floor. It’s in her eyes and her stance, a tension as if she might strike out or run.
“Mom?” The clerk instructed him to keep the mask on at all times, but he knows this must be part of what’s bothering her, so he takes it off. He steps toward her, his hands open to reassure her. “It’s me.”
“Please don’t,” she whispers. Basil glances toward the door, wondering if the orderly will return if things go poorly, or if they will cut the visit short if they look in to see he’s taken off his mask. He doesn’t know what has set her off like this or what she’s even talking about. They have no more than a half hour together. He has been praying and fasting toward this moment for two weeks. She backs up against the wall, her eyes glassy.
“Mom, look at me,” he pleads with her. Basil touches the center of his forehead, where the ashen fingerprint of the cross remains. The cross he hopes will bring her home. “Mom, the strangest thing happened. A couple of weeks ago, everyone in town who attended the Ash Wednesday service was marked like this. It won’t wash off.”
She peers at him. “They are always playing tricks on me. And now they hide. They hide their true faces behind masks.”
“It’s really me,” Basil says. “And I came all this way to see you.”
“You look so different,” she says. Her words trail away.
“I got tall. Basil the Brobdingnagian, my friends call me. It means giant. But I’m your giant, Mom, and you don’t have to be afraid of me.”
“It really is you.” Tears slip down her cheek. “And God put this sign on you so I would know you.”
Basil decides against reminding her that everyone who attended services that night carries the same mark. He holds out his arms. His mom brushes away her tears, crosses the space between them, and lets him hold her. She smells faintly of stale sweat and bitter soap. Her head hardly comes up to his chin. Her blond hair is greasy, but he kisses the top of her head just the same.
After they hug, they sit on the couch, and Basil tries to tell her, haltingly, about his dad and Davy.
“He’s not your dad,” she interrupts.
Basil hoped they were past this. He decides to switch tack, pressing on to tell her about his friends. “For the first time in my life, my grades are good. I was going to be in a play. Maybe I still will.”
She wrings her hands in her lap, a faint crease of worry on her brow. She glances his way from time to time, as if still taking measure of a stranger. He knows his voice sounds different, low and deep. She reaches out a hand to pat his downy beard, touches the cross on his brow, drawing her hand away when there is a shock of static electricity.
“What about you, Mom? Are you happy?”
“I have my shows,” she says. She goes on a long tangent about some soap opera she’s watching. Basil gathers one of the characters is the anti-Christ and he wonders if this accounts for her odd, frightened reaction when he came into the room, a masked young man bearing a mysterious mark. He doesn’t think it’s a good idea for her to be watching such a show.
“You ever think about leaving here?”
She looks up sharply. “Leaving?”
“Spring is coming,” he hurries on. “It’s going to be planting season soon. We have thirty-three head of cattle. You remember what the calves look like when they’re first born. Their pelts are so sleek, like velvet. And Davy and I rescued these kittens after their mother . . .” He doesn’t want to tell her that particular story, a mother meeting a grim end in the fan blades of the corn bin’s dryer. As he talks he gathers she knows nothing of the accident that nearly killed him and his father, so he tells her about that, too. Their amazing survival. “I shouldn’t even be here. I shouldn’t be alive, but I am, so there has to be some reason for it.” He keeps on, describing the farm, the land greening in the coming season, the sandhill cranes returning to the marsh. How his mother’s presence in the house will be good for them. “I want to show it all to you. The world outside. It’s so beautiful, Mom. We can leave together, one day. Maybe soon.”
“Leaving,” she says in a quavery voice. “I think about leaving all the time.”
Basil takes her hand and holds it in his own. Her skin feels clammy and cold. She is so very pale. He wonders when she last felt the sun on her face. Do they get to go outside? Is there a yard? He has thought of her so often, lying in his own bed, praying for her. “Your stay here is voluntary now. You can leave with your doctor’s approval. You can come home, Mom.”
“Home,” she repeats. The word echoes in the small room. She leans into him, her mouth close to his ear. “There isn’t anything you can’t do, is there? You are God’s own son.”
“I’m . . . a child of God,” he says, trying to rephrase it.
Her hand curls within his own, bitten nails digging into his palm. “You are so much more than that. The devil is out there. He walks the earth, a roaring lion. But God put you inside me so you can fight him.” Another long shudder passes through her. “You’re going to have to fight him and it scares me to think of what will happen when you do.”
“Mom?” Her grip is so fierce, he bites his lip. He needs to bring her back. He tells her a story from the before time. The old apple tree, which they lost long ago in a thunderstorm. How he climbed it and reached for an apple on a high limb, the branch snapping under his weight, that dizzying plunge to the hard ground. The sickly-sweet smell of windfall apples, all mushy with worms. “I was so scared, but you just knew, you knew what happened to me even though you didn’t see me fall. And you held me and sang the blackbird song. You remember, right?”
“I remember,” she says, letting go of his hand. Her misty eyes have gone to some distant place inside her where she cannot hear him. “The river.”
His palm aches where her nails pierced him. There isn’t any time left. The orderly will be here soon. He doesn’t want to talk about the river. Instead, he tries to sing for her as she once sang for him. He’s a boy again, bruised in the windfall, needing his mother. It’s no good, his voice a toneless croak, but still he tries the same blackbird song she once sang for him, and hopes the lullaby will call her back to the mother she once was.
BASIL DOESN’T GET home until after dinner. His father has made his Maui tacos—Spam fried in olive oil and chili powder and served with pineapple in a hard corn shell—but Basil heads straight to his room where he flops down on his bed with the headphones of the Walkman. Not even Steinbeck can rescue him from his sadness. Instead he listens to an old Loreena McKennitt cassette salvaged from his mom’s collection.
The wallpaper beside his bed features an iconic scene from Star Wars, Luke Skywalker hoisting his lightsaber over his head, a buxom Princess Leia throwing her arms out, her dress slit all the way up to her thigh, and the helmeted head of Vader glooming over them. The wall behind his desk features an official North Stars jersey from the enforcer himself, Basil McRae, the hockey player Basil is named for.
His dad eventually follows him into the room, pulls the swivel chair from Basil’s desk, and sits beside the bed. “I take it the visit didn’t go well.”
Basil doesn’t want to talk about it, her strange claims of his miraculous conception, her mentions of the mysterious “they” who torment her and the devil he must face. This April Thorson is not someone he can bring home. His prayers haven’t worked.
His dad taps his shoulder and motions for Basil to take off his headphones. Basil does so reluctantly, but leaves the tape running, a soft murmur he can still hear, like someone calling from far away, a woman singing of blackbirds out in the grove.
“I’m sorry about your mom,” he says. “I wish she was better. I wish she could get better.”
For the hundredth time since he left the hospital Basil touches the wounds on his palm, the stigmata her nails left behind. “The cross made it worse,” he says. “She kept on with that bullshit about God putting me inside her. I just thought . . .” His throat constricts and he can’t finish the sentence.
“Your mom hasn’t been well in a long time, Basil.”
Basil sits up on the bed to face his dad, swinging his long legs over the side. “I stopped at the Gas and Go on the way home and Ronna Jensen said something. About Mom.” The stop, where he meant to stock up on Gatorades for a full warrior fast—no food for four days and four nights—unsettled him further.
“Oh?” His dad blinks in surprise.
All his life Basil has grown up hearing whispers about his crazy mother. Everyone in town knows the story about her driving the Buick into the river with Basil and Davy trapped in the back seat. They know the story of her father’s suicide, how he hanged himself in the closet, and how his daughter found his body. They know how mental illness runs in families, so they watch him, her big bumpkin of a son, wondering what darkness lurks in him. “She couldn’t believe you stayed with her after what she did. Her words. And it seemed like she wasn’t talking about Mom driving the car into the river with me and Davy inside. This was something else.” Basil swallows hard, trying to find the words, because what can be worse than what his mother tried to do to herself and her sons?
His dad reaches for the hand his mother wounded and takes it in his own. “This isn’t the time I would have picked to tell you this. I’ve been waiting until you were old enough.”
Basil slips his hand from his father’s grasp. He hates secrets, but he wonders if he has always known on some level what his father is about to tell him.
“It’s not an easy thing to say. It happened her senior year in high school, the year her dad killed himself. April had just turned eighteen, so they let her stay in that old farmhouse. I wish they hadn’t. And your mom went a little wild. She was out partying every night. I think she just wanted to forget herself.”
Basil presses his hands palm down on the bed to steady himself. He already knows part of this, if not the full story. He’s grown up hearing the whispers, felt pity in the way people look at him, especially women. His mother’s loose ways. She got around, he heard one unkind old woman in Jorgen’s Grocery say years before this. Even when he hadn’t understood what the words meant, he knew it was dirty talk.
His dad coughs into his fist, his eyes watery. Basil wants to be angry with him, but his father’s skin is the same color as the ashes on his forehead. And this frailty is Basil’s fault. “Kids went to the river bottoms to drink, same place as they go now. One morning, a farmer found April walking along the highway. She was partly undressed, still high on something. She had no memory of what she’d done the night before. That was the first time your mother went away. She went away to a care facility, and when she came back she was herself again. But she was also pregnant.”
Basil feels like the bed beneath him has been yanked away and he’s falling backward into the poster of the dark galaxy behind him. He’s too stunned to say anything, but he feels another surge of helpless anger that he doesn’t know what to do with. He grips the comforter, his hands balling into fists. He wants desperately to hit something, smash his fist through drywall.
“Dad, are you saying something happened to Mom? At the river?”
“I don’t think so,” his dad says, shaking his head. “I think she dropped acid, freaked out and ran away from whoever she was with down there. I only know I felt responsible. I should have been there for her. In her vulnerable state of mind, God only knows.” His father’s voice breaks, and he’s quiet for a minute before he goes on. “People want there to be a reason for everything. If they can put a reason on the bad thing that happens to someone else, then maybe it won’t happen to them. But there isn’t any reason for mental illness.”
Breathe in four counts, Basil reminds himself. Out through your mouth, four counts. He searches for his center, manages to unball his fists.
His dad pauses, gathering in a shaky breath, his gaze steady on Basil. “Her pregnancy wasn’t a surprise for me. She and I had been dating for over a year then, and we weren’t always careful about . . . protection. It’s true that I loved her even before this—I loved her and I love her still. We were happy those first years of our marriage, her medication keeping her on an even keel. You are my son, Basil Thorson. Always and forever. You are mine. But when your mother talks about God putting you inside her and suchlike, it’s the way her damaged mind makes sense of all she went through after her father killed himself. She’s changed the story so she can go on. And she’s not half wrong, you know. You are the goodness that came from that awful time in her life. And now you have to decide what story you’re going to make in your own head. What story are you going to become?”



Thirteen
NO ONE NOTICES the man enter the back of Miss Olson’s classroom at first, though his shadow fills the doorway. Basil turns when he feels his gaze. Coach Jenkins. The cross on his forehead a cloudy smear. Jenkins waves him over. Basil shakes his head, no. This is the last man he wants to talk to. Miss Olson would normally be heading the coach off before he could enter her room, but she’s out for the day, leaving the class to a substitute teacher and Morgan.
When Jenkins comes farther into the room, other students begin to take notice. “I need you to come with me, Basil.”
“I’m fine right here.” But Basil drops his head, unable to hold the man’s gaze.
“What’s going on?” Morgan leaves off helping another student to stand beside Basil’s desk.
Jenkins ignores her. “It’s about your mom. Gary Thorson called the front office looking for you.”
When Basil glances his way again, he doesn’t like what he reads in the man’s eyes, the same old pity he’s seen in the faces of so many others all his life.
“You better go, Basil,” Morgan says.
Basil shuffles out of the room, trailing Jenkins down the school hallway, the muscles in his body and legs weakened by his fasting. A seashell murmur sings in his head, or it’s a radio just out of tune, a dissonance that hasn’t left him ever since his dad tried to tell him about his mom. He follows Jenkins into the brightness of day, across the parking lot to where the man’s cherry-red Dodge Ram waits, gleaming in the sun.
Jenkins holds the passenger door open for him and Basil climbs inside without looking at the man. The leather seats smell faintly of oil, or maybe Basil’s picking up the scent of the two shotguns clipped into their cases in the rack behind him. It’s an odor that adds to his ever-present nausea.
No self-respecting farmer would own a pickup with heated leather seats, but Jenkins is a longtime townie, the son of a teacher who also coached the high school wrestling team, leading the Andwhen Vikings to two state championships in the late eighties. Jenkins went on to wrestle in college and later in the Olympics, taking home a bronze medal in 1992. The sign for the town of Andwhen, population 908, celebrates this glory.
“Just happened to be in the office with Engels when Gary’s call came in,” Jenkins tells him as he starts up the truck. “You must be the only teenager in town without a cell phone. It’s 2020, kid.”
Basil doesn’t say anything as they pull away from the curb.
“It’s too bad,” Jenkins continues.
Basil looks over at him sharply, the man’s words slicing through the static in his brain. “My dad can tell me when I get home.”
“Sure, sure he can.” Jenkins drives with one hand easy on the wheel, and they ride on in silence, black fields rolling past. It’s not until the town of Gresham that Jenkins speaks again. “Saw you eyeing the guns. Turkey season opens in late April. I could show you what I know.”
“No thanks,” Basil says. Jenkins is notorious for having birds on the brain, knows every hill and hollow in these river valleys. He keeps a cabin across the border in South Dakota where he takes his favorite athletes, a different boy each season.
“Think on it, anyhow. None of my daughters have taken to it. Mama’s girls, every one.”
Basil continues staring out the window and lets Jenkins talk. He knows the man has four young daughters and doesn’t pay much attention to any of them. They live in one of the fancy Victorians that border the town square, only a few blocks from school where Jenkins teaches PE and coaches wrestling. Of course, Jenkins mentions the team, how much the other wrestlers miss “the Brute,” a comment Basil ignores. He rambles on for a bit about the accident in the grain bin. “You’re lucky to be alive. When I heard, I prayed so hard. But look at you, by damn. You’re tough. You were made to survive. Hell, maybe luck didn’t have much to do with it.”
“I was lucky.”
“Well, I’ll be keeping your mom in my prayers. Woman’s had a tough life.”
Basil knows that, like Ronna, the coach isn’t talking about her driving the car into the river.
“Your dad is a saint in my book for—”
“Shut up,” Basil hisses between gritted teeth. They are coasting up the long driveway now and Jenkins glances his way. Coach shakes his head, opens his mouth to say something, but then seems to reconsider. Basil’s grateful for that. The static has cleared from his mind, replaced by a surge of anger that bubbles up in his chest. Were Jenkins to speak again, he doesn’t know what he might do. Basil hardly hears what Jenkins mutters as they pull into the circular driveway, Basil opening the door before the Ram has even come to a full stop. He jogs to the front door without looking back.
HE FINDS HIS dad and Davy in the living room, seated on the couch. His dad’s eyes are rawly rimmed and Davy cries ugly tears, snot pouring from his nose. “What happened?” Basil asks, leaning on the doorjamb for support.
His dad takes in a long breath, gathering himself. “Why don’t you come over and sit down beside us?”
Basil shakes his head. He will take the news standing.
“Your mom hanged herself early this morning.”
“She’s dead?” The news steals the breath from his body. He can’t believe it. Not after all he went through to try to bring her home. He remembers how she went on about the mysterious “they” who were tormenting her. How she spoke of the devil abroad in the outer world, a lion on the prowl.
“She’s in the ICU. They cut her down in time.”
“How?” The room tilts and spins around him.
“She tore sheets from her bed into strips. Then she tied them to a light fixture in the room and climbed on a chair. If the orderly hadn’t found her when he did . . .”
“We have to go there.” He can hardly get the words out, so thin is the air in his lungs.
“We can’t, Basil. They’re not allowing visitors any longer because of this coronavirus. It might be a long while before we see her again.”
“I have to see her.” His voice breaks high. “I have to . . .” Then he can’t say any more. He sees Davy rise from the couch to come for him, but Basil doesn’t want anyone to touch him. He turns instead to head for his room, lumbering blindly.
LATER, HE WAKES up curled in bed. He doesn’t remember falling asleep, just a grief so deep it felt like he was drowning in it. A dark figure appears beside him. In the time he was out, shadows have lengthened and stretched across the room, but this shadow makes a gulping sound and scampers off. “He’s awake,” a voice calls from down the hall. Davy.
There are voices in the outer living room, a stranger here to visit the family. Right now, he only wants to be left alone. His stomach clenches and contracts. His throat burns. All his prayers, all his fasting, and this is how God answers him?
His dad enters a moment later. “You okay?”
“I could use a glass of water.”
A few minutes pass before his dad returns with a sloshing glass. While Basil drinks, he pulls up a chair. “I just got word. Your mother’s out of the ICU. She has some lacerations around her throat, so breathing won’t come easy for a while. But she’s going to be okay.”
Basil rubs fiercely at the cross on his forehead, wishes he could rub it away. It’s not okay. It won’t ever be okay again. His mother tried to kill herself a few days after he drove down to visit her. He remembers that faraway look in her eyes when she talked about leaving. He not only failed to do what he hoped, but he made things worse.
“I know you’ve been praying for her. I know you’ve been fasting.”
“I don’t want to talk about it, Dad.”
“That’s fine. But there’s a visitor here to see you. Someone I think you’d like to see.”
“Send them away,” Basil says, but it’s too late because she’s followed his father into the room.
“I’ve been worried about you, Basil. Ever since I heard.” Morgan. She’s wearing the same outfit from rehearsals the other day, a pale, shimmery blouse. Her dark eyes shine. His father leaves them alone together, shutting the door behind him.
Even so, he doesn’t want to see her. “Go away,” he mumbles. He turns his back to her and faces the wall. Unmoored, that’s the feeling inside him. Like whatever cord of hope he’s been holding on to has been severed. He needs to be alone in this. He waits for Morgan to take the hint. His mother won’t be coming home. Not ever. God didn’t hear his prayers. Or God heard him and found him unworthy. Or maybe God just doesn’t give a shit. He keeps his back to her. He should be crying. Why can’t he cry anymore? Why instead does he feel this great emptiness inside, like he has been hollowed out?
But Morgan doesn’t go away. Instead she lies down beside him on his childhood bed. He feels the press of her hip against his own as she curves against him. The warmth of her tears when she presses her face to his neck. She doesn’t speak for a long time, but just holds him, her body spooned against his own, her hand light on his hip.
“When my mom died,” she starts and stops. “When my dad told me she was dead, I didn’t believe him. I refused to believe until I saw with my own eyes. And for a long time, I couldn’t forgive myself.” She pauses, her breath warm against his neck. “You have to understand that I wasn’t there the night they unhooked her from the breathing machine. I stayed home instead because I wanted to go on for as long as I could believing she was going to get better. So, my dad was at the hospital all by himself. And when they unhooked her from the respirator, he held her hand and coached her to keep breathing. ‘Breathe in,’ he told her. ‘Breathe out.’ And her chest rose and fell to the sound of his voice, and this went on for a long time. But eventually, he got tired. He let go. He let go of her hand, hoping she would go on without him. But she wasn’t strong enough. She stopped breathing about a minute later.”
Basil doesn’t know what to say. Any words he might offer feel so inadequate. For all that is terrible about this day, his mother is still alive.
Morgan sniffs. “I need a tissue, so I’m going to go. But I wanted you to know. I don’t think we get the answers we want. It doesn’t work that way. But we still have to show up. I wasn’t there when my mom needed me most. My dad. Because I was selfish. You’re the most unselfish person I have ever met, Basil Thorson. You’re the one who’s going to show up. That’s just how you were made, and I admire you for it, and I wanted you to know.”
Before she goes, she kisses his neck, her lips soft against his skin. A long time after she leaves he feels the heat of that kiss, like a brand, and wonders over it. And he’s sorry in that moment—damn his mind for being so dim-witted—that he didn’t say to Morgan: “You did show up. You showed up for me.”



Fourteen
1360 AD
—TO THE WEST—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT III
After a week in the hold, I sore-missed sunlight, wind on my skin,
 and solid land under my boot-soles. Not even the tales I spun, such
 as ‘Frode and the Ice Giant,’ nor the bread Old Snorri brought, gave
 any solace. Yet it was safe here and warm among the goats, so when
 the hold-door tore open, I shrank before the light. ‘Hide, child,’
 Snorri said as a shadow swung down, limber as a stoat, not even
bothering with the hold ladder as it dropped among my flock.
 No shadow, but a man, who seized me by the throat and hauled me up.
 A man in a sable cloak of otter-skin, his eyes gold-brown. I had seen him
 from shore before, a young lord standing beside the captain. With his hand
 at my throat, I had to spit out the biscuit to keep from choking.
 Darkly-glooming, he grimaced as he brushed chunks from his beard.
His gold-brown eyes burned with bottomless hunger, but even so I had
 never seen a man so beautiful among the shepherds and seal-hunters
 of Gardar Steading. ‘Kveldulf,’ said Snorri, coming up behind him,
 but the man turned and back-handed Snorri so hard he fell with a cry
 among my flock. ‘I knew you were up to something, Snorri,’ he growled.
 ‘Captain’ll flog you for keeping a stowaway. I’ll hold the whip myself.’
‘Not his fault,’ I tried to say, but this made the man tighten his grip.
 I had no chance to reach for the narwal horn or defend myself. His
 nostrils flared as he leaned in. ‘You stink of goats. I should kill you
 here and now for the trouble you’ve caused us. What’s your name,
 goat-boy?’ Compelled by his silken voice, I nearly spoke aloud
 my true name, but caught myself in time and said, ‘Ivar,’
for after all, I wore the wadmal-cloak of my vanished hearth-brother.
 ‘Ivar,’ said the man, ‘do you know the cure for the misfortune a stowaway
 brings?’ His hand at my throat allowed no answer. ‘We’ve been dogged
 by strange storms ever since Greenland. Now I know the reason. A stowaway
 brings blight, and all men know it, all men except for our captain,
 Thorfinn, the hearth-fire idiot. Veslingr—’ he continued, cursing
his own captain. He leaned in close, as though he might kiss
 me, his breath sweet. ‘There’ll be no sport in killing you here.
 So I will leave you and this old fool to the captain’s punishment
 and mercy. But one day, when you least expect it, I will come
 for you. Under the stars and under the sun, when you are at rest,
 when there is nowhere to run, I will find you and kill you.’
So said he as he brought his lips to my throat and bit down
 hard. Runnels of hot-blood spilled into my jersey, but I could not
 scream with his fist closing off my breath. At last, he released me,
 smiled to show my blood on his wolf-teeth. ‘Now,’ said he, pressing
 a hand to my wound, his fingers slick against my fear-drumming pulse,
 ‘I’ll take you to old Veslingr, but never forget from this moment on,
you are mine.’ He repeated his wolf-chant, his death-promise,
 and I could not help thinking of his teeth at my neck
 and trembling. Yet if your mother tries to kill you when you
 are still inside her, and your father tries to give you to the sea,
 you will have already long-learned to keep company
 with fear and death. From then on, I was never at ease or rest.
Captain Thorfinn’s pain and mercy came as Kveldulf had said.
 As a respected lord on board, Kveldulf held the cat-o’-nine-tails
 that flogged us both, and left us twice-bloodied. Then I was given
 to Old Snorri to find use for me as cook’s assistant,
 and I no longer had to sleep among the goats and sheep,
 but instead in a swinging hammock beside the hearth-fire where
Snorri brewed his bone-broths and leek and cabbage stew for the crew.
 Herbs from his native Gotland down-spun from the ceiling, their roots
 like a woman’s hair, the air fragrant with rosemary and thyme, and a sea-salt
 smell filled my nose. Here by the hearth-fire, Snorri taught me herblore
 and told me of his native land and travels as he taught me the runes
 and prayers that let him speak to the dead. Some nights he spoke
of his wife and daughter. ‘It’s lucky, child, you’re not a girl,’ said he.
 ‘Why do you think Lord Kveldulf has joined this convictcrew?
 He earned his exile for the things he did to peasant girls
 in his native Stadsdelar. Horrible things.’ Old Snorri whispered.
 ‘Aye child, Lucifer was the most beautiful of angels. You only need
 look at Kveldulf to know it’s true. Were there justice in this world,
he would be cast into the sea for what he did instead of mere banishment.’
 I thought of all those girls and my fear grew. Before she died,
 Isapoinhyaki taught me that a woman carries moon-tides within her.
 ‘Our blood reveals us,’ said she. My first blood came to me at sea,
 where I had to hide it, for none could know I had twice-cursed
 them by being a woman, scraps of torn-wadmal I gave to the waves.
For thirty days and thirty nights, we drifted in a blistering ice-fog,
 lost. Hafvilla, we were sea-bewildered. At first, the men took to the oars,
 rowing through curtains of cold-mist, the sun no more than a disc of silver,
 ice bearding the sailors as day bled into night, night into day. I felt their eyes
 upon me. ‘Goat-boy’ or ‘Blight-bringer’ they called me. And I knew
 they would kill me were it not for Captain Thorfinn’s orders.
In the grip of the ice-fog, a strange sickness fell upon the men. It started
 as a lethargy so severe that no amount of whipping could rouse them from
 their hammocks. Then, black gums and blood-blisters blossomed
 in their mouths. Since they thought me accursed, at first they refused
 the cabbage broth and sheep’s milk I brought for them. On a wind-still sea,
 they grew worse day by day, the sailors aging in the mists before our eyes,
creaking like old men as they bent to their tasks. They dreamed strange
 dreams, saw serpents water-borne on waves, heard voices-drowned
 in the whale-songs under the waves. The ship’s surgeon, Hakon, called it
 earth-sickness, and for a cure the men were brought down to the hull,
 alive-buried in a coffin of earth with soil on top. By his orders, the sailors
 rinsed their teeth with urine, ate dirt and grew sicker by the day. Bones broke,
snapping like branches, and to the sailors’ horror, old wounds reopened.
 Yet even in their pain, fits of delirium set them to dancing
 like heathens. The captain’s second-in-command, a man named Jari the Just,
 numbered among the sick. One day, he bid me sit with him on deck
 and asked me to sing for him, and so I did, singing ‘The Song of the Seeress,’
 such as Dagfinn taught me. Other sick sailors who heard my song took
solace. By Jari’s example, some began to trust me. Eskil, Skuli, Arni the Unlucky,
 and Halvar the Chronicler, all let me bring them cabbage broth
 and listened while I sang. Captain Thorfinn grew ill as well, which left
 Kveldulf in charge. When he saw me, he sang his wolf-promise. ‘Under
 the stars and under the sun, when you are at rest, when there is nowhere
 to run.’ So, I went among the men, alert, while bringing broth and song.
I set coins over the eyes of the dead, coins for the ferryman, Hárbarðr, before
 we wrapped the bodies in canvas and gave them back to the sea, our mother.
 Kveldulf decreed we must return to the old gods, one-eyed Odin
 demanding a blot-sacrifice, and he had a goat or sheep brought on deck
 each day, bleating as its throat was slit, and those that followed him filled
 their bone-cups. And so the ship drifted in a fog of sickness and blood,
and men forgot themselves. Those who drank the broths that Snorri
 brewed grew stronger, but not all lived. One night after I had sung for Jari,
 I left him, when I felt a prickling at my neck, where the teeth wound
 re-opened. I turned in time to see a shadow detach from behind the mast
 and hover over Jari. Kveldulf held his hand over the man’s mouth while
 he thrashed and kicked, too weak to fight. I cried out, but no man came
to save him. Kveldulf wrapped the man in canvas and threw him overboard.
 This whole time, I did not move. In the sagas, Brynhild was never
 afraid, so I planted my feet and waited so he would know someone
 witnessed the murder of Jari. Kveldulf only grinned his bloodgrin
 when he saw me, trembling as the hare trembles under the hawkshadow,
 and he leaned in close to me, baring his teeth, and it was then
I brought out my narwhal horn, dagger-thin, and slashed. I aimed
 for his throat but missed and instead marred that beautiful face. He snarled,
 and in his rage seized me and hurled me overboard. I don’t recall
 the fall, only the shock of the cold sea, and the feel of the narwhal horn
 warm-swelling within my palm. Here I must pause. Just marking
 these runes on the page, I feel it all over again, the hour of my drowning.
And yet I did not die. I screamed, but no water filled my lungs.
 I was a girl held in a green, green light, and I swear my very skin
 turned a silvery-sheen, and where there should have been
 hands instead I felt as if I grew gray fins and when my eyes
 opened, my whale-sisters surrounded me, singing as ghosts sing,
 and I did not sink, but instead swam on, surrounded.
In my dreams, in my waking, in my most secret longing, I am with them
 still. I choose to stay in the realm of the sea with my whale-sisters.
 But when I broke the surface, I saw my hands were only hands
 again, and Snorri leaning overboard, shouted my name,
 and I remembered my brother who needed me. Ivar. And so, when
 Snorri flung the rope my way, I took it in my freezing hands and held on.
In this way, with the help of others, I was hauled back on board, and Snorri
 carried me below deck before Kveldulf and his blood-drinkers saw.
 For days, I became like the ice on the masts, unable to move
 or speak. When Snorri stripped me before his fire, he saw all
 before wrapping me in blankets and stoking the flames. ‘Oh daughter
 of Eve,’ said he, ‘you must live, for it will break Old Snorri to lose
another so like his own.’ How long I passed between life and death, I cannot
 say. Burning with fever, I chanted my hearth-brother’s name. I did not
 feel the western wind that filled our sails, stripping away the ice fog.
 I was not there on deck when we broke through and sighted a gray
 and rainy coast, land just off starboard. Vinland. And the men,
 those who lived, kneeling on deck, rejoicing, thinking themselves saved.
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Fifteen
BASIL WAKES IN the deepest part of the night to the sound of his father’s voice, calling him from sleep. “Wake up, Basil. We need you.”
Outside the birch tree knocks against the glass, writhing in a night wind. He struggles to remember what he was dreaming moments before. He hopes it was something about Morgan, but inside he feels like he’s climbing out of the water of a deep well. “What time is it?” Basil’s voice sounds scraped from his throat.
“One o’clock in the morning. I don’t think we can do this without you.”
Basil untangles himself from the sheets and sits up. Light from the hallway leaks into the room as his father hands him a glass of water, the ice cubes clicking. Basil drinks it down in several long gulps and hands it back to his father. He struggles to get his bearings. His muscles feel sore, as if he has been swimming in dark, cold waters.
“You coming or not?” his father says.
Basil gets up and tugs on a pair of jeans and a hoodie. Out in the hallway, Davy stands dutifully beside his father, both already dressed in coveralls, his father holding a kerosene lantern.
“Dystocia?” Basil says. Even groggy with sleep, he knows why he’s been awakened.
“A first-time heifer,” his dad says.
“You disinfect the OB chains yet?”
“Just waiting on you, Rip Van Winkle.”
As they head down to the mudroom, Basil can’t help watching his dad. His mind hums with questions, about his mother, about the time before her first schizophrenic break, but he must set them aside. They have work to do. If this goes wrong, the baby might die. The mother, too.
In the mudroom, he dresses in his quilted coveralls and their dad gets them rubber gloves that go up to their elbows and a jar of lube. Davy fetches the Maglite while their father suffers a coughing fit that bends him over. His cheeks sunken, he looks worn out before they’ve even begun.
“Davy was the one who spotted her earlier today,” he says once the coughing fit passes. “He knew it would be tonight.” This doesn’t surprise Basil. These last couple of years, Davy’s developed an eye for when the mothers will calve. Even if the birth isn’t difficult, he loves to find a spot in the hay where he can get on his belly and watch the birthing process no matter how long it takes.
They cross the yard under a sky without stars, Basil lugging a bucket with sudsy water in one gloved fist. In the other, he carries chains still warm from being dipped in boiling water, steam rising from the steel. His dad carries the lantern and binding rope. The night air swirls, damp and chill, mist rising as the ground begins to unthaw after a long winter. A light wind tugs at their clothing.
They find the heifer in one cavernous corner of the barn, lowing as she butts her head against a post, her black eyes rolling in her skull. Davy’s Maglite reveals the space around her, thick cobwebs draping from the ceiling, the manure and muck her hooves have churned up. His father hangs the lantern from a nearby post and gentles the heifer, talking to her in low, soothing tones. She is too wild in her pain and terror to try bucking and running.
“Here Bessie,” he chants, “come along now, Bessie. Gonna be alright, Bessie.” Davy picks up the chant, too. “Here Bessie.” None of the livestock actually have names, but in this moment of suffering they are all Bessie to call them out of their pain. His dad circles her and manages to loop the binding rope around her thick neck. This will serve as a loose halter, keep her in place so she will lie down during the birthing process.
Basil moves in with the soap and water to clean the area below the tail. Long before he learned poetry he knew the name of these things, the vulva and perineum. The smell of fresh blood and shit and amniotic fluid fills his nostrils. From the birth canal, a single hoof juts like a spear. Davy keeps the Maglite steady on the area as the heifer goes down on her front hooves, bellowing as she lowers herself.
His father dabs fresh lube on his gloves and takes the chains from Basil. He has smaller hands than his son, will be more nimble inside her. The OB chains, five feet long, have to be applied carefully to each one of the hind hooves in a half hitch. His father is trying this, his hands inside, when another coughing fit wracks him. He backs away, blinking tears.
“I can’t,” he says, turning to Basil. “It’s gotta be you.”
The heifer lows again, a mournful sound.
This is not the kind of work Basil should be doing. His big, clumsy hands are made for breaking things. Basil applies fresh lube to his gloves and takes the warm chains from his dad. The heifer groans as he shoves one hand inside, searching for the other ankle. The birth canal, all trembling tissue and muscle, squeezes around his thick forearm.
Davy’s Maglite blazes. Basil feels faint from lack of food—when did he last eat? Worn out by his grief, he worries he might pass out here and now. There’s not enough space, his hands too large for this, just as the calf is too large for the mother. The heifer’s lowing becomes an agonized bellowing more like a scream. Basil blocks out his other senses—the intensity of smell and sound—and tries to feel for the knob of the ankle in all that slick fluid. Once he grabs hold of an ankle, he brings the other hand inside with the looped chain to get the half-hitch tied. It takes him a few minutes to get the OB chains around both ankles, before he can back away, ready to pull.
“Walk him on out,” his father says. “You walk him on out into the world.”
Basil steps backward, drawing the chains up, a tug-of-war between his strength and the calf lodged in the narrow canal. If he pulls too hard he will cripple it by breaking the bones. He can’t help thinking of that boy he wrestled, the way he rose from the mat with his arm hanging wrong. The boy’s mother in the crowd, her hand over her mouth.
The heifer bellows again. “Pull harder,” his father encourages. “You got to walk him on out. Walk him out.”
So Basil waits for the next set of contractions and does just that, backing up and pulling with his strength, one leg at a time, tugging in an upward direction, until there is a popping sound, a slip and give, and the calf slides out, heavy and dark and black with birthing fluids, into the soupy manure on the barn floor. Basil kneels in the muck and holds it. It’s not moving or breathing. He wonders if he has killed it by pulling too hard.
He checks for a heartbeat by listening to the chest, touches the eyeball as his father has taught him, but it does not blink.
Davy’s Maglite darts away, and Basil knows he’s unable to watch anymore. His father gets down on his knees beside him. “It’s stillborn,” he says. “I’m sorry.”
“No,” Basil says. He tries the other tricks he knows, sliding a finger inside the calf’s rectum to shock it into breathing, fiercely rubbing its back, but the calf remains slick and still in his hands. This is how he came into the world as well. His mother was in labor for over ten hours, and Basil, breech-born, came out not breathing, a blue-skinned giant of a baby. He thinks of this, of the story his father has told him again and again. How he did not cry out when the doctor slapped his backside, how the nurse laid him under the lamp and the doctor apologized, and his dad went over and lifted the body, one hand on the chest, and commanded the baby to breathe in the name of God.
“Let it go, Basil,” his dad says.
“No.” Stillbirths happen all the time, at least two a year, especially to young heifers like this one, but Basil can’t allow it. He puts his mouth on the calf’s nostrils. The way his father breathed into him. He exhales into it while continuing to rub its back. Behind him, he can hear Davy softly crying, hear the lowing of the mother calling for her child. “Breathe,” he says. He shakes it and the heavy body wobbles in his grasp, a sack of dry bones. Again his mouth over the nostrils. Breathing out so the lungs fill. Please, breathe, please. Please.
And when he lowers the calf the next time, chains that are still attached to the rear ankles rattle as the calf kicks out. It shudders in Basil’s grip. He feels it kick its way into life. Basil’s father is beside him, rubbing its back along with him to encourage it.
“You did it,” Davy cries out. “It’s alive.” They slip the chains from the rear ankles and the calf stands on wobbly legs and the mother comes to lick her own birthing fluids from the velvety pelt.
And Basil’s still on his knees in the manure, coated in the calf’s smell, faint from pushing his own breath into the calf, as his father hugs him and Davy joins them. Ever since he heard about his mother he hasn’t been able to cry, but now the tears come, the three of them holding each other, all in tears, and their weeping is in its own way a kind of prayer.







Sixteen
THE WIND RISES in the night to harry sparrows from their highway huddles in the gravel. Entire flocks lift in quarreling hosts, stirred from sleep by gusts that smell of distant places, faraway mountains where brooks rumble once more with melting snow. The wind gathers strength as it crosses wide-open plains, the great grassland seas heaving and tossing as it rushes past. It builds to a low howl by the time it reaches the prairie town of Andwhen.
All over Andwhen, folk wake in the dark, hearing a wall of wind in the outer groves, one that batters trees, snapping winter-killed branches. Here, before their homes, the wind slows at last to press against the windowpanes, searching for a way inside. It slips under cracks in the sill to find them in their beds, like a stranger who walks the floorboards in soft leather sandals to call them from their dreaming. Most only turn over in bed, gathering their quilts about their chins before descending back into sleep.
Where the wind passes it brings strange dreams. Widows wake in the night, hearing long-dead husbands crying their names, and they rise and follow. Basil Thorson dreams he’s at church, trapped inside one of the stained glass windows, where a shadowy figure strides across wind-whipped waves toward him. Lukas Halvorsen hears a song, there and gone, one that promises to make all things known. Half-asleep, Morgan Breen sees the wind as a ghostly presence in the room with her, whispering in a lost tongue. Shelley Halvorsen wakes to Fritz curled at the foot of her bed, barking at something unseen. When she calms him with her hands, she hears what sounds like spring thunder booming in the darkness beyond. A crack in the night that makes her think of an immense cloth torn in two, of a stone rolled away from a tomb. All over Andwhen, the wind comes and goes, moving from grove to grove, passing from house to house.
And they dream of impossible journeys, and they wake in the dark, wondering.



Seventeen
“I HAD THE strangest dream last night,” Morgan tells the boys as they walk the dogs to the lower meadow. Morgan leads Fritz by the leash, Lukas has the poodle, Buttons, and Basil has the two remaining black Labs that have not yet been claimed by farmers or people in town. The Labs have grown in just weeks, strong enough that they strain against the leashes he holds in his hands, yipping as they try to tear free.
Late afternoon sunlight burnishes grassy meadows still brittle with winter. In mid-March, Basil’s boots sink in soft and muddy places. In his dreamy state of mind, his belly empty, he walks quickly so the Labs don’t choke themselves as they tug him along.
“I dreamed a young woman came into my room,” Morgan continues. “She was blond and fair, but her hair had been chopped short, and she dressed as a man. In the dream, she was trying to tell me a story, but in a language I couldn’t recognize. It sounded a bit like Old English or Old Norse. She wanted so badly for me to understand, and when I couldn’t she began to sing. I didn’t know the words, but I recognized the melody. She was singing the ‘Ave Maria.’ She was singing, ‘pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death.’”
“That’s kind of creepy,” Lukas says. “I always thought that old parsonage was haunted.”
“It wasn’t, though. Creepy, I mean. She wasn’t sad or anything. She was only sad I couldn’t understand her.”
Basil trails just behind them, though the puppies clearly want to take the lead. He’s thinking of his own dream. He was a boy again and his mother was buckling him into the back seat of the Skylark. She was crying as she did so, and Davy wailed from his own car seat, inconsolable. “You’re such a good boy,” she was saying to him. In the dream, he wished he could take away her sadness, but he couldn’t speak. A stupid chub of a boy with no words to stop what was about to happen.
Then the dream shifted, and somehow Basil was trapped inside the stained glass window they sit beside at Emmanuel Lutheran. This window shows Christ walking on water while the seas rage around him. Haloed by the light, Christ beckons Peter in the boat to come join him. Each time Basil looks at it he thinks it must be so frightening to be called by a figure like a ghost on the dark seas. How terrifying that first step as salt water licks your heels. But in the dream, instead of Peter’s boat on the squally seas, there was only the sinking Buick in the Clearwater River, and a shadowy form calling for Basil to gather up his brother, leave the car, and cross the waters.
He woke to the smell of bacon cooking in the kitchen. The grief and fear he felt in the dream stayed with him when he woke, the words he had not been able to speak to his mother lodged in his throat, like a bolus of half-chewed food. He woke certain that he must go deeper into his fast than he has ever gone before. His mother may never come home again, but he must know she is out of danger. He must find some way to make his family whole. He will fast until he leaves behind this lumbering loaf of a body and all its dumb desires. Until he rises like incense or smoke to a place where God cannot possibly ignore his prayers.
“They say you are every person in your dream,” Morgan continues, “and everything you see is some part of your unconscious mind. So if you dream of a killer stalking you as you run down a long hallway, you are both the killer and the one who is being stalked. But this is what was so strange. This person didn’t feel like she came from inside me. I don’t know. Maybe I’m not really explaining it.”
Basil doesn’t know what to say about Morgan’s dream. Is what Morgan told him in his bedroom a few nights before still on her mind? Does she think of her mother every day as he thinks of his? If he shuts his eyes, he can still feel her tears against his neck, the gift of that kiss.
Lukas starts to tell them about his dream when one of the black Labs pulls so hard it jerks the leash from Basil’s hand. The puppy tears off, racing down the beaten path to the lower meadow. Lukas calls after it but draws up short. Morgan also halts in her tracks.
Away from the house, they can see it now. The great oak tree that has stood atop the small knoll for longer than any of them can remember has fallen in the night. It looks like a giant ripped it from the earth, tearing it out by the roots.
“Holy shit,” Lukas says. “I thought I heard something when the wind came up last night. I thought it was thunder.”
As they get closer, they can see the immense oak toppled downhill, splintering as it fell. The roots that spider out into the open air look like the strands of a woman’s hair, a giantess.
“It was windy,” Lukas says, “but enough to do something like this? My mom will be so sad. She loves that tree. She calls it her ‘thinking tree.’”
“Looks like a bomb went off,” Morgan says, her voice filled with awe. Beside her, Fritz heels, a low growl rumbling in his chest.
Where the oak once stood, on a round knoll ringed by sumac, there is a deep, almost crater-sized depression. The black Lab who escaped from Basil trots up from the bottom of it, carrying something in its mouth. Lukas calls the Lab to him and takes hold of the leash once more. He has to wrestle with the growling puppy to get the thing from its mouth. When it comes away in his hand, they see it. A lower jawbone ridged with teeth, yellow with age, and stained with soil. A human jawbone. Lukas drops it as soon as he realizes what he’s holding. Then he has to pick it up before the pup runs off with it again.
A sweet odor rises from the hole in the ground. It’s the smell of black earth turning as his tractor runs a disc plow over the fields, of old corn leaves and roots and the damp ground breathing in the brassy light. It smells to Basil like life, like spring, or maybe life growing out of the past year’s death.
All three approach the edge of the depression. The crater stretches for about ten feet, and the bowl carved from the earth by the ball of roots is about seven feet deep. In the very center, a skull with a missing jawbone stares with hollow sockets past the teens, gazing at the bright spring sky. Its shoulders and rib cage protrude from dark soil, one arm thrown out, like the skeleton either fought against being hauled into the light or tried to climb from the grave. Both legs remain submerged in the mound, so that it appears a half-drowned thing. Objects are arranged in a loose semicircle surround it: shards of pottery, a rusty axe blade, the handle long ago worn away.
“Don’t,” Lukas says, but Morgan has already let go of Fritz’s leash, and she’s sliding down the depression. She comes to rest right beside the skeleton. “What the fuck, Morgan?” Lukas says, his voice sharp. “This is like a crime scene.”
“I don’t think so,” Morgan says from below. “Whatever happened here, happened a long time ago. Was there a cemetery here at one time?”
“No,” Lukas says in a high-pitched voice. He still has the jawbone in his hand, which has clearly rattled him. “There should be exactly zero dead bodies on my mom’s farm.”
Morgan ignores him, her back turned as she studies the scene. “Whoever buried her here surrounded her with ritual objects.”
“Her?” Lukas says, because how can Morgan know the gender of the skeleton? The axe blade seems a little ominous. “Will you just come out of there?” Lukas says, but Morgan has crouched beside the skeleton, and from the breastbone she lifts up a bound object with frayed leather edges. The pouch opens in her hands, revealing a book sealed within, the pages like leaves. It’s hard to tell from Basil’s vantage, but he can clearly see what happens next as light and air strike the pages. They molder in Morgan’s hands, crumbling before her.
And only now, after all they’ve seen—an ancient oak cracked in half, a skeleton revealed in a burial mound—only now does Basil hear what sounds like grief in Morgan’s plaintive voice. “No,” she says as the spring wind carries the pages away. “No.”



Eighteen
FIRST ON THE scene is Lukas’s father, Sheriff Glen Halvorsen. He meets the teens in the kitchen, where he has tasked Lukas with preparing him a fresh pot of coffee. He frowns when his son serves him the coffee in a mug imprinted with the words “Best Mom Ever.” His intent expression reminds Basil so much of Lukas, the son a lighter, trimmer version of his dark and serious father. The same sculpted cheekbones and watchful eyes. While Basil and Morgan stand nearby, father and son sit across from each other drinking black coffee neither of them really seems to need. Watching them, Basil can’t help wondering, how can he not know his own son?
From a breast pocket of his tan uniform, Glen slides out a small spiral notebook, where he jots down inscrutable marks as Lukas fills him in. “So, what made you think right off the jawbone was human?” he interrupts at one point.
“It sure as hell didn’t come from a deer, Dad.” When they came back inside after tossing the jawbone back into the hole along with the skeleton, Lukas scrubbed his hands raw in the sink, complaining he could still smell it on his skin.
Glen presses the barrel of his ballpoint pen against his lips as if mulling this over. “None of you touched anything, right?” He’s not looking directly at the teens as he says this, but Basil senses a shift in the room, the sheriff homing in on something.
“Why would anyone touch a skeleton on purpose?” Lukas says. He manages to keep his voice on an even keel while giving Morgan the side-eye. Whatever leather remnant Morgan lifted from the breastbone she stowed away in her handbag, much to Lukas’s dismay.
“Why? Why do people do the things they do?” Glen says, setting down his pen. He studies his son across the table. “You know I ask myself that question nearly every day on the job. Why indeed?”
Lukas swallows a slug of black coffee and grimaces.
Glen turns his attention toward Morgan, and for a moment Basil wonders if he’s going to repeat his question about touching anything. “There are days when I think I should have gone to seminary instead. Like your dad. In my line of work you don’t get to see a pretty side of human nature.”
“You don’t in my dad’s line of work, either,” Morgan says. “And you should try working retail. Six hours into a shift at Target and you will lose your faith in humanity.”
For the briefest moment, Glen’s serious expression breaks. He chuckles while shaking his head. “Fair point,” he says. Then his eyes narrow as he takes up his pen and prompts his son to continue with the rest of the story. Lukas has nearly finished when they hear another car in the driveway.
“That must be the ‘Best Mom Ever’ out there,” Glen says.
Shelley Halvorsen comes into the kitchen a minute later, out of breath. She wraps Lukas, still seated in his kitchen chair, in a half hug from behind. “You okay?”
“Yeah, yeah,” Lukas mumbles. “Like I was telling Dad, Morgan thinks this happened a long time ago.”
“How ’bout that?” Glen says. “Nancy Drew and the Hardy Boys here are apparently experts in the science of forensics.”
“My mom was an archaeologist,” Morgan says.
Glen sips from his coffee, peering at her over the rim. Morgan holds his gaze.
“I can’t believe I drove off this morning without noticing the tree had fallen,” Shelley says. “My mother was a girl when that old oak tree took root.”
“I can believe it,” Glen mutters. Underneath the droll commentary, Basil thinks he detects another emotion. Anger or maybe even fear. The ashen mark on the sheriff’s forehead is a thinly swirling shape. It could be a noose or a single tear carving a trail between his brows.
Shelley doesn’t defend herself. She kisses the top of her son’s head.
“So .  .  . Mrs. Halvorsen,” Glen says, “how would you explain a dead person on your property?”
“Jesus, Glen. This isn’t funny.”
When Glen has nothing to say in response, she adds, “No idea. My mother’s people are all buried at the cemetery outside the church. It’s been that way for the Nilssens for the last century. It’ll be that way when my mother’s time comes as well.”
Glen pushes aside his mug. “I suppose you kids should show me what you found.” He rises and stretches, his coffee only half drunk. “My guess is that you’re right about the age of the skeleton. I always thought that hill looked a bit like a burial mound. I think you got yourself a dead Indian on your land.”
“Indigenous person,” Morgan says softly under her breath.
“Likely Sioux,” he continues as if she hadn’t said anything.
“Dakota,” Morgan corrects him again. She stands with her arms crossed at her chest.
“What?”
“They call themselves Dakota. Sioux was the name their enemies gave them. It means ‘snake people.’” Morgan pauses and then pushes on. “And I don’t think those remains are Dakota. The Dakota put their dead on scaffolds to make it easier for the souls to travel the spirit roads. This body was buried in some kind of ceremony.”
Glen cocks his head, appraising her, a half smile quirking the corner of his mouth. “Well,” he says, “either way, once we get out there, you kids keep your distance.” He lowers his voice as he turns back to his estranged wife. “And keep those dogs inside, okay?”
AS THE TEENS lead him to the place, leaving Shelley back at the house, ribbons of red clouds stream in a bruise-colored sky. After sundown, the western wind that bends the grasses waving around them smells of earth awakening. Basil can feel the ground softening beneath his boots. He should have been home a long time ago to do chores, but he has to know how this will all play out. It’s not every day you come across a skeleton. He wonders what his father will say about it.
Already the small good that came into their lives with the calf’s revival in the barn has faded for him. It’s gone, replaced by this aching feeling that there is something he must yet do. Something so big it will break things open the way this tree broke in the night. But what? Intensifying his fasting must show him what he has to do to make things right.
Basil’s only half listening as Glen tells them he’ll likely need to call in the “medical examiner’s office” first if the body is a more recent burial. “If this is from a long time ago like you guys think, then I still say the remains are Sioux. If so, we’ll call MIAC so they can be reburied.”
“MIAC?” Lukas says.
“Minnesota Indian Affairs Council,” Glen says, glancing toward Morgan. “It’s what they call themselves.”
“Hmm,” Morgan murmurs, “and if the bones don’t belong to someone who was indigenous?”
“Then I guess things get interesting.” He doesn’t explain what he means.
In the fading light, the oak’s enormous roots fan out like fingers reaching into the open air. Basil thinks of how those same roots held the skeleton down in the dark. An immense mother tree cradling a lost child. Life growing from death.
Glen sniffs because they’re approaching the lip of the depression, a mouth opening into the earth. From one pocket in his khakis, he removes rubber gloves. Then he unclips the Maglite from his belt. “I got it from here. You kids head on back to the house.” He turns to Lukas. “Maybe ask the ‘Best Mom Ever’ if she’ll cook us some supper. A mystery like this? It always stirs up my appetite.”
“Dad, I don’t think . . .” Lukas starts to say, but Glen is already up and over the edge, taking his light with him.
“I can’t believe he invited himself to dinner,” Lukas says as they walk back in the dusk.
“Well, he’s honest with himself about who he is,” Morgan says, since she caught the brunt of his banter, “and that’s something.” She walks in the middle, between the boys, taking each one by the arm. Basil’s skin thrills underneath his jacket. He thinks again of the kiss, the impression of her lips against his neck. He’s certain she meant nothing by it, but he can’t help imagining turning over in his bed in that moment, his lips meeting hers, what that might feel like. He knows nothing is possible between them, yet a sweet longing to hold and be held floods through him. Stop. He breathes out unevenly as he tries to shut such thoughts away.
“Maybe he’s scared,” Basil says, because Lukas seems bothered by his father’s sarcastic comments back in the kitchen. “People say things when they’re scared.” Wasn’t that the emotion he sensed, along with anger?
“My dad’s not afraid of anything,” Lukas says.
Basil lets it go. He hadn’t planned on defending Lukas’s dad. What seemed clear to him in that moment, watching father and son across the table, despite the tension in their posture and voices, is how much they need each other.



Nineteen
1361 AD
—WE HAD CAMP BY 2 SKERRIES ONE DAY’S
JOURNEY NORTH FROM THIS STONE.
WE WERE TO FISH ONE DAY—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT IV
[Editor’s note: How they made it from the Atlantic Ocean and Hudson Bay, of their possible travels, the skald does not record. Likely paths—if such a journey ever happened—involve navigating the Saint Lawrence River into Hudson Bay and the Great Lakes. It is believed that in the fourteenth century rivers and fens spread where today there is platted farmland.]
When the rains came, the troll-trees shivered with strange birds,
 their calls half-human. In this new world, always we followed
 the river, poling through a jewel-dripping light in our flat-bottomed
 skerries. The river that would lead us to the lost colony, by the orders
 of King Magnus. But how would I ever find Ivar in such a vast land,
 among trees that swallowed light as they swallowed us? For the deeper
we traveled into the great forest, far from our ship, the more lost to ourselves
 we became. Captain Thorfinn, weak with illness, said our mission
 was God-blessed. Here we might bring a savior, just as the Christ had once
 been brought to our native lands. ‘A bloody business,’ Old Snorri
 muttered, ‘this bringing of gods,’ for we came armed with the iron
 of our people, swords and axes. In the beginning we were some thirty men,
and me, a girl who thought she had lost her only magic when
 she was thrown overboard. While I no longer had the narwhal horn,
 I felt the sea in my stillness, a bolt of cold in the marrow of my bones,
 and I heard the ghost-song of my whale-sisters, the ocean currents like brine
 in my blood, so I longed to submerge myself in the river. When I slept
 I descended into a darkness so inky-deep, the very bottom of the sea.
A few days into our travel we saw them, a leaf-people with faces and hair
 painted with ochre, who moved as part of the forest and spoke in bird-cries,
 a shivery fluting, and vanished if men set foot on shore to offer trade.
 Skraelings, the sailors called them, but who were the true demons here?
 For you should know demons live inside men along with gods.
 I have seen the terrors they bring. The sailors said the trees had eyes,
and in the constant rain, the shadows dripped with whispering voices.
 We were being watched, a breathless waiting for us to reveal ourselves,
 and when we did our judgment would come. The farther we traveled,
 the louder men grumbled, led by Kveldulf. ‘With the timber we cut we could
 return rich as any man who braves Markland,’ said he. ‘We will never
 find the lost colony.’ And men listened to him, but our captain
pressed us ever onward, even as his own voice thinned by the day.
 The last of our flour gone, my flock long dead, the men roamed far
 and wide in their hunting, but always the watchers ran on ahead of them,
 scaring away any game, so they returned with only a few squirrels,
 that Old Snorri cooked in his pots with onions and tubers I helped
 him gather from nearby swamps, a famine-poor feast indeed. Then, even
the squirrels vanished and the birds went quiet and the troll-trees
 loomed over us as we passed through a dead land, a green and empty forest.
 Men wasted away, as they had on ship, but they looked not to the captain
 but to Kveldulf, the half-wolf. I did not know what I was becoming then,
 for when I went to the river to get water for Snorri’s leek soups,
 fish attended me, as if summoned by my whale-sisters. These fish
gathered in schools around me, their scales shimmering, their bellies
 so soft when I stroked them, and I would have caught some, but a noise
 made me look up and I saw a pair of eyes watching me, and I was afraid.
 Not of the watcher, but of a power growing inside me, for sea-birds
 wheeled above, pelicans and gulls that should not have been following
 so far inland, birds calling after me, that I give myself again to the sea.
The men said I prophesied in my sleep, dreams I no longer recalled
 on waking, and some nights I wandered while I slept, ranging far
 from camp, passing among the trees like a ghost. They said I had one foot
 in the other world, the one beyond, and so my nightly sojourns added
 to their fears in this shadow-land. One night I woke in a grassy hummock,
 my wadmal cloak undone, mist rising all around, so I felt myself moving
in a borderland between sleep and waking, between life and death,
 between this world and the next, and yet I believe all I saw was true.
 I sat up and knew that I was not alone in this land that could open
 like a great green mouth and drink men in as the trees
 drank in the light. I heard a voice riding the night wind
 and followed after it. ‘Ivar?’ I called, but there was no answer.
What I found when the trees opened was not my own people
 but a Skraeling encampment with round-bark dwellings.
 A dream, I write now, for though I smelled their cook-fires,
 their dogs did not bark at me, but only raised their muzzles,
 sniffing the air for a spirit-walker. And I felt bereft to have
 heard my brother’s voice and not find him, and did not know
why he called me here. But here at the river, I heard another
 voice singing and there saw a young man, a Skraeling naked
 and washing himself. And I saw he was the same as any other man,
 no demon after all, but a man well-made. In the village behind
 me someone played a bone-flute, and morning sun silvered the water,
 and the young man stretched his muscles, and as young men alone often do,
he loosed an enormous for-blawen of such force that it roiled the river
 around him, and he sighed, well-satisfied, and I could not help myself.
 I laughed such as I had not laughed in a long while, and the man’s gaze
 found me, and he startled, for this was the watcher I had seen before. I fled,
 not knowing if I was running toward my people or away. The young man
 did not give chase, but I felt certain I would see him again, whether dream
or vision. What had he seen when he saw me? By morning, my thoughts
 turned inward, remembering my hearth-brother’s voice. I knew he was alive
 then, but I also knew I would never find him here and would only see
 him in dreams. He had tried to lead me away from my own people,
 but why? I grieved his loss all day, and in the twilight, I went down
 to the river, away from the other sailors, making sure I was alone.
There, I studied my face floating before me, my blond hair striped
 with silver, as though death had touched me there and nowhere else.
 Fish rose to greet me, and in the fell of dark, I stripped and swam out,
 wishing I was not the only woman here, wishing for a mother to guide me,
 but my own had tried to kill me. The only mothers I had were the saints
 in Old Snorri’s Book of Hours, gilded women in gilded pages,
women touched by angels. By now, having read the book day after day,
 I knew each page by heart, every poem and song. ‘Whom earth and sea
 and eke the skies,’ went one song, ‘whom both sun and moon and all . . .
 a maiden’s inward parts doth bear . . .’ Speaking the words
 awakened in me a new desire, unfurling like a bud. To see
 and be seen. To know and be known. To love and be loved. Beloved.
Naked, attended by schools of fish, I sang the ‘Ave Maria,’
 ‘blessed art thou among women,’ and I thought of the Virgin and how
 afraid she must have been when the angel came to tell her his message,
 and I thought of what it must feel like to carry a god in the seas inside you,
 but my song died in my throat when I heard footsteps, and looked up
 to behold not my watcher, but Kveldulf, the half-wolf, and he saw all.
I did not try to cover myself. There was no hiding anymore. ‘I think
 I always knew what you were, witchling,’ said he. He stripped off
 his shirt and touched a mark branded over his heart, Othala, for Odin,
 like a third eye growing from his skin. ‘In here. I knew that as men died
 there was some unnatural reason for it. You.’ Then he touched the scar
 I had made on his face with the narwhal horn. ‘And now I must finish
what I started on the ship.’ I should have been more afraid. I could see
 he wanted my fear. It excited him. But he had already tried to kill me
 once at sea, and his attempt only left me stronger. If I reached inside
 myself, into the currents of this river, all the way to sea, I felt a throb
 of power from my whale-sisters. So, I did not shrink, did not look away,
 even as he stripped off his pants to show his erection swelling spear-like.
‘Under the stars and under the sun,’ said he, ‘for there is nowhere to hide
 for you, girl, nowhere to run.’ I turned away, looking back to our camp,
 for if I cried out loud enough I might bring men running, but then all
 would know my secret, and Snorri might be punished since he also knew.
 This loss of status in the eyes of men who counted me as skald, a singer
 of sagas, stopped me. No, I could not run or scream, but I took a step
deeper into the river, and sensed fish nearby, bumping against my skin,
 and when I lifted my chin, so many seabirds flocked on high they blotted
 out the moon. All here for me. Let him come. Long ago, when I was yet
 in my mother’s womb, the witch Agmar foretold that I had the power
 of death in my veins. I felt it running in my bloodstream, black as ink
 on the pages of Snorri’s book. A fate woven. And if I died here, then
it was not the worst thing. Had I not brought death to others? Let him come.
 He stepped into the river and for the first time, I saw doubt cloud his eyes.
 ‘If I have to go out there for you, I will make sure it hurts even more,’ said he,
 and I knew then that he could not swim. ‘Worse,’ said I, ‘than all those girls
 at Stadsdelar?’ I could not help thinking of them, girls alone, afraid.
 This stopped him, knee-deep now in the river. ‘Who told you?’ said he.
‘That old fool? When I am done with you, I will kill him as well and wipe
 my bacraut with the pages of his holy book.’ He tried to sound brave, but
 the deeper he went into the water, the more he felt the chill, and his member
 softened, like a dead fish snared in a nest of hair, and I stared at it until he
 also looked down, rage in his eyes. ‘No matter,’ said he, ‘I can bring
 it back when I get hold of you, and when I am done you will never
sing another song.’ He gestured at the gulls wheeling on high. ‘And they will
 peck out your eyes.’ In answer, I stepped deeper into the river. ‘If you drown,
 you’ll be damned. Suicides burn in your Hel,’ said he. I let him look,
 see my breasts, as I took another step back. With a roar, he lunged
 forward, catching me by surprise as he seized me by the neck. I had not
 expected him to move so quickly, and once more I felt the wolf-strength
of his grip, squeezing the air from my throat. I kicked and thrashed
 but could not break free as he dragged me to shore, where he would do
 the terrible things to me he had done to those girls. I twisted, dipped my chin,
 and chomped the hand that held me. He screamed and dropped me. I dove
 at once as he came after me. My flesh turned slippery as whale-skin as I slid
 away from his reaching hands, and I dove ever deeper, and he with me,
and the river held us both in her swift tumbling. He tried to grab me,
 to pull me below with him, his eyes widening when he realized how deep
 he was in the water. He tried to scream, but no sound came out, only bubbles
 popping as I gave one last kick, shoving him into a current fiercer than
 any wolf. He grasped my ankle, a drowning man clutching in his panic,
 but I kicked him again and broke his hold, and it felt as if the river herself
had come to life to claim him for my sake. I kicked and swam, a girl
 swimming in a green, green light. No, not a girl any longer, but a woman
 strong, a maiden bringer of death, who surfaced and gasped for air,
 until I clawed my way waist-deep, and then on my knees in the silt, spitting
 out water. Kveldulf did not surface again. At the shore, I should have felt
 my triumph, but I could not help thinking of all those girls alone, girls
without power of their own. I shivered, a half-drowned thing, and sobbed,
 my whole body consumed by sorrow. Once more, as he had at sea, Snorri
 seemed to know of my distress. He found me and helped me dress.
 He looked at the other clothes in the sand, the fine weave of a lordling’s
 silken jersey, the sable cloak of otter skin, which he wadded and tossed
 in the river. ‘We will tell the others he drowned,’ said he, holding me.
‘I killed him,’ I whispered, for while I had killed others, I had never
 done so on purpose. ‘Am I damned now?’ But Snorri shook his head.
 ‘Some people,’ said he, ‘need killing.’ And so Kveldulf belonged to the river,
 where the fish would feed on him. And not only the seabirds bore witness,
 but the land itself, the watching trees. Murder. Perhaps I was not damned
 in the eyes of Snorri’s God, but the gods of this new world had seen
the storm of sea birds flood the twilight, and they knew what we were,
 what I was. Somewhere far off in the forest, a lone drum began to beat.
 Doom, went the sound, low and persistent, until another drum
 answered in the shadows. Doom called to doom,
 more and more drums, until the whole forest echoed
 like a great, beating heart. Doom, doom, doom—
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Twenty
WHEN SHELLEY HEARS the door of the old Halvorshem’s clothing store squeak open, she looks up from her place on the floor, where she’s pried up decaying brown shag carpeting. Underneath the carpeting, she has discovered hardwood flooring, good white oak in need of a little refurbishing, a happy surprise. She hoped this place would have good bones. Bones. It’s not a word she wants to think about lately. Yet, the visitor—who is not a surprise, since she’s been expecting him for some time now—makes it impossible to think about anything else. Shelley wishes it was just Marv popping over from his feedstore next door, instead of her husband, Glen.
“You look like you could use a hand,” he says in a voice that aims to sound casual.
On a counter nearby, Shelley sets down the razor she’s been using to slice into the carpeting. She stands so they’ll be at eye level while talking, or close to it, since she’s a few inches taller than Glen. He’s dressed in his standard uniform, his aviator glasses still on even though he’s indoors. He stands with feet planted wide, his hands at his belt. The stance he takes unconsciously when bracing himself for trouble. Glen’s time in the National Guard took him overseas during the Gulf War along with the First Brigade Combat Team, also known as the Red Bulls.
“Now that you mention it, I could use some help. I need you to sign those papers, Glen.”
Glen sighs as he takes off his aviator glasses and folds them into a breast pocket. Without his glasses on, it’s possible to see the remnant of his cross, a perfect ashen teardrop between his eyebrows.
He lets her comments about the divorce papers pass. This is standard Glen. Tell him something he doesn’t like and he’ll pretend you didn’t say anything at all. “I thought you might want to know about your dead Indian. The medical examiner’s office is sending someone out to inspect the remains tomorrow. They’ll likely turn it over to MIAC, along with any other artifacts.”
“You still think it’s Native American?”
“I’d bet on it.”
She doesn’t like that phrase out of his mouth. He’s struggled with a gambling addiction most of his adult life. “What happens next?”
“If they can’t determine a link to a present-day tribe, your guess is as good as mine. Over in South Dakota, where they find Indian remains all the time, the tribes are asking landowners to rebury the bones.”
“I’m not fond of the idea.”
“You could always sell your mother’s land. Come home.”
He keeps his tone light as he says this. The night before, when Glen invited himself to dinner, once Shelley got over her initial irritation, she was reminded of her husband’s humor and charm. The old Glen, the county sheriff who knew how to work a room, made both her and Lukas laugh. There had been a moment, mid-laugh, when she and Glen had locked eyes, and she felt her heart skip in an intimate pitter-patter, and her cheeks flushed and she looked away. She had stood then, turning her back on him, and gone to the sink to start the dishes, and if he had followed, if he had set his hand on the small of her back, would she have asked him to stay?
“That’s not going to happen Glen.”
“I don’t see why not.” He has a deflated, rumpled appearance. His trousers, usually so neatly pressed, show creases and wrinkles. A small coffee stain blots his collar. Glen looks more haggard now than when he returned from being overseas. Shelley tries to tamp down a familiar softness she feels for him.
He does something unexpected then. He touches the remnant on his forehead. She rarely sees him like this, near tears. “I’ve been praying so hard. There’s this verse in the Bible. ‘Ask and you shall receive.’ Do you know what I’ve been asking for, Shel?”
Shit. Why did a body have to turn up on her property of all places and bring her husband back into her orbit? He must see it as another sign. “I’m going through with the divorce, Glen.” She keeps her gaze steady on him. He needs to hear what she’s saying this time. “You don’t get to tell me what to do anymore.”
Glen sniffs at that but makes no move to leave. From his pants pocket, he takes out a small bag of sunflower seeds and pops a handful in his mouth. She can smell the seeds from a few feet away. She knows he’ll spit the hulls into a mug in his cruiser, the habit a replacement for the tobacco he used to chew. It’s one addiction among many that he’s had to beat. Glen’s father was a violent drunk, so he was largely raised by his Uncle Orville, who was county sheriff before him. “You’ll have to get this place up to code before you can open,” he says as he chews the hulls. “I can help with that.”
“I can handle it.”
“Isn’t there anything I can do?”
She knows there’s so much more to his question than the task at hand. “No, there isn’t,” she says at last.
He turns away from her, unable to hold her gaze any longer. He takes a couple of steps toward the door before he pivots and faces her once more. “I don’t know what to do. Sometimes, I don’t know what I’m capable of doing anymore.”
His eyes glitter. This time Shelley has to look away. She knows he will find some way to punish her. Shelley wishes she had something hard to hold against him. That he’d gambled away all their money at the casino or fucked another woman. Instead it’s just him, cool and distant and controlling. Maybe if she could just be satisfied with the way things were, waking up in a cold bed next to Glen each morning and feeling alone. A marriage more like a business arrangement, a maintaining of appearances so important to Glen and the town of Andwhen. In sickness and in health.
Glen starts to say something and stops. She doesn’t even see him leave, just feels the draft from outside, where the wind swirls with rain and last year’s dead leaves, and then the door claps shut behind him. She exhales a sigh of relief when he’s gone.
Before Shelley returns to prying up carpeting, she gets another pot of coffee started, intent on chasing away the dark mood Glen brought into the room with him. She wishes she had some sage or sweetgrass to burn, something to cleanse the air of negative spiritual energy.
This thought gives her another idea. When she opens the place it won’t just be a massage spa. People in this part of the country, her people, don’t do enough to take care of themselves. She will stock and sell herbal remedies as well. Nothing new agey, but along the storefront window, she’ll range lemon balm plants and sage and other friendly herbs. This will be her church and her hands will do the preaching. In a northern town so far from everything else, where winter isolates all of them from one another, don’t they need a green place of healing? She will make it so.
Her coffee has just finished percolating when her cell phone buzzes from a nearby counter. She doesn’t recognize the number but decides to answer anyway. “Shelley?” a husky female voice queries. “It’s Lisa Halvorsen. From the shelter. You got a minute?”
“What’s this about, Lisa?” Shelley knows instinctively that Lisa is not calling because she found a home for the two remaining pups. She holds the phone with one hand while pouring coffee from the pot into a mug imprinted with the words “Saving the World, One Tense Bitch at a Time.” Lukas found it for her online a few days after she told him her business plans.
“I might have something for you,” Lisa says.
“I already have my hands full with the dogs.” Shelley tries to head her off. She can hear the ask coming and she wants to hang up before it arrives, but her ingrained Midwestern politeness won’t allow it.
“I got a call from Jonathon Morton. He’s a vet over in Solomon Springs. Young guy, fresh out of school. Anyhoo, he was calling because he needs to borrow some of my pentobarbital.” Shelley remembers holding the animals, stilling them with a touch while Lisa slid the needle into their pelts. “There’s a shortage of the stuff right now, and he needs enough to put down a horse.”
“A horse?”
“A palomino mare some farmer bought for his teenage daughter’s birthday the year before. Thing’s half wild from what I gather. Week before this, it threw the girl when she tried to take it riding. She ended up with a broken collarbone and a concussion.”
“That’s terrible,” Shelley says. She’s thinking of Lukas. She was in the stands when it happened. The sight of her son being thrown and trampled under those hooves haunts her.
“The dad wants it gone. His girl can’t sleep at night ever since she was hurt. Every time she sees the horse she bursts into tears.”
“But why put it down? Don’t they have rescue places for horses?”
“They do, but you have to transport the animal there yourself. There are costs involved. It’s more of a hassle than he can take on. He also claims the mare is dangerous, so he called Jon, and Jon in turn called me on account of the pentobarbital shortage.”
“Lisa . . .” Shelley doesn’t want any part of this, but she’s still on the line for what comes next.
“I know what happened to your son. I know you have your hands full. But I also know from Glen you have an empty barn on that farm of yours. Thought maybe you were the right person to deal with this. Spare me my supply of pentobarbital.”
“No,” Shelley says, “I couldn’t.” She loves animals, but horses are another matter. Horses are trouble. Expensive, temperamental, and dangerous trouble. The rodeo deal was something between Glen and Lukas, their son trying to prove himself to his father by riding saddle bronc under the lights. She dreaded the accident long before it happened.
“Jon doesn’t want to put it down.” Lisa continues as if Shelley hadn’t said anything. Typical Halvorsen stubbornness. “He’d be willing to load up the horse in his trailer and bring it on over to your place.”
No, she thinks. Abso-fucking-lutely not. But she’s also imagining how big the tranquilizer must be to put down a horse, how long the needle, how much terror the animal might feel as it plunges in. Poison in the blood before a final darkness. She hates herself for not hanging up, for not being able to follow through with her no. “I’ll talk to Lukas,” she says finally. “I’ll leave this up to my son. If he says no, that’s it. And Lisa? No offense, but I don’t want you to call me again with any more requests. Not even if someone needs to put down a goddamn elephant.”
“Thank you,” Lisa says. “I need to know by tomorrow morning or this one’s going to the glue factory.”
BY THE TIME she gets home later that day, Lukas is waiting on the living room couch, Fritz curled up on a seat beside him. Buttons trots in from the kitchen, where she’s likely been trying to claw open one of the cabinets to get at the garbage. Unless someone is petting her or feeding her, the hyperactive poodle rarely seems happy or at rest. The flat-screen flickers with animated 3D images of a rodeo ring, the Xbox controller vibrating in Lukas’s hands as he plays 8 to Glory, a bull-riding game that first obsessed him in the painful days of physical therapy after his accident.
Shelley closes the door behind her, greets her son, and then carries the sack into the kitchen where she leaves it on the farmhouse table. The sack contains the makings for tonight’s dinner: lasagna noodles, marinara sauce, ricotta and mozzarella, and spicy Italian sausage to fry up with onions and fresh garlic in the pan. A good heavy meal for a chilly March night. She takes out the onion and puts it in the freezer, a trick she learned from her mother. Freeze the onion for fifteen minutes and you won’t have to worry about tearing up when you slice into it.
Lukas has set his controller aside and shut off the TV when she comes back into the room. “You heard about what happened the other night?”
Shelley sits beside Fritz on the couch, expecting this to be about the skeleton unearthed after the tree fell, since everybody in town is buzzing about it. Fritz sighs contentedly as she finds the place under his chin where he loves to be petted most.
When she was a girl climbing into the crude fort she’d nailed together in that old oak tree, she daydreamed herself a pirate queen high up in the mast. In the whispering leaves sometimes she swore she heard a voice, a hymn carried on the wind, and the whole time there was a body far below her, tangled in the roots. Maybe Glen is right, she thinks. Whatever determination this MIAC group makes, maybe the remains belong here. However many years have passed, whoever buried the body did so with intention. Perhaps they did so with love. That shouldn’t be disturbed.
“Mom? Are you even listening?”
“Sorry. It’s been a long day.” Shelley hadn’t even realized he’d said something further. And she has something important to ask him.
“You heard about Basil’s mom?”
Shelley nods as she draws her knees up to her chest. She’s already heard this from Marv, but she leans toward her son as he tells what he knows. “We were friends a long time ago,” she says when he’s finished. “Sometimes, I would leave you at their farm when I went in to work. Motherhood changed her. It seemed like a life she was settling into.”
“I don’t even remember her.”
“You were only four years old when it happened. For a time, during her trial, it was all anyone could talk about.” Gossips fed on the stories for years after: She just snapped. What mother would do that to her own children?
Those poor boys. It’s a miracle they didn’t drown.
“She tried to hang herself after Basil went to the hospital to see her. He was hoping to bring her home. He’s taking this hard.”
“He talk to you about it?”
“Basil’s not much of a talker. I’m actually worried about him. When the ashes wouldn’t wash off he started this fast. And now it seems he’s stopped eating entirely.”
Shelley’s worn out from her carpentry efforts, emotionally spent after Glen’s visit, but the idea of a mission rejuvenates her. It’s not only Basil who worries her. When she’s seen Gary Thorson about town he’s looked frail to her. Like the wind might carry him away. She wonders how he’s taking all of this. What a heavy burden it must be to love someone as damaged as April Thorson. Where does the ability to love someone like that come from? “I was planning on making lasagna tonight. We’ll save a little for ourselves by cooking it in two pans and bring the rest over to their house.”
“I’ll help you get it ready.”
She rises from her spot and directs Lukas to feed the dogs and remaining pups and take them out on a walk. By the time he returns, she’s peeled and minced the garlic and has taken the onion out of the freezer. The first layer of noodles and ricotta wait in the pan to be joined by the sauce and meat. She chops fresh basil to add to the marinara. Lukas washes his hands in the cast-iron sink and asks what he can do next. Shelley has him fire a burner on the stove for the Italian sausage. Once he gets the meat browning, she adds in a pinch of fennel.
“I don’t know, Mom,” he says. “When I’m with Dad, I worry about you alone in this old place.”
“I have the dogs for company,” she says. She goes back to peeling and chopping onions on a cutting board set on the counter. “You don’t need to worry about me.”
“I know that. But I worry when I’m not around you, and when I’m here, I worry about Dad. He’s become like super religious now. And he keeps talking to me about getting right with God.”
“This’ll pass,” she promises, but the words feel inadequate as soon as they leave her mouth. It’s something she wants to be true instead of the actual truth. The actual truth, she fears, will be far more difficult.
“What if it doesn’t? Do you get the feeling like we’re being judged?”
“No,” she says. “If God was responsible for all of this, why would he pick on the people of a nowhere town who have already had so much hard luck? I don’t know why it’s happening, but when I look around, I see there’s as much good that has come of it as anything bad.”
“Mom?” He turns from the stove. A question brims in his eyes, but he seems to think better of whatever he’s about to say.
Shelley finishes dicing the onion and joins him again at the stove, using the knife to slide the slivers and the minced garlic from the cutting board into the browning sausage and fennel. She stands beside him, breathing in the fragrant aroma. “I have a little news of my own,” she tells him. “Something I need to tell you.”



Twenty-One
WHEN THE VET arrives with the palomino three days later, Morgan and Basil join Lukas and his mom beside the corral. In the chill morning air their breath blooms around them. Morgan leans against a post and sips coffee from a travel mug while Shelley waves in the truck and trailer as it rolls up the gravel driveway. Lukas walks over to the gate, unlatches it, and swings it open. They’ve spent the last few days prepping for this moment, mucking out a stall in the barn and repairing fencing for the corral, Basil happy to have a renewed sense of purpose. Staying in motion means he doesn’t have time to think.
Once the F-150 and trailer coast to a halt outside the corral, Shelley walks up to the driver-side window to greet the veterinarian, Jonathon Morton. Jon climbs out a minute later, a small, balding man whose bifocals flash silver in the sun. When Shelley holds open the rear trailer door for him, he hesitates before climbing inside. “I don’t think she likes me,” he says to Shelley. The palomino snorts at him when he enters, the sound of its stamping hooves ringing hollow and metallic from within the trailer.
“Easy now,” Jon says.
“Maybe you should try backing her out,” Shelley calls from her spot.
The palomino snorts again, a nasal exhalation of warning. Whatever it’s doing within sends the trailer rocking and shifting on its wheels. “Whoa, girl,” Jon says, his voice rising in pitch.
“Hold the gate for me, Basil,” Lukas says.
Once Basil takes his place, Lukas hobbles past his mom, his old injury stiffening in the cold. He looks pale and anxious, his lips drawn in a thin line. Basil understands Lukas’s fear—it’s the first time he’s been around horses since the accident—but it worries him since he knows livestock can smell fear on your skin.
“Let him handle it,” Shelley says to her son.
Lukas squares his shoulders and hauls himself up into the trailer with the vet and palomino. A moment later the vet hops down and stands beside Shelley. The trailer rocks once more, the palomino nickering as it presses against the side.
Then a curious sound drifts out, Lukas whisper-singing in low tones. A good minute passes before he emerges, leading the palomino loosely by the reins as he takes it from the trailer down the ramp and past the gate, which Basil swings shut and latches. Within the corral, Lukas slips off the bridle and the palomino prances away. He stands for a moment watching, his hand on the hip of his bad leg as if to steady himself, and then he hobble-jogs over and vaults the gate, landing beside Basil. Lukas bows, tipping an imaginary cowboy hat.
“Show-off,” his mother says, but there’s a note of pride in her voice. After closing the trailer door, she and Jon join the teens at the corral’s fence to watch as the palomino paces her new confines. Her golden coat glistens in the morning light. She tosses her cream-colored mane as she trots in a circle, high-stepping and quick with nervous energy.
“She’s beautiful,” Lukas says.
“You can see why I didn’t want to put her down,” Jon says. “Thank you for making a home for her.”
“This is only temporary,” Shelley says. “Once I get a collection going, we’re going to send her to a rescue place down in Tennessee where they know how to deal with troubled horses.”
“Count on me to contribute,” Jon says. He and Shelley walk back to the truck where he tells her he has some things the old owner didn’t need any longer.
Lukas hums the same nameless melody under his breath as he watches the palomino. Morgan moves so she’s between the boys, smiling at Basil as she inhales steam from her mug. Her cheeks are ruddy in the cold, a high color that makes his heart skip inside his ribs. She turns to Lukas. “You have no intention of sending her to Tennessee, do you?”
“Hell, no,” Lukas says. “She doesn’t know it yet, but she’s mine.” He takes an apple and a pocketknife out of his Carhartt jacket. With the knife he carves out a chunk and holds it out, whistling for the horse.
The palomino snorts at his offering as she trots past, skirting them by a wide margin.
“Go on with your bad self,” Lukas calls after the horse.
“The name ‘Gypsy’ doesn’t suit her somehow,” Morgan says. “Too generic.”
“What did they call those women warriors who rode on winged horses?” Lukas asks as he eats the slice himself.
“You mean the Valkyries?”
“Yeah. You can tell she thinks she’s a total badass.”
“You could name her for a specific Valkyrie. I was reading about one who Odin punishes by putting her to sleep behind a ring of fire.”
Lukas shakes his head. “Valkyrie. I like the sound of it. Val for short.” He sings the name out louder for the palomino the next time she trots past in her endless circling of the corral, but she ignores him.
Shelley rejoins them after the vet drives away, slinging tack over the side of the fence, an extra bridle and reins. “Her name’s Gypsy,” she says to her son.
“Not anymore,” Lukas says. He cuts another slice of apple and offers it to his mom.
“Lukas,” she says, accepting the slice with a sigh. “Please don’t get attached.”
Lukas balances the remaining apple core on a fence post. “What’s next, Mom? Sheep and goats? A giraffe?”
Shelley laughs. “Well, we might need barn cats to deal with vermin now that we’re storing feed.” She quickly adds, “Temporarily, that is.”
“Right,” Lukas says, watching the horse, his eyes bright. “Temporarily, for sure.”
• • •
AFTER UNLOADING THE hay that Basil has brought over from his farm, they pile into the Silverado. On this first day of spring break, they are heading west to Alexandria on what Morgan termed a research mission. In the cab of the truck, Morgan tells them she had another strange dream. The night before, she says, she dreamed she gave birth to a baby, “slippery as a fish,” a child so tiny it fit within the palm of her hand. In the dream she was afraid the baby would slide between her fingers and fall to the floor.
Neither Basil nor Lukas know what to say about Morgan’s dream. It’s true that Basil has not thought of Morgan as a mother before this. He thinks they are living in a time of fever dreams.
Inside him there are castles rising in the air, into the cloudy regions of his mind—castles sailing like flying ships over a whole landscape unfolding, green hills and mountains beyond any place he has ever seen. Flying castles with soaring pinnacles wreathed in mists. Sometimes he thinks about what he would have been like if Morgan had never helped him learn to read at grade level, if Morgan and Lukas had never befriended him, if his brain had never latched on to the words of a long-dead poet. His mind dull and bovine. Did it make you happier to know things? Sometimes he misses his old bumbling self.
He tries to shut such thoughts away since they are on an adventure. Barren fields stretch out before them on either side of the highway, tawny grasses swaying in the sloughs. Basil has grown attuned to the land, knows planting season is likely still more than a month away, when the good black soil will be warm enough to hold the seeds as Morgan held the child in the palm of her hand in the dream.
This brief jaunt—they will stop at the Shady Shack in Solomon Springs for burgers and malts afterward—is just the smallest taste of the far places that Morgan and Lukas will travel one day, but it reminds Basil that he will never truly leave Andwhen.
“I think I had the dream because of the skeleton,” Morgan says after they’ve been riding in silence for a time. “I have this feeling she had a child once.”
“It spooks me a little when you keep calling it a she,” Lukas says.
“I so wish my mom was here,” Morgan says. “She should have been alive to witness all of this.”
Basil feels his throat knot, hearing a wish so close to his own.
“I get it,” Lukas says. “It almost makes me forgive you for dragging me to a museum on the first fucking day of spring break.”
Morgan punches him in the arm. “Watch it, mister. We’re taping episode two once we get there.”
Lukas uploaded episode one to the hosting platform last night. Morgan’s advertised her first ever podcast episode by pinning the post for LostGirl and the Legends of the Prairie on the subreddit about the runestone where she’s a moderator. She recorded it all on a mobile PodTrak system she purchased online, the teens walking out together again to the place where the body was found, Morgan narrating the discovery breathlessly. In one of the empty rooms of the farmhouse, Lukas helped her mix the first episode, splicing in an acoustic version of an old Viking sea shanty that he sings with a country lilt for an intro to the show. Counting her dad, Basil, and Lukas, Morgan’s channel currently has a grand total of seven followers.
SLEEK AND MODERN, with a slanted rooftop and glass windows that stretch to the ceiling, the newly renovated museum does not look like a place that houses treasures. The elderly cashier staked out near the entrance, a wizened man with a beard so long he could have stepped from the pages of a history book, tries talking them into watching a short introductory film about the Kensington Runestone after they pay their entrance fee, but Morgan waves him off because she’s already seen it too many times to count.
Inside the museum, Morgan sheds her winter coat and leaves it draped over a chair in the film room. In the dark dress she has chosen for this outing, silver bangles at her wrist, she seems to have shaken off her earlier melancholy.
At over two hundred pounds, caged behind glass as though it were a living thing, the stone appears larger than Basil expected.
“I wish I could touch it,” Morgan says. “I would like to run my fingers over those runes.”
The rune-like letters remind Basil of people and things in motion. He thinks of the petroglyphs at Jeffers out on the prairie, where his father took him once. At Jeffers the markings were left behind on the stones by indigenous tribes centuries before. Thunderbirds and winged warriors in the clouds. Why do we carve our names and dreams and journeys into stones? So we will not be forgotten? He knows for Morgan the runestone is sacred.
From a handbag she has brought along, Morgan takes out the recording system, along with a headset and microphone. Her gear in place, she starts the recording, reading aloud from the runestone, first in Old Norse, and then the translated inscription:
8 Goths and 22

Norwegians on an

exploration journey from

Vinland to the West. We

had camp by 2 skerries

one day’s journey north

from this stone. We were

to fish one day after we

came home found

10 men red of blood and dead

AVM [Ave Virgo Maria]

[On the side of the stone.] We

have ten men by the sea to

look after our ships

14 days travel from this

island year 1362
Basil tries to imagine them finding America a hundred years before Columbus, but the only part he can wrap his mind around is their likely hunger, the daily starvation they must have faced. He wants to believe in it, but his own beliefs have done him little good. His beliefs guided him into fasting and prayer, certain that God would make his family whole again, but instead they are only more broken.
He tunes back in as Morgan describes a possible expedition by ship from Hudson Bay. “Before the discovery of artifacts at L’Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland, no one believed that Vikings could have made the journey to North America, four centuries before Columbus. The first scholars who did archeological digs there were ridiculed. Yet, what was once considered ridiculous is now accepted fact.” Morgan takes a breath before resuming. “Listen, I need to tell you about someone. Her name was Dr. Anita Breen, and she was an archaeologist who taught at the University of Minnesota. She was also my mother.”
Basil watches Morgan’s face as she tells about her mother’s life work, how the language on the stone could have been a dialect from Gotland. Her chin lifted, she shuts her eyes as she recites her mother’s findings before moving on to describe the discovery of the stone. “How could a semi-literate farmer like Olof Ohman, overworked and undereducated, have ever made something so sophisticated? Yet anyone who tries to say the stone might not be a hoax is held in contempt.”
Morgan hits the stop button, her dark blue eyes shining. From her handbag, she takes out her other microphone, one that will pick up the boys’ voices and ambient noise. “Okay, let’s keep recording. You guys play the part of devil’s advocate.” She hits record again and introduces her companions as LostGirl’s fellow scholars and friends. “Time for some Q and A.”
“Who were the Goths?” Lukas says.
“Gotland is an island off Sweden. It would be a curious detail for Olof Ohman to add if the stone is fake.”
“The stained glass windows at church,” Basil says. His voice sounds thick in his ears. He’s sure that no one will confuse him for a scholar. “They come from Gotland.”
Morgan follows this by telling her listeners about a local legend the teens and everyone in Andwhen knows well. How a tornado was descending on Emmanuel Lutheran Church way back when and the first pastor, the Reverend Miller, stood outside with his Bible held high, praying for God to spare the church and its precious stained glass. Instead of destroying the church, the tornado plucked him up and carried him to a neighboring county, setting him down largely unharmed in the middle of a dry lake. Maybe the story is only apocryphal, passed down all these years later because people need stories, especially people who have to endure long winters. “See?” she says into her microphone. “Where there is serendipity, there is a story to be found. Olof Ohman finding the stone in the embrace of a poplar tree. The three of us finding the skeleton after a tree fell. All of this can’t be an accident.”
“And the Ave Maria?” Lukas says. “If Olof was Lutheran, how would he know to carve something so Catholic?”
“Save us from evil. Now and at the hour of death,” Morgan says in a voice so whispery it gives Basil the shivers. “That’s what my ghost was singing. You keep asking how I know the skeleton was a woman once. I can’t shake the feeling that when the wind knocked that tree over and uncovered her grave, her spirit went wandering and she came to find me.” Morgan has already told her listeners about her ghost in episode one.
“Great,” Lukas says. “My friend is being haunted by the ghost of a long-dead Viking shield-maiden. I don’t know if this shit can get any weirder.”
“I know, right?” Morgan says. “But personally, I’m hoping for more weirdness.”
AT THE SHADY Shack, a young cashier with a face colored by a port-wine stain birthmark on his right cheek squints when the three of them approach the counter. “What’s with the marks on your foreheads?”
“We’re in a cult,” Morgan says.
“A cult that worships the Vikings,” Lukas adds. “It’s totally hardcore.”
“It’s a cross,” Basil says, because the guy looks completely confused. “From an Ash Wednesday service three weeks ago. No one knows why the ashes won’t fade.” He wonders how the cashier hasn’t seen anyone from Andwhen yet, since this is a popular stopping place for people from their town. And he wishes that Morgan and Lukas took it more seriously. When they leave Andwhen and pass through the world carrying ashes on their foreheads, they should at least be conscious of who they are.
The cashier—Chet or Chad—his name tag hangs lopsided from his pocket, rolls up his sleeve to show a Celtic cross curving up his forearm, a serpent twining the base. “That’s wild,” he says. “But I got the same deal. Mine’s on purpose, though.”
“Nice tat,” Morgan says. “We just want ours to go away.”
Not yet, Basil thinks. He’s not ready. Something must happen first. Something extraordinary.
Lukas orders a Jucy Lucy, a burger with a pocket of volcanic molten cheese at the center, which this place is famous for. Morgan orders the only vegetarian thing on the menu, hot chili with honey cornbread, but since Basil is keeping to his fast he has to content himself with liquid fare, in this case unsweetened iced tea, which he hopes will distract him from his hunger pangs. When their food arrives, they sit in a corner away from the rest of the diners, Morgan beside Basil with Lukas across from them on another bench.
“My dad’s ashes are fading,” Morgan tells them as she blows on a plastic spork packed with chili. “It bothers him. He told me he always thought the ashes would go away eventually, but as pastor his shouldn’t be the first. And it’s not just him. At first the pews were full for every Lenten service, but now people are falling away again.”
“Why aren’t ours fading?” Lukas says.
“Maybe we still got something we need to do,” Basil says. His mind drifts to the dream he had the night of the windstorm, his mother buckling him into the back seat of the Buick. Ever since, nearly every night he dreams of the river again.
“I’ve been thinking,” Morgan says. “How at the very end, when my mom was really sick, she said some terrible things. And my dad just took it all in. I wanted him to get mad. I wanted him to shout back at her. It’s a little maddening how he always has to be so calm and understanding.”
“We should trade dads,” Lukas says. “Maybe set up a dad exchange program.”
Morgan’s eyes gleam darkly, but she laughs. Basil tunes them out for a time because he wouldn’t trade his dad for anyone on earth.
Morgan’s voice cuts into his dreamy thoughts. “How long are you going to deny yourself, Basil?” She touches his hand on the table, her fingers cool as they grace his knuckles. “I’m kinda worried about you.”
Lukas pushes his sweet potato fries toward Basil who shakes his head and pushes them back.
Basil returns to his iced tea. In truth, he feels a headache coming on. It gets worse toward the end of the day—no food between sunup and sundown in a warrior fast—but he will not be tempted. “I made a promise,” he says. When he thinks of his mother at the hospital—alone, hurt, frightened—a panicky feeling rushes through him, a feeling so strong it wipes away all the good that has happened to him. He has to do this. All forty days. All the way to Easter.
“I think you should talk to my dad,” Morgan says. She breaks apart her cornbread to add in a packet of honey.
Basil hunches down in his seat. This whole place bothers him. The lipstick-red benches, the gleaming fluorescent lights, the way the smell of burger and fry grease hangs thickly in the air, a cloud you breathe into your lungs. He can taste grease on his tongue.
Morgan’s cornbread is worst of all. The odor floods his senses. A phrase rises inside him, unbidden. What the grain gets, the grain keeps.
“Basil?” Morgan calls after him, but already he’s moving out the door without looking back.



Twenty-Two
AT HOME, BASIL climbs the ladder into the hayloft where his father has told him Davy waits. In the dusty light, three kittens greet Basil, two tabbies and one dark as charcoal. The kittens mewl in their hunger as Davy climbs down from a fortress he has made of hay bales and plucks up the black one. The kitten purrs against his chest, her eyes the color of emeralds. “I want to name this one, okay Basil? She’s gonna live now that I found her.”
“Found her?”
“She disappeared while you were out with your friends. I was so worried! I got to thinking where would I go if I was a little kitten and freezing? Where’s the warmest place on the farm?”
“Uh-oh.”
Basil thinks the dust motes that rise in the light are like angelic specks of gold stirred up by their passage. Tiny angels taking wing and this place with its vaulted ceiling and hand-hewn timbers like a church for the animal kingdom.
Davy clutches the kitten close, not caring that her claws hook into his quilted overalls. “Yep, I ran all the way out to the fields where Dad was spreading manure. After I got his attention, he shut down the tractor. We could hear her crying from under the hood. She was wedged against the engine block, right near the fan blades. I don’t know how she survived such a ride.”
Basil sits on a floor strewn with loose hay. He breathes in the dust while pulling one of the tabbies into his lap. The story doesn’t surprise him entirely. Davy’s always had a sixth sense for when animals are in trouble or distressed. “So, what are you going to name her?”
“Cinder,” Davy says, “because she’s been close to the fire and lived to tell.”
“It’s a good name. What about the tabbies?”
“You can name them.”
“I’ll have to think about it,” Basil says, because he hasn’t planned on naming them until they’re safe from winter. “Weatherman says snow’s coming. We’re not to Easter yet.”
Davy sets down Cinder so she can join her siblings. “They’re gonna live, Basil.”
“Sure,” Basil says. He can feel a prickle of his headache returning, an icepick of hunger prodding at his temple. “You did good, Davy.”
Davy, already halfway down the ladder, calls for Basil to follow. “Dad’s making spaghetti with meatballs.”
“I’ll be there in a bit,” Basil says, though he has no intention of eating.
When Davy’s gone, he opens his eyes once more and looks through the broken slat where it seems like ages ago he saw the morning star on his leap birthday. Only fourteen days remain in this Lenten season, yet it feels like an entire year has passed. He can barely recall the poem he memorized and recited for the barn animals then. Words pass through him like chaff churned through a combine. Even the reading that once fed him now feels like a chore.
Beyond the slat, at the farthest edge of the horizon, he can see the bend of the Clearwater, a curve of molten gold in the last light of day. The light beckons him to follow it before the setting sun is eaten by the river.
When he searches inside himself for Other Basil—the boy he imagined who could read without stumbling, the words alive on his tongue—he finds his alternate self has disappeared, as lost as one of Morgan’s Vikings roaming the prairie. What rises instead is the recurring dream, his mom’s Buick in the grip of the river, the shadowy figure striding toward him on the water.
His empty stomach contracts. He knows this is called auto-cannibalism, his body eating itself from the inside out. If only he could rise like the angelic motes into the light. But he can no more leave this body behind than he can escape his sadness ever since he heard about his mother.
Basil looks out at the vanishing light on the river and knows what he must do.
Outside the barn he can see the kitchen light burning in the window, his father in a cloud of steam at the sink as he empties noodles into a strainer. Davy will be at the table, ready with a thousand questions about where Basil went with his friends. It’s not anything Basil wants to talk about. After their meal at the Shady Shack, the three rode back in silence in the Silverado.
So, instead of heading toward the house, Basil cuts between the barn and the henhouse, hurrying so he will not be seen from the window. In the falling dark, the black fields steam, a low ground fog rising with the spring thaw. Were he to try crossing the tilled fields, his boots would sink in a greenish-black quagmire where manure has been spread on softening topsoil. Basil decides to keep to the fencerows, where the sod makes for more solid footing.
Twilight has left behind a sky painted with pastels, so it feels like stepping into one of the stained glass windows at church. It’s only a half mile west to the river, but by the time he reaches the shore true dark has fallen. The Clearwater spreads before him, black as an oil slick, the river running high with snowmelt. He hears a truck passing on the bridge above, and the brief flash of headlights blinds him before he’s alone again.
Is this the spot where his mother drove in with the Skylark? The place where he and Davy should have drowned? It’s a ways from the road to the bridge, through weedy willows and brush. He tries to imagine the demons whispering to her broken mind, urging her on. He tries, but his mind balks here. The mother who gave him life trying to end it. Did those same demons drive her to hang herself? He thinks of her warning of the devil he must face and wonders if she sees her mental illness reflected in him.
For most of his life, he’s been frightened of this river, has shut his eyes as they pass over, mumbled prayers against its dark powers, the danger in its currents. Because of that day he has never learned to swim.
On the day it happened, Basil remembers seeing a person through the smudged windows of the Buick, somehow coming toward him on the river. He remembers cranking the window down as they sank, and then reaching for Davy, to unclip him from his infant seat. Or maybe he remembers none of these things. He has relived this moment so many times over and over in dreams and nightmares that he is no longer certain what happened that day.
Another car passes on the bridge above, headlights slicing through the bare trees, there and gone. When he looked in the mirror this morning, a stranger stared back at him, the ashen mark only faintly visible, fading before anything has really changed.
He shuts his eyes, searching after his dream memory, and summons it. In his mind, the figure has billowing robes and strides toward him on the dark waters, the face hazy and indistinct. The image flickers in and out, like the passing imprint of lightning on his eyelids.
He has not planned any of this, only followed the dream and the light that fell, bare and numinous, on the winding river. Numbed by cold, his fingers fuss with the zipper of his coat and the buttons of his flannel and jeans. He thinks of his father, his face waxy and still in death. He thinks of his mother, perched on a chair, the twisted sheets around her throat.
If you have the faith of a mustard seed, you can move mountains, the pastor promised. What he asked of God was so much less, but his prayers went unanswered.
Basil touches the remnant on his forehead and draws the sign of the cross on his bare chest. Then, with eyes squeezed shut, he steps onto the river.
Onto not into, that’s what it feels like with his eyes closed. Flickering against his eyelids he sees a cowled figure before him, face in shadow. He moves as in a dream, one step and then another, the river licking at the soles of his feet. He does not feel the cold. He has become like the air itself, no more than a leaf skimming the surface, his mortal body shucked off on shore along with the clothing he shed. He wills it into being. Pure spirit, untethered by gravity. One step and then another, the river humming with hunger under him. My God, my God, my God. He walks out toward the faceless form before him. He will not falter like Peter in the Gospels. He will not allow any doubt or fear. Lord, I believe. Help me with my unbelief.
Madness, a voice hisses inside him. Open your eyes and see. He takes another step, trying to block the voice out.
Then several things happen at once. A shout pierces him out on the water. A cry, high and shrill. Basil knows that voice. Davy, who feels the hurt of every living thing, has somehow known to follow him to the river.
“Basil!” Davy cries. “Basil!”
He opens his eyes. No robed figure floats before him on the water. He is alone in a river tumbling with snowmelt. He does not even have a chance to turn toward his brother on shore because in that same moment he plunges into the depths, heavy as a stone. A shock of cold carves to his core. The current takes hold of him, dragging him under. The force of the roiling river is stronger than anything he has ever felt, stronger even than the cyclone of that grain bin that tried to crush him. Terror floods through him. He opens his mouth to scream and water fills his lungs.
He is borne downriver, swept along in the rushing current, helpless. Until this moment he has always imagined drowning as peaceful, a gradual sinking as water laps at the window of your car door and seeps through the gaps. But in the violence of the snarling river it doesn’t feel like that at all. Instead, his body rebels. He’s desperate for a single breath, every cell inside him screaming.
Just as his mind goes dark at the edges, the current bulls him into a fallen tree. A gnarled branch spears his thigh, the sudden pain jarring him into motion. Beneath the soles of his feet he feels the muddy river bottom. He plants both feet, and his body bursts upward. When he breaks the surface, he spews out silty water. Gasping for air, he windmills his arms as he fights to keep from going under again. Somehow, he grabs hold of the fallen tree that wounded him. He clings to it, the dark river coiling around him.
The river is a thing with a gaping maw, eating away the world one crumb at a time. A huge and unstoppable force before which he is nothing.
But Basil knows if he stays here, clinging to the tree, he will die. The freezing water penetrates every muscle and fiber, chattering his teeth in his skull. He cannot stay here. So, Basil lets go of the branch and the river takes him once more, pulling him under, but as the current batters him it also sweeps him into another shallow where he can feel silt slipping below his toes. The remains of a sandbar the river has been chewing on. He plants his feet before it can carry him into the deep center once more, and he breaks the surface.
He gets his breath and finds his footing, the river rushing around him at shoulder level. Half blinded by water dripping from his eyes, he can’t see the shore but knows he must move toward it. One step and then another.
In this moment of terror Basil hears his coach’s voice inside him. He lets the coach’s taunting enter his mind because along with the memory of pain it brings a matching surge of anger: Feels good to hurt something, hit something. You great big corn-fed bastard. You brute, breaker of bones. The way the coach slipped in beside him, his big hands pinching and twisting, bruising tender places. Marks from a torturer he bore in secret. He needs this man now, needs the hurt and the anger to help him do what he must do.
He braces his feet against the current long enough that he can spin and push away from the rushing river. This is what he learned on the mat, how to use his opponent’s strength against him. He lets the river’s current sweep him downstream as he pushes off each time with his feet. The sandbar falls away into another hollow that briefly takes him under, but he keeps shoving off from the bottom and keeps his body moving closer to the shoreline. He’s waist-deep, then knee-deep, and then scrambling on all fours near the shoreline, coughing up dark water and sediment.
When he’s coughed out enough that he can breathe normally, he feels the chill wind raking over his skin. He rises and staggers away from the river. On shore, he remembers the voice that called to him out on the water. Davy. He was here. His throat ragged, he calls after his brother, but no one answers him. He calls and calls his brother’s name, his voice swallowed by the roaring river.



Twenty-Three
1361 AD
—AFTER WE CAME HOME FOUND 10 MEN RED OF
BLOOD AND DEAD AVM [AVE VIRGO MARIA] —
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT V
When drum called to drum, doom to doom, the whole forest throbbed
 then ceased all at once. In the sudden silence Old Snorri and I hurried
 back to our camp where men milled about, afraid, with Captain Thorfinn
 in their center. Old Snorri and I were spared having to lie about Kveldulf’s
 drowning, for an immense groaning swelled out of the silence, like a race
 of giants screaming as they came for us, and the troll-trees swayed,
though there was no wind. Men covered their ears against the sound
 for in the shadows all around us on shore, Skraelings appeared, carrying
 long sticks strung with leather that they whirled about to make whizzing
 screams, high-pitched and terrible, so loud any speech was impossible,
 and we did not hear the first arrows, the shriek of their silent passage,
 but only saw as one moment Captain Thorfinn stood trying to shout
commands, when an arrow pierced through his throat and he fell. Only
 then did the whizzing screams fade, replaced by the song of arrows
 knifing through the twilight. Halvar cried, ‘To the skerries,’ and men
 raced or fell, arrow-struck, except for Snorri who went to our captain,
 to comfort him in his dying. ‘Come!’ I shouted, trying to pull him
 up, but Snorri shook me off. ‘Old Snorri’s done with running,’ said he.
He reached within his cloak and brought out his Book of Hours.
 ‘Please,’ said I, but he would not rise, as more arrows fell around us.
 ‘Take the book,’ said he. I did not want to leave him, but I did not want to die,
 and so I ran. The last I saw, Old Snorri stood once more to face the shadows
 and went toward them, and he did not fall or waver as each arrow bit into
 him. He stood singing a holy chant from his book. Snorri, brave Snorri,
who once was a priest before he fell in love, who lost wife and daughter
 to the plague, who boarded the ship bereft and crossed the ocean before
 he met me, who was more a father to me than any other. ‘Daughter,’
 he called me, as no other had before. Snorri, who did not have it
 in him to kill, but could do this. He died for me, for all of us, so we
 could board the skerries, the oars thrashing the dark river to get away.
The Skraelings pursued us on land, driving us farther away from our ship
 at sea. In the dark, in the damp and mist-dripping trees, in stillness
 and in terror, we rowed on, while I held myself and sobbed, grieving
 my friend. We rowed until we reached an island in the heart of the river.
 A massive fortress loomed there. The great fore-gate hung askew, but
 the place beckoned, promising shelter. ‘This has a wrong feeling,’
said Fat Eskil, for the far shore had gone silent again. Halvar
 the Chronicler took charge. ‘Better to live among ghosts,’ said he,
 ‘than die out here.’ Once we tied up the skerries, we passed within
 where we found empty dwellings, trees piercing rooftops, the forest
 eating the dead. Halvar wondered aloud if this was the lost colony,
 for a metal smell hung in the air, the ghost-odor of Viking weaponry,
but what happened here the empty houses did not tell. Worse, the bones
 of the dead lay scattered about, skeletons with skulls caved in.
 Unburied. A city of the dead, left where they fell. ‘What killed them all?’
 asked Arni the Unlucky. Before any could answer, we smelled burning
 wood. ‘The skerries,’ shouted Halvar, but when men rushed out to save
 the boats, arrows drove them back before they could put the fires out.
‘It’s a trap,’ said Fat Eskil, ‘they wanted us to come here.’ But why?
 Our people had passed through here, and perhaps they brought
 a plague that felled an entire city. What curse grew out of all
 this death? No wonder the Skraelings also wanted us dead. Trapped
 in a place where we would starve. By the light of our fire, I tended men
 arrow-wounded, my small, deft hands gliding in and out of wounds,
my hands slick which drenched my clothing. The salty smell of so
 much blood made me dizzy. Yet I saved those I could. In the blessing
 of a night without drums, some men sought after sleep, and this is when
 the evil came. I was one of a few awake to see it emerge from a hole
 in the earth, first the skull, black with mud. Then the skeletal body,
 with claws instead of hands. Tall as the rooftops, it rose up,
and shambled over to where the men slept. I cried out in warning,
 but its stench gagged in my throat. It fell on Fat Eskil, enfolding him
 in its vastness, the revenant kissing him on the mouth as the other hand
 crushed in his skull. It drank in fluid and blood as it gathered him up
 in a great hug, and with a horrible cracking and snapping, broke bones
 in his body. Men screamed as they woke, and some attacked the thing
with axes and swords, but the creature shrugged off our weaponry
 and continued to feed on Fat Eskil. When he was no more than a husk,
 it dropped him and lurched toward the hole in the earth, and I beheld
 her in full. Her, I write, for between the swinging dugs on her chest,
 I saw a necklace of walrus ivory. A Viking necklace. A gift worthy
 of a princess. Around the fire, men tried to make sense of the attack.
‘A barrow creature,’ said Arni the Unlucky, ‘some wight of the dead.
 The Skraelings have trapped us here so it can kill us one by one.’
 But I alone had seen the swinging of her breasts and the necklace.
 Whatever this wight was now, before some curse or witchcraft raised
 her from the dead, she had been a woman once. ‘A lover’s grief
 made this thing,’ said I, ‘to devour all men.’ But none except Halvar
heeded my warning. By night, to guard against evil, Halvar bid me
 read from Old Snorri’s Book of Hours. So I started to read
 the ‘Compline of Night,’ by firelight. ‘From evil dreams
 defend our sight, from tears and fears of night, tread underfoot
 our deadly foe. That we may no more sinful thought know.’
 Then, finding my voice, I led them in singing the ‘Ave Maria.’
‘Hail Mary, full of grace, blessed art thou
 among women and blessed is the fruit
 of thy womb. Pray, pray for us
 sinners. Pray, pray for us.
 Now and at the hour of our death.
 The hour of our death.’
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Twenty-Four
BY THE TIME Basil finds his clothing at the banks of the river, the cold feels like it’s burning him. Yet, he dresses just the same, numbly pulling on his shirt and jeans, his fingers curled like claws, no longer able to work the buttons. In this way, in sopping clothing, he picks through bramble and brush back up to the road. Away from the shelter of the trees, he can feel the full force of the wind. It cuts into him, stripping away his breath. From the road it’s a half mile to the farm. Basil only knows he must keep moving. If he stops, he’ll freeze out here.
His mind keeps casting back to the river. What happened out there? Did he really walk out halfway before the current took him? And where is Davy? This thought is most frightening of all. Has he done something that hurt his own family? His father in the grain bin. His mother at the hospital. Now his little brother. Maybe he only brings pain and death wherever he goes. Maybe he should have given himself up to the river. And yet he keeps shambling forward, hunched against the icy wind.
Headlights bloom on the road ahead, a black truck appearing in the night. The Ranger with his father behind the wheel, Davy’s towhead poking above the dash. Davy, thank God. Basil blinks away bitter tears that freeze against his cheek.
The Ranger coasts to a stop and Davy pops open the passenger door. He gets out to help Basil inside. Basil falls into the cab, slumping in the seat as Davy climbs in and shuts the door.
“What happened, Basil? One of the cows get loose?” The questions rush out of his father.
“N . . . no c . . . cow.” Basil tries to explain, but he’s shivering so hard the words won’t come right. “I w . . . went into the river.”
“You went in the river? Why the hell?” His voice cracks with fear and anger.
“I saw you, Basil,” Davy says. “I saw you grab that tree and I ran to get Dad.”
So Davy was there. No phantom. He was there and if he had tried to go in, he might have drowned. Basil tries to explain about the dream of his mother and the Buick, but he only gets out a few nonsensical words before a sob bubbles up inside him and steals his voice.
His father wheels the Ranger around and guns it. They pass the farm and keep going, his father’s knuckles white as he grips the wheel. In the darkness of the cab, nerves deadened by cold, he feels his brother take his hand. The heater thrums on full blast, Basil shivering so violently the entire seat shakes. His father tells him he needs to take him to the emergency room over in Solomon Springs to make sure he’s not hypothermic.
They ride in silence through the night. Basil wonders if his father is ever going to speak to him again. He wouldn’t blame him if he didn’t.
In the parking lot, under the street lamp, they sit in the warm cab, the engine of the Ranger ticking. Basil’s shivering less and his teeth no longer chatter. An exhaustion so complete it feels like he could sleep forever causes him to sink further in his seat. They don’t have any medical insurance, no savings to pay for any new hospital bills.
“Basil, before we go in,” his father says, and it sounds like he’s trying to hold back his tears. “I need to know you weren’t trying to hurt yourself.”
Was he? Has he been hurting himself all along? He wonders if they would send him away to an institution like his mother when she was only a few years older than him. How can he ever possibly explain any of it, his vow, his fervent unanswered prayers, the dream that called him to step out onto the river and what happened next? “I wasn’t trying to hurt myself,” he says.
“It looked like he was walking on water,” Davy says. “Butt naked.”
“Sweet Jesus,” their father says under his breath, and it’s hard to tell what he believes. “Promise me you won’t ever do anything like that again. Not ever.”
“I p . . . promise.”
“I hate that stupid river,” Davy says.
“Okay then. Let’s get you inside and make sure you didn’t freeze your nuts off.”
DR. TUCKER HAS a gray and patchy beard, and wears cowboy boots with his scrubs. Once Basil is out of his wet clothing and in a gown, the doctor checks his vital signs, including with a rectal thermometer best able to measure the heat at his core. Then a nurse bustles in bringing dry compresses. She bundles cottony blankets around his legs and an electric blanket around his chest and vitals. They draw his blood to test for hypothermia before allowing his brother and father into the room. Only then does the doctor ask how Basil found himself in the river on such a chilly spring night.
Basil glances toward his father and Davy, who still bear the imprint of their ashes. It spills out of him, the vow he made after the service that night, his fasting and how he intensified it after his mother’s suicide attempt, and finally the river. This whole time, Dr. Tucker listens. He puts a hand around Basil’s wrist to time his pulse. “The fasting is another reason why your heart is beating so fast. It’s not just the cold or the near drowning. Extreme fasting can cause arrhythmias because your electrolytes are out of whack.”
The doctor draws his father aside and they converse in low tones.
“I could keep you overnight,” Dr. Tucker says when he comes back to Basil. “Your unsteady heart could also be a sign of laryngospasm. This happens when the lungs close off after a near drowning. Dry drowning, the uninformed call it. But I don’t hear any water in your lungs when I hold my stethoscope to your chest. And the tests don’t show any signs of hypothermia. You’re damn lucky, kid. You got help in time. I think the best thing is to get you home where you can rest and get some grub. You’ve got to eat something.”
“You hear the doctor?” his father says. “Okay, Basil. No more of this, whatever you’ve been doing.”
THEY GATHER IN the kitchen when they get home, and Davy puts his head down on the table and falls fast asleep. Basil wants to sleep as well, but his father’s work at the stove holds his attention.
Maple bacon sizzles in the skillet. His father whisks Bisquick batter with milk and oil into a Tupperware bowl, his hands a blur as he hums something under his breath. He no longer appears so bent, a man troubled by coughing spells and the relentless pain of torn back muscles. Instead the cooking energizes the man, as if he’s pouring all his grief and worry into this meal he’s preparing for his sons. The spaghetti and meatballs he made earlier have been stowed away in the fridge for tomorrow night. Tonight they will break Basil’s fast with breakfast fare. Basil wakes Davy from his slumber when it’s done, and they marvel together at the tower of flapjacks and bacon.
Basil doesn’t stop to think twice about his fast. Both boys dig in, inhaling the food as quickly as their father can serve them, and this also seems a small miracle, for he doesn’t stop to mix more batter and yet it never runs out, not even when they’ve sated themselves and he joins them at the table to eat the remainder. This feast, one Basil does not deserve, is a grace he will not forget.
Through the kitchen window they watch the moon come up over the fields until a milky light coats the room. They do not speak of what they’ve been through, but only eat in silence and drink in the light. It’s enough. It’s more than enough.
THE NEXT DAY, a Sunday, their father lets the boys sleep in until nearly noon. He wakes Basil and sits at the edge of his bed. For a time he tells Basil about fasting during Lent, about how in the olden times the early spring thaw was a time of famine since winter stores were depleted and the crop had not yet come up. He tells Basil how he admires him for his discipline.
“But it didn’t do anything,” Basil says. Is that even true? He’s dropped at least fifteen pounds. His pants stay up with the help of a cinched belt. And he feels different inside, too.
“You can’t bargain with God,” his father says. “Believe me. I’ve tried. It’s not how it works.”
“How does it work, then?”
“I don’t know. But I also don’t know why we survived an accident that killed so many other farmers. Men stronger than you and me. I don’t know why we lived when others died. But I’m grateful for it, Basil. I don’t have my full health back, but I get to be with you and Davy. I get to watch you grow into fine young men. That’s not nothing, Basil.”
Basil tries to speak, but his chest and throat have tightened again. He cries for a time, and through his tears he manages to ask, “Dad? Am I crazy? Like Mom?”
His dad shakes his head. “Your mother’s mental illness is her own cross to bear. But you did something really stupid when you went into that river. It’s not uncommon for teens to try stupid things. Especially given the times we are living in. That doesn’t make you crazy.”
“I’m sorry, Dad.”
“I know.” His dad rests a hand on Basil’s chest. “I know you are. How do you feel right now?”
“Not good.”
“Okay. So, you ever get the idea in your head to try something like that again, I want you to remember how you feel right now. You do that for me?”
Basil can only nod since he can’t speak.
His father goes on to tell him that even if he couldn’t bargain his mother into wholeness through fasting and prayer, it doesn’t mean his fasting was worthless. Because he knows what it means to hunger now. He knows what it means to watch and wait, even if the answers don’t come. And maybe, just maybe, he met God without knowing it. A fresh spell of coughing interrupts him. When it passes, even though his eyes water, he goes on. He tells Basil the season of Lent is based on the forty days Jesus spent in the wilderness. “You’ve been in a wilderness of your own making, son. It’s time for you to come in.”



Twenty-Five
WHEN THE TEAM from the University of Minnesota’s archaeology department arrives at Shelley Halvorsen’s farm, all three teens are there to greet them. On a chilly March day, sleet slices from lowering gray clouds as a slate-colored Honda Odyssey coasts up the driveway.
Morgan unfurls a huge umbrella wide enough to shelter all three of them when they step from the porch and hands it to Basil since he’s tallest. A lanyard with her recording system hangs around her neck with a short shotgun mic attached to it.
“Not this guy,” she says when she sees the man climbing out from the passenger side. He’s dressed in a bomber jacket, jeans, and Red Wing boots. His Yankees ball cap shadows chiseled features and perfectly trimmed stubble.
“You know him?” Lukas says.
“Sorenson,” says Morgan, “Dr. James Sorenson.” The man is joined by two companions, a pretty young woman in a slicker, her dark hair bound in a long French braid, and a second young woman, petite, her face shadowed by her hoodie.
The man they’ve been talking about approaches, flanked on either side by the young women, hoodie girl lugging a canvas bag of gear she fetched from the trunk. “I’m Professor Sorenson,” he says once he’s a few feet away. “And you must be the kids who found our girl.”
Our girl? Basil doesn’t like his claim of shared ownership. The professor doesn’t ask their names or introduce the women, who Basil gathers must be his students. Yesterday, Dr. Sorenson contacted Lukas’s mom about the excavation after the Minnesota Indian Affairs Council determined the bones were not indigenous but instead belonged to a young female of European descent.
From inside the house, Fritz booms his thunderous bark, and Buttons and the two remaining black Labs—who have the run of the house now that they’re potty-trained—join in.
“Sounds like you have a whole wolf pack in there,” Dr. Sorenson says.
“We found the body after one of the puppies brought us a human jawbone,” Morgan says curtly. “Her burial ground was disrupted after a big oak tree fell over during a windstorm.”
“Will you take us there?” he says.
“Sure,” Morgan says. “Do you mind if I record this for my podcast?”
“Knock yourself out.”
Morgan gestures toward a grassy path leading past the grove and down to the meadow. The teens walk alongside, Morgan fussing with the shotgun mic so it can pick up ambient audio. Fortunately, the professor projects his voice, and the teens can hear him well. A man who likes an audience.
Professor Sorenson tells a long story about a few graduate students who came out this way to investigate a site near where the Kensington Runestone was discovered, and how they got the idea to stage a hoax of their own by chiseling a fake magical formula into a stone along with a Bible verse.
“Why would anyone do that?” the dark-haired student asks.
“To see if they could get away with it,” Dr. Sorenson says. “Eventually their consciences got the best of them and they confessed their fraud.”
“Which proves absolutely nothing, my listeners,” Morgan murmurs into her microphone. Basil feels how she tenses beside him. He wonders what else she knows about this man and why she seems to hate him.
A rising wind snatches at the umbrella and drives the rain slantwise. Basil clutches the handle tighter, and they look up as rifts appear in the low clouds, fingers of light lancing through. A flock of seagulls, white against the gray, ride the wind. Basil has never seen so many gulls gathered at once, but they are gone as quickly as they appear, the break in the clouds closing as the rain picks up again.
“She’s here,” Morgan says in a somber voice that makes Lukas shiver beside her.
Dr. Sorenson makes a low whistling sound when they reach the massive fallen tree, and he turns to the three teens huddled under their umbrella. “We found her here,” Morgan tells him. “She was buried in some kind of ceremony. I knew right away she wasn’t indigenous. The Dakota didn’t bury their dead under the ground.”
Dr. Sorenson looks reluctant to climb up the mud-churned embankment. Hoodie girl slings down the canvas bag of gear she carried from the minivan. “God, what a miserable day for an excavation,” she says. “I call drone duty.”
From the canvas bag she plucks out a drone the size of a small pizza box, a camera unit hooked under the belly. After pressing a few buttons, she sets it on the ground and readies the controller. A minute later the drone whirs up and up, quickly lost in the low clouds. Her head bent over the controller, she makes small sighing noises as she snaps photos to map the territory.
“Let’s be quick about this, then,” Dr. Sorenson says. “That place we passed on the way here. The Shady Shack? We can stop for lunch on the way home.” He dips his ball cap so rain sheaves off before turning again to the teens. “Do any of you know who homesteaded this property?”
“It’s my mother’s family land,” Lukas says, “and she says there’s no way a dead body should be on the property. All her people are buried in a cemetery beside the church.”
“This might be from just a few years before her family came. Another homesteader who fell on hard times.” His lips quirk into a faint smile. “They still teaching you kids history with the game Oregon Trail?”
None of them say anything. The game is about twenty years before their time, but they’ve heard of it. His question lingers before them, but in his silken voice the professor glides past any awkwardness. “In the game there are a thousand ways to die, and that’s part of the fun. In the nineteenth century, before antibiotics, you could die from an infection picked up from a mere finger scratch.”
“You’re saying the body belonged to a settler?” Morgan asks.
“Most certainly.”
This response sparks another question from her. “And where is she now? Our girl?”
“That’s a good question,” he says, his brow knitting. “MIAC transferred the remains to the U, but I have yet to be notified of their arrival.”
“You lost her?”
“I wouldn’t say lost. There are many competing departments at the U that handle human remains. It might have been accidentally sent to our cadaver studies unit down in Rochester, or to the osteology department, or even forensics. We are one of the largest universities in the nation. It will come to us eventually.”
Morgan glares at him as rain drools from the edge of the wide umbrella. “Why are you even here?”
He doesn’t answer her question, but instead directs the brunette to “tag and bag” what artifacts she finds in the burial mound and then readies what looks like a large metal detector from the canvas bag.
Morgan steps closer to him. “You don’t recognize me, do you?”
He peers at her with his keen blue eyes. “Should I?”
“My mom was Dr. Anita Breen.”
“Anita Breen?” His face brightens for a split second and then falls as he seems to recall what happened to her. “Oh. I was sorry to hear about your mother.”
“You knew that she died?”
He nods, dipping his head so more rain slides from his cap.
“Might have been nice to send a card or something,” Morgan says, and her voice breaks briefly. “I wouldn’t have expected flowers. Not from the man who was head of the department when they axed her position.”
“I wouldn’t put it that way,” he says. “With enrollment declining, we had to let go of some of our adjuncts.”
Dr. Sorenson’s gaze flicks to the shotgun mic that stabs out from Morgan’s chest. The students have turned to watch the exchange, the dark-haired one looking up from her place in the pit where she picked up the rusty axe blade in her gloved hands. “I’m genuinely sorry,” he says. In the chilly rain, his breath steams around him in vapor trails. “I didn’t know about her cancer until afterwards.”
Morgan tries to speak and stops. She turns away, burying her face in Basil’s coat.
The professor busies himself with his own work, walking the lip of the crater with what he explains is a thermal imaging detector, a machine that makes tiny blipping sounds.
“We don’t have to stay out here if you don’t want,” Basil says to Morgan.
“No, we need to be here,” she says as she pulls away from him. “Of all the parishes in all the wide world, my dad takes a job out on the prairie so we could be closer to a place my mom loved. Of all the farms in all the wide world, her body turns up here, and we’re the ones to find her. Of all the people in the entire archaeology department, they send him.” She clinches her small fists. “Fate . . . is a motherfucker.”
The heat seems to drain from her voice as she says these words. While the dark-haired student names what she finds in the burial site below—the axe blade, a cowrie necklace, broken shards of pottery—the professor roams the perimeter with his beeping machine, glancing their way occasionally.
“You detect anything belowground?” she calls up from the pit.
He shakes his head. “I think we’re about done here.”
Hoodie girl brings her drone down from the sky and tucks it in the large canvas bag. This joins the thermal imaging unit and what artifacts the dark-haired student has taken and wrapped from the burial mound. Nothing remains now save for a gaping hole in the earth. Professor Sorenson passes the key fob to the dark-haired student. “Turn up the heat full blast. I’ll join you two in a minute.”
Hoodie girl zips the bag shut and lifts it carefully over one shoulder, and the grad students trudge off. Professor Sorenson studies the three teens, his eyes darting between them. “Did you find anything else?”
“Even if we did, you would only lose it,” Morgan says, her voice trembling.
Professor Sorenson reaches into an inner pocket of his bomber jacket and pulls out a business card that he holds out for her. “If you—or your wolf pack—do happen across anything else, would you contact me?”
Morgan doesn’t step forward to take his card. “I know how to get hold of you.”
“Anita talked about you often, you know,” Professor Sorenson says, tucking his card away. “She was quite proud of you.”
“She thought you were a friend,” Morgan says. “But you mocked her research and then canned her position.”
He shakes his head and looks out toward the eastern horizon. “It’s hard to imagine Vikings coming here, to the middle of nowhere.” He pauses. “I mean no offense at that. I understand finding relics at L’Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland, but here, a thousand miles from the Atlantic Ocean?”
“It is hard to imagine if you don’t have any imagination,” Morgan says, but again the hostility seems to be leaking out of her voice. “The archaeologists who first found those relics at L’Anse aux Meadows were also ridiculed.”
Professor Sorenson takes off his ball cap and holds it to his chest. “I better be going, but I want you to know this. I’ll do my best to find out the truth of what you’ve discovered here. No preconceived notions. I’ve been wrong about things before, I can promise you that.”
Morgan puffs out a dismissive breath. The teens stand shoulder to shoulder, but even under the shelter of the umbrella, the driving rain has soaked into their sneakers and jeans.
“Goodbye, Ms. Breen,” he says as he puts his cap on and walks away.
They give him a head start. Instead of following him, they climb the lip of the crater to study the empty place left behind. “I wish we’d never found her,” Morgan says. “And now it’s like maybe we never did.”
After she presses the stop button on her recording system, Lukas wraps an arm around her shoulder. “Well,” he says, “I know one thing. This is going to be LostGirl’s best episode yet. Soul baring beside a pit. Holy shit. I can’t wait to edit the footage and upload it to your channel.”
They walk back in silence, and by the time they reach the farmhouse, the Odyssey is gone. In the house, Morgan excuses herself to use the restroom while Lukas prepares them hot cocoa with marshmallows, and Basil stands in the living room listening to Morgan crying with the faucet running to disguise the sound, and he wishes he had some words to take away her pain.
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1362 AD
—[ON THE SIDE OF THE STONE] WE
HAVE 10 MEN BY THE SEA TO
LOOK AFTER OUR SHIPS—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT VI
None of our prayers kept the barrow wight from rising later that night,
 her hair veiling empty eye sockets, ooze dripping from her breasts
 as she struggled from the hole by moonlight. We were there
 to meet her, this time each of us holding a torch. With a loud cry,
 Skallagrim leapt forward to plunge his torch into her shoulder
 before she could struggle from the hole. She hissed as her slimy
skin snuffed the torch. When her jaws opened, serpents spilled
 out and slithered toward us. Men shouted and backed away as one arm
 snatched Skallagrim before he could escape. She bit his head off,
 crunching it in her jaws, before hurling away the corpse. Our arrows
 embedded in her flesh, mere insect bites for a giant. Our swords
 and axes she shrugged away, howling anytime fire struck her.
Only when sated with death did she shrink back to her hole in the earth.
 No weapons or pleas to God had protected us. Men wept, for we knew
 now our fate. Into the silence, I heard my own voice. ‘The sagas speak
 of such things,’ said I. ‘One tells of Kar the Old, who is bested in battle
 by Grettir.’ And though I was the youngest among them, men listened
 and heard. ‘They sleep by day in their barrows, surrounded by treasure.’
But who among us would go in the morning when the bravest were
 dead? When I laid my head on the ground a deep weariness swept
 over me and I felt my spirit borne aloft in my dreams. I drifted farther
 inland, beyond the wide river to a vast and treeless grassland spreading
 under endless sky where the wind set me down in a hollow. Why here?
 I knew when I saw him, a man with fair hair, bound in twin braids.
Clad in loin-cloth, my hearth-brother did not turn around when I called
 his name. Ivar. He dipped a brush into a pot of ink and began to paint
 on a pelt that stretched from post to post. I longed for him to hear me,
 yet I could do nothing but watch. A story took shape on the pelt, strangers
 arriving by boat, bearing gifts. A leader in headdress, a young woman beside
 him, received them. They traded in treasures, including a necklace.
In the next scene, the woman stood before a lodge, her hand tied to one
 of the stranger’s, a ceremony to bind them as a throng of people looked on.
 Ivar’s brush strokes became more violent, his brush slashing at the pelt
 as people fell, writhing. A dark miasma drifted over the village, a plague
 in the very city where we were now trapped. Ivar drew one last scene,
 the young woman on her deathbed, watched over by a grieving father
who tears at his hair. Only then did Ivar let his paint brush fall
 as he stepped away from what he painted. ‘Ah sister,’ said he,
 ‘you are in great danger.’ I called his name, but he could not hear me.
 The wind tore at me, and I grasped at something to hold on to,
 to stay near. ‘The Kuknes is a cannibal that feeds on grief.
 Take from it the greatest treasure and only then can she be slain.’
The next gust of wind took me like a leaf, whirling away, and I woke
 with his name on my tongue, and my grief heavy in my heart,
 for I knew I would not see my hearth-brother again. ‘Hush, child,’
 said Halvar, shaking me awake. He crouched beside me, holding a rope
 woven from vines. ‘It closed up the hole,’ said he, ‘perhaps to keep out
 the sun. So there is only a small opening, too small for any grown man.’
Halvar waited, letting the full meaning of his words settle. I was no warrior,
 my hands made for healing, yet was I not also a maiden-bringer of death?
 ‘She is called Kuknes,’ said I, ‘and I have seen in a dream how to kill her.’
 Was that not the meaning of the vision I had been given? And yet, I was
 afraid. I did not want to be the one to go into her barrow. To enter
 her lair also meant entering her grief. Only then might I slay her.
‘I cannot order you to go,’ said Halvar. ‘I would not send any man
 to face such evil, but if we do nothing she will rise and feed again
 in the night.’ In answer, I took hold of the rope he held. Sailors offered
 me their swords, which they had given brave names, but I would go
 below bearing only my cook knife and an axe. The hole was prized open
 wide enough for me to slide in, smallest of the sailors left alive.
Torches tossed down plunked in the wet mud below. My cook knife
 belted at my waist, a kerchief over my face to block out the stench.
 Men lowered me into the barrow, down and down, until the rope reached
 its end, and I had no choice but to let myself fall the rest of the way. Below,
 most of the torches had gone out, but I took one up and saw a cavern
 floor where serpents coiled asleep. Far off, I heard the sound of falling water,
a waterfall below the earth. The barrow wight waited for me in the dark,
 awake. I heard her detach from a wall, and rise up, a shadow among shadows.
 ‘Daughter,’ she rasped, and I knew this voice, though I had not heard her
 since I had been in the womb. She spoke in my mother’s tongue, the mother
 who tried to kill me. ‘What have you done?’ my mother said, and the cold
 rotten breath of the wight washed over me. ‘What have I done?’
‘What have I done?’ said I. ‘Nothing. Nothing, except to try and live.’
 A serpent slid from her mouth as she stepped closer. ‘You have brought
 death where you passed,’ said she. I held my ground, hearing some truth
 in her words, but I thought of Old Snorri, who loved me, of the men I helped
 with my songs. I would not let her feed on my grief. ‘Take me then,’
 said I, letting the axe drop and lifting my face to receive her death’s kiss.
‘Take me, Kuknes, and spare the others.’ This was my only hope, the message
 of my dream. A trap and a taking. For when she leaned down, her jaws
 opening, I brought out the knife I had kept hidden and slashed the necklace
 of walrus ivory at her throat. Kuknes screamed and reached for me
 with her arms, but I dodged away. If I guessed right, the necklace
 kept her alive. She searched after it on the ground, grasping at the water.
I took up the axe I had let fall and readied it, and the wight knew death
 was coming for her. ‘I curse you,’ said she, ‘as you kill me so you will also
 know what it is to lose what you love most. In deepest winter, when ice
 be the dream, when breath becomes frost, when no fire can warm you,
 but only flesh on flesh. Only then, in the shelter you have made, in your
 moment of greatest joy, in your lover’s embrace, will his seed take root
inside you, but you will never know the daughter you carry, for her
 birth shall bring your death.’ As she rasped out these words, I brought
 down the axe and severed her head from her neck. I placed her head
 behind the buttocks, as it is written in the sagas, to keep her
 from rising again. ‘Rest, Kuknes,’ said I, ‘and grieve no more.’
 My work done, I took her necklace and climbed from the barrow.
‘It is finished,’ I told Halvar, holding up the necklace as proof.
 Men surrounded me, cheering, but inside I felt the coldness
 of the wight’s prophecy and knew one day it would come true.
 When I stepped out from the great fore-gate, I held up the necklace
 so any watching Skraelings on shore would see it. ‘Kuknes
 is dead,’ said I, as I threw it into the river. ‘Let us go in peace.’
No answer came from the far shore.
 No answer from the shadows of the woods.
 Our only answer would come at night,
 fire falling from the sky—
[Poetta fragment ends.]
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SHELLEY HALVORSEN CAN read his pain in the pinched way he moves. She’s known Marv Raedler for two decades since he used to be a frequent gambler at the casino when she was head cashier. Once a small, spry man, he’s become more bent with every passing year. After he makes an awkward jest about taking off his clothes in her back room, she assures him his modesty will not be in jeopardy. “You can take off as much or as little as you prefer. The towel will cover you.”
On a Bluetooth speaker she starts up a soothing playlist she put together on her Spotify account. Then she shows him to the massage table, where she’s left a large terry cloth towel waiting, and she leaves him alone to disrobe. On grand opening day for the Haven: Shelley’s Massage Spa and Boutique, Marv is her only officially scheduled client.
She hangs a sign that says “Client in Session” on the storefront window with the words “Return at _____” that also includes her cell number for future appointments. Shelley locks the front door, not because she’s worried about any theft of the wares she stocks, but so she won’t be interrupted while tending to a patient. If her practice grows, maybe one day she’ll be able to hire someone to handle scheduling, inventory, and working the register, but so far today she’s only had a few lookie-loos peek into the boutique. She has yet to sell a single scented candle, herbal tincture, or salt lamp, all part of several thousand dollars’ worth of inventory from a wholesale distributor called Healing Pathways in the Cities.
Shelley has leveraged her mother’s farm for the loan that allowed her to purchase stock in bulk supply, buy tables and shelving to display her wares, refurbish the oak flooring, and pay the assorted fees it took to get this place up to code. When she negotiated the loan at Prairie Vista Savings and Loan, a loan officer named Jon Leavitt reminded her that eighty percent of small businesses fail. “If you were to open a restaurant you’d be better off stacking up a pile of money and setting it on fire. I’m happy to loan you the money, Shelley, but are you sure you want to do this right now with this corona-thing spreading?”
“I’m aware of the odds,” Shelley said. She knew he wasn’t trying to be condescending, and she was grateful in that moment he didn’t bring up Glen. At the time the virus was spreading in northern Italy, and it was still hard to imagine it would affect them here in Andwhen. And Shelley was so certain that if she didn’t do this now, she never would, and nothing in her life would ever change. So, she leaned over the table and said, “Where do I sign?”
Since enough time has passed for Marv to change, she heads to the back room to find him sitting on the table. With the towel around his waist and his gray, mottled skin, Marv looks like an ostrich plucked of all its feathers. The ashen cross that once sat like a small sun on his forehead looks more like a fading red bindi dot that Hindu women sometimes paint between their brows. She’s aware of his frailty in this moment, and she understands why she’s had so few appointments so far. To come here means making yourself vulnerable, and the people of Andwhen will do all they can to hide their vulnerabilities, lest they become the talk of their neighbors.
Shelley smiles at Marv and bids him lie face down in the donut hole of the table. In truth, Marv’s obvious frailty worries her. She’ll have to work carefully as she tries to knead the soreness from his birdlike frame.
Face down on the table, Marv recovers his ebullient nature. “I think I found another home for one of your Labs,” he says. “My son Gregory’s got himself a job at the machine shop over in Solomon Springs. He could use a good hunting dog now that he’s on his feet.”
“Good for him,” Shelley says as she prepares her essential oils. She’s settled on jojoba as the best ointment, since it’s not too greasy, but smooth enough to allow her hands to slide over skin.
She’s not sure about letting Greg have one of the remaining pups, since Marv’s son has been in and out of rehab for as long as she can remember.
“I just hope this job pans out. The boy needs a fresh start. Having a pup around might do him some good. Caring for it would give him something to do.”
When Shelley doesn’t say anything right away, Marv tells her he left his niece Chloe in charge of his feedstore while he gets this massage. He goes on for a time about the scholarship Chloe has earned that will allow her to attend Carleton next year. “You know what her dad had the gall to tell me? He says to me, ‘In my country we have a saying. Your children are either your greatest happiness or your greatest sorrow.’ Now what do you think about that?”
“Sounds like bullshit to me,” Shelley says, because she’s used to complaints about the brother-in-law, an immigrant from somewhere in South America. Besides, Shelley has never cared for either/or statements. She starts the massage by applying effleurage—long strokes with the flats of her palms up and down either side of his spine—carefully increasing pressure with each pass. “Now just relax,” she adds because Marv tenses up when her fingers first find a knot. The names of the muscles she chants in her mind as her fingers touch them—trapezius, latissimus dorsi, the obliques—before she passes over the same area using a petrissage technique, kneading and rolling to reach deeper layers of tissue and hurt.
Marv mumbles something in response, but she can’t make out his words. His muffled commentary gives way to a contented sigh as she works her way from his neck and shoulders down with doubled fists pressing to follow the curving of the lumbar spine. For maybe the first time in his life, Marv, a man who describes himself as being “as full of wind as a corn-eating horse,” goes quiet. He doesn’t just quiet; before she knows it he’s asleep under the spell of her hands. In a way his sleep is a profound disappointment, for how will she know she has done this right?
She focuses most of her effort on his lower back, where he marked on his form he had the most pain. A spark of electricity passes through her fingertips, momentarily causing her to pull away, but Marv slumbers on. For a moment she lets herself wish she could work miracles. In a season of ashes that her hands might instantly heal, but Shelley’s too pragmatic to pray such things.
She thinks again of Ronna Halvorsen’s “Miracles of Lent” Facebook page and the communal responses there. Most of the things on it could be explained away, but maybe this is the way of miracles, Shelley thinks. We want something extraordinary to happen, the seas parting or water turning to wine, something monumental to assure us we were right all along. But if we had such proof, then why would we need faith? And as we watch and wait for inexplicable magic, do we overlook the small wonders of this world?
So instead, as she works, she thinks these words: Help me ease this man’s pain. Help me ease his way through this hard world.
And she wants to tell him why she thinks the son-in-law’s saying about children being your greatest sorrow or happiness is bullshit. Someone like Marv, who has done all he can for his son, shouldn’t be blamed for the wrongs their child grows up to commit. Shelley doesn’t get a chance to tell him any of this because Marv sleeps through the whole damn massage. When she has finished she has to wake him again by prodding at his shoulder and calling his name.
Marv grumbles as he pushes himself up at the table. He sits up gingerly, his hands at his back. “My God, but you are a marvel.”
“Your back feel better?” She thinks of the spark that passed through her fingertips while she worked on the muscles there.
“Not really. Still hurts, but that was the best nap I’ve had in years. I feel like a new man.”
“Oh,” Shelley says, unable to keep the disappointment out of her voice.
“Hell, Shell. It hurts, but not as much. I do feel mightily improved. You can count on me to spread the good word.”
On the way out, Marv pays her in cash, sixty-five dollars for the forty-five-minute massage. Shelley has considered lowering her prices since money problems plague so many in Andwhen, but if there is something this life has taught her it’s that you get what you pay for. Selling herself short for the work she plans to do won’t help anyone. And she’s got bills to pay.
It’s quiet in the store once Marv leaves, so she plays episode three of LostGirl and the Legends of the Prairie. She already knows the gist of the story from Lukas since he was unable to hold in his outrage that the U had misplaced the remains of the skeleton. Shelley has ambivalent feelings about the legend of the Kensington stone. While she finds it unlikely that Vikings could have come this far, she’s grown up around too many stoic Swedish farmers to imagine someone like Olof Ohman carving up a stone out of pure whimsy.
As the day passes and no new customers enter—not even more lookie-loos from Jorgen’s Grocery across the street—Shelley can’t help feeling abandoned by her own people, even those in town she counts as friends. But why?
One possible reason steps out of the pool hall down the block and stands huffing in the cold on the sidewalk. She can’t see his eyes through his aviator glasses, but she feels his gaze find her all the same. Glen. After so much resistance, he finally signed the divorce papers, but he’s refused to speak to her while the documents are filed with the court. As county sheriff, he wouldn’t even have to spread a rumor about her, or use his position of influence to make things hard. No, all he needs to do is tell people about the divorce and how broken up he feels: She’s leaving me. After all these years. I don’t know why. He doesn’t linger long on the sidewalk before climbing into his cruiser and driving off.
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THE BOYS FIND Morgan in the garage of the parsonage. Smoke streams out through the open door, rising to mingle with the drizzling mist. Bundled in a quilt, Morgan sits on a folding lawn chair before a fire burning in a vintage thirty-two-ounce Folgers coffee can. In her patchwork quilt, she looks like a snow queen in exile. Her sadness surrounds her like the smoke.
“Hey,” Lukas says as they enter the garage, “your dad told us where to find you.”
Morgan doesn’t respond or look up.
On the drive over, Lukas and Basil talked about the news that the district has extended spring break by one week while administrators and teachers scramble to figure out what to do about the pandemic. An extra week off should be a cause for celebration, but Morgan hasn’t been returning Lukas’s texts ever since plans for episode three of the podcast came crashing down, Erikkson backing out after he saw the exchange online.
Morgan has turned the small garage into her own artist’s studio, complete with a compact kiln where she fires her pottery, mugs in the shape of tree trunks or masks of fantastical antlered beings that she talks about selling on Etsy one day. Butcher paper drapes from the rafters, the sheets painted with runic symbols like those on the Kensington Runestone. The sheets rustle in the breeze wafting through the open door, the runes shimmying like living creatures.
“Did you know Minnesota has its own saint?” Morgan says when she finally speaks. “Saint Peregrine. Don’t you just love the name? In the drawings of him he even looks like a little hawk. He was killed for denouncing the Emperor Commodus’s decadence.” Morgan balls up a sheet of paper and drops it in the smoking coffee can. “They tried to burn him at the stake, but angels snuffed out the flames. Romans who came to see him experienced miraculous cures. The Benedictines have his holy bones stored away in Saint John’s Abbey. In Collegeville.”
She recites all of this in a robotic voice drained of emotion, like the intro of a podcast episode she’ll never record. From the pocket of her hoodie she removes a Kleenex, blows her nose, and drops the tissue into the fire.
“Morgan,” Lukas says, “I’m sorry about what happened on your page.”
“Saint Peregrine wasn’t much older than us,” she continues, lifting her head and looking at the boys for the first time since they arrived. Her face is bare of any makeup and puffy with tears. “He was only a boy, really.”
“Maybe we should go see him,” Basil breaks in, hoping to call her from her gloom. “For LostGirl’s pod.”
“I would have liked to have been there,” Morgan says. “To see the stupefied look on the emperor’s face when those angels swooped down to put out his fire. He must have been so pissed. If it had been me tied to that stake? When the angels came down, I would have given the emperor the finger. How you like me now, fucker?” Morgan flips the bird for their benefit.
“Okay, then.” Lukas sits on the garage floor, close enough to the smoking can that he can warm his fingers over the fire. “So it looks like you can’t delete the exchange with your dad, but you can unpin the post and set the page to private on Reddit.”
“But they still killed him eventually, our Peregrine. And the emperor went back to his cruel ways and his six hundred concubines, and nothing really changed.” Morgan glances at Basil, her dark blue eyes glittering. “Because there’s only so much angels can do for you. Isn’t that right, B?”
Basil sits beside Lukas. For now, he thinks, he’s done with angels. He feels a new tension within his friends, a force like the one that compelled him to try walking on a frozen river. In the days before Erikkson was to appear as a special guest, Morgan distributed fliers in her classes with a QR code to bring teachers and students to her Reddit page. Some teachers, like their history teacher, Mr. Lohbeck, offered extra credit to any student who tuned in to the podcast and wrote about it. Her planning only made for the most public humiliation possible.
“Before my mom died, we went to visit Saint Peregrine’s holy bones. My mom wasn’t even religious, but she loved a good story. My dad came along even though he said it was kind of a Catholic deal. My mom knelt before the shrine and prayed. I tried to pray with her. I promised Saint Peregrine I would give anything if he healed my mom. On the way home my mom told us she wanted to be cremated and have her ashes spread at the Badlands. She wanted her ashes to mingle with dinosaur dust.”
Neither boy speaks. If they were at the roller-skating rink, Lukas would offer to let her wield the doom hammer to smash some stuff. Morgan sinks back into her quilt.
“After she died she left behind some serious painkillers. I swiped a whole bottle and took too many. I ended up having my stomach pumped at the hospital.” Morgan sniffs, then fishes around in a pocket, but instead of a Kleenex she finds a crumpled pack of Pall Mall cigarettes. She takes it out and then stuffs it back inside the pocket. “I scared my dad so bad.”
She stands, shedding the quilt. Beneath she wears plaid pajama bottoms and a maroon hoodie that must have belonged to her mom. “I don’t want to make the Reddit page private. Let it be there so everyone can see. I’ve known about Dr. Erikkson’s involvement with white nationalist groups for some time now, but I’m tired of people being canceled.”
“I didn’t realize that was your dad when I left my comment,” Lukas says. “But Morgan, he’s right. You shouldn’t get mixed up with someone like Erikkson.”
“Erikkson has some kooky theories—”
“I think you mean racist.”
“Kooky,” she insists. “But it doesn’t make him wrong about everything. And his research into the geology of the runestone helped my mom make her case and publish the first essays she hoped would grow into a book.”
She looks over at Lukas and shakes her head. “I gave my dad the silent treatment for a whole day. What I didn’t know before this is that he and my mom argued about Erikkson all the time. My dad thought he was a hack. When he tried telling me some of this before, I cut him off. I didn’t want to hear anything that would cheapen my mom’s memory. So . . . I guess he thought if he posted something on my page, I wouldn’t know it was him. But my dad’s a total luddite.”
Morgan turns away from them and walks over to tear down one of the sheets of butcher paper. She rips it right in half and then keeps shredding it into pieces. Lukas glances at Basil, who shrugs. Both boys rise and snatch down a sheet of their own. Basil hesitates because the runes are so artfully drawn, but then he follows Morgan and Lukas’s example and begins ripping the page. Morgan yanks down another sheet and tears it into pieces. They do not speak as they move from sheet to sheet in a frenzy of ripping and tearing so that in a few minutes all those rune-painted pages turn into confetti on the garage floor.
When no more remain, Morgan looks around at the destruction, lets her head fall, and starts crying. Basil gathers her into a hug, and she buries her face into the quilted flannel he wears. She cries like that for a few minutes while Lukas paces the room. Eventually, Morgan pulls away, snuffling. “God, I’m a mess.” She rummages in her pockets for more Kleenex, but only the package of Pall Malls remains.
Basil has come prepared. From a front pocket of his flannel he plucks a cotton handkerchief. Morgan accepts the hankie, blows her nose in it several times, and balls it in her fist. “I don’t think you’re going to want this back.”
“My dad has plenty at home. He carries one wherever he goes. It’s one of his deals. Uses them to clean his glasses, check oil in the tractor. Once as a replacement for a coffee filter.”
“Who are you people?” Morgan says, but she smiles faintly. “I suppose he also uses it to comfort distressed damsels?”
She stuffs the hankie into the pocket of her hoodie and turns toward Lukas, who stands over a workbench where the leather cover is spread, open and bare as the prairie in winter. Except there is one fragment of a page, speckled with rusty stains, the edges embossed with what looks like gold. In the corner, a woman rises, her haloed head tilted up as a wing appears to brush her face. “Holy shit. What’s this, Morgan?”
“It’s the only remaining page. The leather pouch must have kept the book sealed all these years. I think it was some kind of Book of Hours. Some kind of prayer book. Turn it over on the other side.”
Lukas does, holding it up so Basil can see. The faintest edges of what could be either runes or pictographs mark the other side.
“I thought maybe I could restore it,” Morgan says. “I wanted so badly to make the legend true. For my mom.”
“But Morgan,” Lukas says as he carefully sets the book down on the bench. “Even if you couldn’t, don’t you think this is amazing? It might be from a settler who died from the mumps or some stupid shit like that. But it might also be from a Viking shield maiden, the one who’s been haunting you. This page . . .”
“Proves nothing,” Morgan says. “Dr. Sorenson will only say the settler carried it over with them across the Atlantic, some family heirloom passed down over centuries. And they’re never going to find her bones. I just know it. I think she got lost because she wanted to get lost.”
Lukas comes closer and puts his hands on her shoulders. “We are most definitely not turning this over to that asshole.”
“We will never know,” Morgan says. “We will never know her story.”
“Yeah,” Lukas says, “but it’s still pretty cool. The skeleton could totally be a Viking who came here in thirteen-something.”
“Who cares?”
“It mattered to your mom,” Basil says.
Morgan’s lips draw into a thin line as she steps away from Lukas. “And she suffered for it. And now I’ve followed her down that path. But what I was trying to do here, these runes I was painting. I wanted to tell her story. The story of my wandering ghost whispering her ‘Ave Maria.’ But what I was writing. It was a lie. Like Olof Ohman and his stupid stone. It wrecked his family’s life. Two of his kids went on to commit suicide. It wrecked my mom’s life, too.”
“But what if it is real?” Lukas says. “I mean, can you imagine how fucking amazing their journey must have been? To cross oceans and rivers and prairies, a hundred years before Columbus?”
“Lukas, when did you become so passionate about history?”
“I guess you’re rubbing off on me.”
“Why do people believe the stuff they do?” Morgan says. “My mom with her Vikings. This whole town thinking they’ve been blessed or cursed. When really it’s something we did when we made the ashes.”
“We didn’t do anything,” Lukas says. “There isn’t any explanation.”
Basil listens, his mind stirring. All this talk of history and journeys reminds him of a trip his family took down to Walnut Grove to see the Little House on the Prairie pageant and visit the caved-in sod house overlooking Plum Creek. For just one moment out in the audience he felt caught up in the story, as if he had stepped into another time.
“Guys?” he says. When he has their attention he licks his lips and tries to find the words. “What if we were to put on a play? Like we wanted to do before.”
“Miss Warren killed that,” Lukas says.
“No, I mean a play about her,” Basil continues. “About how she came here from Sweden or Gotland or wherever. The Pageant of the Lost Viking.”
“A pageant?” Morgan stuffs her hands in her pockets. The little fire in her coffee can has long gone out. Wind from outside the garage swirls torn pieces of paper at their feet.
“I know what you mean,” Lukas says. “Like a festival. The Festival of the Unknown Viking. A festival with foods from back then and Viking-style contests in the town square. Axe throwing and shit like that.”
“And maybe we could raise money,” Basil adds. “For a statue like Big Ole over in Alexandria. Only ours will be the Lost Viking Maiden. And maybe she won’t haunt you anymore, Morgan.”
“Hot damn, B,” Lukas says. “We’re the ones who found her. We should be the ones who tell her story. We can rope our folks into it. Morgan’s dad can get all the church people fired up. With all this talk about the pandemic, people are scared. They’re searching for something now that the ashes seem to be fading.”
Morgan walks over and stands beside the bench where her journal rests. She lifts it out and holds it to her chest. “Sounds like all you guys need is someone to write you a script.”
“If only there was someone around here who’s like an expert on Viking lore and shit,” Lukas says.
“We’ll have to hurry,” Basil says. “My dad made it sound like the whole world might shut down soon.”
“If you guys are crazy, I guess it’s my fault,” Morgan says. “Tell you what. You guys actually talk some people into hosting this festival? Then I’ll write you a g-damn play. We’ll give this town a story to remember.”







Thirty
MORTON GNEISS, UPROOTED by the torrential flow of the Glacial River Warren, bears an imprint from the beginning of time. For the Dakota such stones were sacred and alive. On spines of red rock, on hard quartzite, on slabs of stone worn smooth by bison rubbing off their winter coats, the Dakota left behind stories of thunderbirds and winter hunts and sojourns into the afterworld. Before them, the Cheyenne. Before the Cheyenne, the Arapaho. Before the Arapaho, the Iowa.
One of these stones found on the prairies, a slab of graywacke weighing several hundred pounds, speaks of an improbable journey, a troop of Viking explorers who came searching for Vinland. Even if the stone lies, carved in a previous century by an enterprising shyster, what is true is that winter calls the stones from under the earth, and some of them rise bearing a strange magic.
In the twilight, flocks of blackbirds rise from the roadside, called by the falling dark to seek shelter in a leafless grove. The flocks morph into cloudlike shapes, streaming together and breaking apart, their patterns swirling in the sky. They twist and spiral, forming undulating lines that look like ocean waves unrolling. Grackles and red-winged blackbirds and starlings and even a few robins, a murmuration gathered to write a secret alphabet in the sky.
The god of these prairies is a wild and dangerous being. She will not be kept buried underground. She is the mother tree with roots reaching into time itself. She stirs the wind and comes to you in a time of fever dreams. She speaks in a tongue of flame that licks bare the brittle prairie grassland, leaving behind smoldering ashes to bake in the spring sunlight, new life germinating in the charred ground. The mark she leaves on you won’t wash away.
She is singing now, “Go to Dark Gethsemane.” From a garden to a hill of skulls, from Gethsemane to Golgotha, you must rise and follow the sound of her singing, all the way to Good Friday and beyond.



Thirty-One
FOR DINNER LUKAS has made fried chicken and waffles, “the diabetes special,” a dish they enjoyed the last time they went to Las Vegas as a family four years ago. Shelley knows the meal is meant to evoke a good memory, a time when anything felt possible for them.
She doesn’t want to be here, not in this house where she lived for so many years ruled over by Glen’s dark moods. When Lukas offered to cook dinner for them he said he had something to tell them. This makes Shelley nervous as well, because she thinks she knows what he’s going to say.
Lukas has lit old blue advent candles for mood lighting, and some country artist Shelley doesn’t recognize croons from a speaker in the background. He’s dressed up in black slacks and a crisp white oxford, just like a server in a fancy restaurant. They toast the meal with Martinelli’s poured into champagne flutes and try to ignore how the overcooked chicken thighs have a rubbery, yellow texture beneath the crushed Corn Flakes.
She and Glen share a strained conversation about the weather while Lukas bustles back and forth between a smoking fry pan and the table. Glen doesn’t ask about her spa, and that’s fine by her. She’ll confront him another time, because tonight must be about their son.
Once Lukas finally sits and picks at his own food, he talks for a time about the relic Morgan found, a book with a single remaining page.
“I knew Goth girl messed with the scene,” Glen says.
“Morgan didn’t do anything wrong. It’s not like a crime scene. Anyhow, Morgan thinks it’s a prayer book from the Middle Ages. The last page is torn, but there’s some kind of runic writing on the back.”
“What’s this all about?” Glen cuts in.
“Let me finish, Dad. We think our girl might be one of Olof Ohman’s Vikings.”
“Our girl?” Shelley says.
“Well, yeah. We’re claiming her. She’s our Viking. So what we want to do—and we’d like your help to pull it off—is put on a festival. The Festival of the Unknown Viking. We figure Andwhen could use some positive publicity after all we’ve been through this last month. We’ll put the relics into a museum in the library’s basement.”
“How will it be good publicity if other towns mock us?” Glen says. “And the bones belonged to a woman?”
“Yeah,” Lukas says. “A woman with an axe. Our girl was some kind of badass.”
Glen frowns at the mild profanity, which goes against his rules at the dinner table. Between Lukas’s thin eyebrows, which furrow each time he’s interrupted, the ashen remnant looks faintly runic to Shelley.
“What do people say about us?” Lukas says. “Andwhen is the town where nothing ever happens. Now something has happened. We have our own mystery right here. Why not make something of it?”
“So, you want me to convince the mayor and the town council to put on a festival in the middle of a pandemic?”
“The virus isn’t here yet,” Shelley says. “Not a single case in the whole county.”
“It’s coming,” Glen says, lowering his voice. “Sooner than you think. I wouldn’t want to be starting something new in these times.” He doesn’t look at Shelley as he says this, but she knows the comment is directed towards her.
Lukas sets down his fork and leans forward, his elbows on the table. This goes against another one of Glen’s dining rules. No swearing, no elbows on the table. All rules Shelley regularly broke herself.
“Lukas?” Shelley says. “Why does this matter so much to you and your friends?”
“It’s like . . . when that grave opened up on your land, we were given a story. Just like with the ashes. All of this can’t be an accident. We were meant to find her.” Lukas exhales, his nostrils flaring. Shelley can’t help noticing he hasn’t touched a bite of the food he worked so hard to prepare. “I follow the news on my phone, too. I know things might get bad. Even out here.”
“Fact is the governor may issue shelter-in-place orders soon,” Glen says. “They’re going to shut everything down except for businesses deemed essential, like Jorgen’s Grocery.”
This takes the air from Shelley’s lungs. Will a massage therapy salon be filed under nonessential? It will be disastrous for her if they shut her down before she has a chance to build her clientele.
“We know,” Lukas says. “Morgan thinks if we’re going to pull this off it has to be next week. With spring break extended, we have time to prepare. It’s actually perfect timing in a way.” From a shirt pocket, he removes a three-by-five card, squinting as he reads the names of small-town festivals by candlelight: Lefse Dagen in Starbuck. Sauerkraut Days in Henderson. Boxelder Bug Days in Minneota.
“Huh,” Glen says with a huff. “I have to admit when you asked us to dinner, I wondered what you had to say to us.”
Lukas blanches as he tucks the three-by-five card away. “Actually, the festival is just one thing I wanted to talk to you guys about. But how about some dessert first?” He takes his plate to the counter and then clears the rest of the table. He’s not really looking at them as he does this.
Shelley wonders what else he has written down on that card. How much of this did he rehearse? She doesn’t know if the queasy feeling in her stomach comes from the overcooked chicken, or is this a mother’s apprehension? All Lukas’s talk of the festival was probably supposed to butter Glen up for what he really wanted to say.
At the counter, Lukas tears into a paper sack to lift out the pie container. “It’s store-bought,” he says, using an old-fashioned apology Shelley liked to repeat whenever her goods were not homemade. “I didn’t have time to bake my own.”
Considering the chicken, this is for the best, Shelley thinks. Lukas cuts them each a hefty slice of key lime pie and brings it over, insisting they eat it with an extra dollop of whipped cream sprayed from a can.
“I wanted to talk to both of you together for another reason,” he says when he sits at the table with a plate of his own. He pauses, waiting for them to try their pie. The key lime, his father’s favorite, has a bitter, tinny taste to it. Lukas folds his hands before him, his head slightly bowed. He absently scratches at the ashen mark on his forehead, and then takes a deep breath. “For a long time,” he says, “I’ve tried to be someone I’m not.”
Glen sets his fork down and looks across the table at Shelley. The look he gives her feels faintly accusatory.
“At first we wanted to put on this play, The Laramie Project. But our English teacher didn’t think it was a good idea. I wanted to put on the play because of Matthew Shepard. He didn’t try to hide who he was. He was out in the open in his small town.”
“Laramie is not a small town,” Glen says. “And Matthew Shepard was no martyr.”
“What?” Lukas glances his way.
“Glen,” Shelley says, “let our son talk.”
“The guy was a meth addict.” Glen goes on as if she hadn’t spoken. “A druggie.”
“Dad?” Lukas says, frustration creeping into his voice. “I need you to listen.” He pauses and tries again, seeming to aim for another tack. “Even in the Bible there’s the story of David and Jonathan. And the word the Hebrews used for the love they shared? Well, they were more than friends. And David becomes one of the great heroes . . .”
“David was a king,” Glen says. “He made Israel a great nation. He wasn’t . . .” He starts to say something and stops. “He wasn’t gay. Just because you read some article on the internet doesn’t mean you can rewrite the Bible.”
“For Christ’s sake, Glen,” Shelley says.
“It’s okay, Mom,” Lukas says, his face pale with barely suppressed fury. She watches how he bottles that anger up inside him, knows it will poison him, just like his father. “I’m done here.”
Glen stands first, knocking back his chair. Before he can leave the room, Lukas calls out to him. “I’m staying with Mom tonight, and we’re taking the damn pie with us.”



Thirty-Two
A GOOD HOUR passes with no customers after Shelley opens her spa the next day. On a morning gray with more rain, she finds herself alone with her thoughts, which is not a good place to be after things went so wrong last night. After the failed conversation, Lukas shut himself in his room and wouldn’t talk to her either. She’s worried about him, but she also can’t help thinking about how to adjust her business model if things shut down, since New York and California have already issued shelter-in-place orders. Will she be able to do home visits instead?
She texts Lukas a reminder about walking the dogs and mucking out the stable, hoping that caring for the animals will keep him occupied until she gets home, but he doesn’t respond to her text. To keep her mind off her growing worries, she’s sweeping oak floors that don’t really need sweeping when the door dings—the bell an opening-day gift from Marv—and Gary Thorson steps in from the rain.
He wears his dark hair long enough to feather it behind his ears, just like back in the day when they were in high school together. When he brushes damp hair out of his eyes, she sees the faint impression of his cross, like wings rising.
He greets her in his calm baritone. A soothing radio voice. She hasn’t seen him since the night she and Lukas stopped at the house to drop off the lasagna, and they didn’t have much of a chance to talk then.
“Gary Thorson, come on in and dry out. What can I do you for?” Shelley turns away, briefly flustered by the way she jumbled her words, but Gary doesn’t seem to notice.
“Here about a massage, actually,” he says as he lets the door close behind him. “Where do I sign up?”
In high school, when April Bishop blew into town, a whirlwind of big-city energy, a girl with all the right clothes and the whole world spread before her, Glen had dated her first. (“Dodged a bullet with that one,” he later said.) Gary had been a year ahead of Shelley then, a senior with a full ride wrestling scholarship that was going to send him to Iowa State. He hadn’t noticed the way a certain tall, gawky teenage girl watched him in the halls. No, like Glen he mostly had eyes for April, and it wasn’t long after Glen and April broke up that she and Gary became an item.
“When would be a good time for you?” she asks.
“You doing anything right now?”
She glances over at the empty appointment book on the counter. “I suppose I could fit you in.”
“That’s good,” he says, stepping closer. She watches the way he walks, the way he carries himself, reading his pain in the tightness of his steps, the effort it takes to keep his posture straight. “I haven’t been right since the accident. And I’m damn sick of Percocet. I’d like to try something different.”
“Let’s see what we can do about that,” she says. “Tell me where you hurt.”
In the back room she hands him a fresh towel and turns on her Bluetooth speaker, leaving him alone to disrobe. For the second time since opening day, she sets out her “In Session” sign and locks the front door. She hopes this will be a good turn for her business. How many saw Gary Thorson, former state champion wrestler, farmer returned from the dead, walk into her spa?
In the back room, Gary waits seated on the edge of the table. With his shirt off he looks pale with winter. His ribs jut prominently. She thinks of his summer-brown skin at the river, Guns N’ Roses blasting from a nearby boombox, the way he held hands with April as they jumped off the bridge into the deeper pools of the Clearwater River. Now, he looks thin and wounded, his cross a splinter between his brows. “Strange times, aren’t they?” she says.
“Strange doesn’t begin to cover it,” he says. “My boy told me about the skeleton they found on your land.”
“I’m glad those three have each other,” she says, knowing how much their friendship means to her son. “You never know what they might do next.”
“They certainly are full of surprises,” Gary says with a sigh. “I’m sure you heard all about this festival they’re planning.”
“I suppose they roped you into it, too?” She thinks it’s the least she can do for Lukas after failing him last night. “They’re going to need lots of help to make it happen.”
He nods. “So, how does this work?”
She instructs him to lie face down on the table. She’s thinking of his accident in the grain bin, how he went in after his son, how he cared for April all these years, how he never got the chance to go to Iowa State on his wrestling scholarship because his father had a stroke and he had to take over the farm. She rubs jojoba oil into her palms and begins. Through his skin she feels a rippling of tension, and she tells him to relax.
Unlike Marv he doesn’t try to keep up any commentary. The silence, cut only by the soft music on her speaker, somehow feels natural between them. She lets her hands do the talking. Even pared down by injury and long illness, he has the shape of a former athlete. In his brokenness, in the wings of his shoulder blades, in the supple muscles of his arms and shoulders.
Her hands work at his spine, kneading outward to reach for deeper tissue, the intercostal muscles he told her he tore, muscles that tighten his breathing and make each inhalation strain his ribcage. Every breath a reminder of his pain. A pain he told her he fears has no end. She shuts her eyes and prays her prayer—may these hands ease his way through this hard world—willing what healing she can down through her fingertips, starting with the faint pressure of effleurage strokes moving into a petrissage kneading that will get at scar tissue deep down.
When she finishes with his back, she helps him roll over, conscious of proper draping technique, and she works at his ribs and pectorals, thinking of how the muscles wrap around to his back, the body all one interconnected webbing of hurt far below the surface. Her touch at times causes him to murmur in pain, his eyes shut, his face still. The pain worries her, but she knows she must enter the hurt if she has any hope of healing him.
And when she’s done, does she imagine it, or does he sit up a little straighter, his chest filling and expanding, a high color in his cheeks? Gary touches his chest, takes a deep breath.
“You okay?” She worries she went too deep into the tissue.
“Better than okay,” he says. His somber brown eyes shine out from his gaunt face. “Ever since the accident I’ve had this feeling like something was squeezing me in a bear hug. It does hurt a little, but I can breathe more easily.”
“I’m glad,” she says. “It’s normal to feel a little sore at first.”
When he comes to the register, there’s still a hitch to his walk, but he smiles when he tells her he’ll be back again. “You can count on it.”
She watches him walk away and climb into his truck. He must feel her gaze because he lifts a hand and waves once he’s in the cab.
A half hour after he leaves, Pastor Breen stops in to schedule a hot stone massage. Shelley sets him on the schedule for the next day. The pastor’s visit seems to break things open. A few housewives stop in on their way to Jorgen’s Grocery after visiting Marv at his feedstore and hearing him sing her praises. In all, she sells three beeswax candles to fellow Lutherans from the church quilting group, one bottle of lavender spray to Isaac Wilson after he tells her of his struggles with insomnia, and a single salt rock lamp to Nora Vinters. Two more sign up for spa treatments, another for a hot stone massage, one for a deep tissue massage, and one for an aromatherapy session. This is what she hoped for on her grand opening day, and it’s not much, but it’s a start.
She’s feeling better than she has in a long while when her cell phone lights up with a text from Lukas. Dad’s in the hospital. he’s hurt bad, please hurry



Thirty-Three
1362 AD
—14 DAYS TRAVEL FROM THIS—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT VII
All along, my daughter, I have been writing this so you might know
 your mother, for I feel you growing, your body adrift in seas
 within me, and bone-deep, I also feel the curse of the barrow wight
 that will bring my death. We are almost to the tale of your birth,
 but first, you must know of your father, and of the brother born
 before you, and how he was lost. You must know why I was the last
of the sailors left alive. I cannot fit it all within these pages. Each press
 of your limbs against my womb-wall tells me that my time runs
 short. So here I set down a brief tale of our escape from the city of the dead,
 for that very night the Skraelings sent fire arrows from the far shore
 until the whole city roared with flames. Men who tried to escape
 through the fore-gate fell, arrow-slain, and in the growing firestorm,
I found my voice and men again listened and heard. I led them down
 into the barrow wight’s cave, where I had heard the waterfall.
 The hole was prized open large enough for the men to follow.
 Below the earth, we climbed the slick stones of the waterfall
 to reach another entrance. Clinging to flotsam, we let the river’s
 current carry us away from the bright burning city.
On the opposite shore, with flint and stone, Halvar got a fire going.
 I removed the Book of Hours from a sealed leather pouch, let the saints
 out to dry in the firelight. We mumbled cold prayers for those sailors
 left behind in the fire. With no way back to our ships, we wandered.
 For a time, we thought ourselves safe. Halvar the Chronicler carved
 our story onto a gray-backed stone. ‘Fourteen days travel,’
reckoned he, ‘to reach our men by sea.’ We were only ten then
 and soon would be less. Some mocked his chisel-work, but
 Halvar said, ‘Time will not erase us so easily.’ Did he know
 that death would come for him that very night? For all,
 all except me, were killed when the Skraelings tracked
 us and fell upon us in our sleep. I woke to men screaming
and a hand over my mouth. I bit the hand and fought my attacker,
 grasping after my knife. He yipped when I drew blood, speaking
 this whole time in a rush of words, and in the firelight
 I beheld my watcher once more, the young man I had seen
 at the river. He held his wounded hand over his mouth, signaling
 quiet. Screams had become moans as stone-mallets stove in skulls.
Faces hovered all around me, smeared with dark paint. An argument
 broke out as my watcher stood between me and others. I was soon
 bound and blindfolded, taken as a slave. In place of my cloak
 of wadmal, I was given a doeskin dress, but they also took the holy book
 that connected me with Snorri and all I had lost. With my white hair,
 they thought me a spirit-walker. They were not wrong, for that was why
I alone was spared. Your father will tell you our story better
 than I can here. He came to see me the next night, carrying
 the Book of Hours, which he gave back to me. He stood so close
 that I could smell his body, sage-scented from the sweat-lodge.
 He was taller than me, a young man with his ribs visible under
 his bone-vest, a single eagle feather twined in his dark hair.
He watched as I turned the pages, my tears falling. I found
 the page with Saint Catherine, rising with an angel. He touched
 the woman’s white hair and then my own, a question in his voice.
 In such ways, sometimes things begin. In a far woodland kingdom,
 across oceans, you hold a book you thought you’d lost, touch words
 and speak them aloud, and a man’s hand touches your own.
In such ways, sometimes love begins. He came back many more
 nights as well, our breath mingling, his touch light. I married
 your father by the ways of his people, and we entered his dwelling,
 where we were happy for a time. He was named Speaks with Stones
 by his people, who believed all things were alive, and even stones
 flew about at night, bringing messages from the stars.
The raiding party also took the stone carved with the legend
 of our journey. I taught my lifemate how the runes make words,
 and the words together a story, one stronger than death. All this
 was before the coming of the great sickness, when there were
 so many dead they lay where they fell. And was I to blame
 again? Had I brought this sickness with me across the seas?
Their medicine man was certain that Halvar’s stone held the ghosts
 of men slain, and he charged Speaks with Stones to take
 it far away from the forests where the people lived, to the vast
 grasslands beyond the woods. So we traveled by dogsled through
 deep snow, from winter into spring. I was already pregnant then,
 and much afraid, for a daughter born meant my story’s end.
We camped by a river so I could give birth, alone without any mother
 to guide me. Your brother was born no larger than a seashell, so small
 he fit within the palm of my hand. When he cried, he sounded like
 a seabird. At night his clammy skin filled the riverside lodge we built
 with the smell of the wine-dark sea, of rain on salt waves, my whalesisters
 reaching out to claim him, in return for my own life spared.
A life for a life. I gave him the strongest name I could to bind him
 to this earth and to us. Ivar, the hearth-brother who twice saved me.
 Your brother should not have lived with his little fish mouth barely large
 enough to latch on to my breasts, but in that mouth he had tiny teeth
 to give him purchase. And I was so happy to see him grow, even as he
 left my nipples ragged. And grow he did, into an elfin child,
like the Hidden Ones in my native land. His skin was not dark
 like his father’s, nor cream-colored like mine, but a rich, silvery
 sienna like the flash of a fish’s scales under water-gleaming.
 He was born a thing in-between, born under a spring moon
 in a season of damp sickness, so I knew in spite of his name
 and the love we bore him, he would not be long with us.
He never talked, couldn’t, and there were gills at his throat,
 and a strange webbing grew between his fingers and toes.
 I did all I could for him, leaving him out in the open sun,
 tied to red rock etched with ancient drawings which
 Speaks with Stones said held an old magic, hoping this would
 turn him into an ordinary child. He lived and grew,
and the sickness that claimed so many of Speaks with Stones’s
 people did not claim him. He lived and grew, but he was not
 happy, and it was torture to be stretched out on that red rock
 under the sun. While he did not speak, he made such sounds
 as a seabird makes, the cries of a gull circling a land where it does
 not belong. He went out under the clouds trilling in his bird-tongue
that had no words. It was the sound of wind-in-sails, a ruffling breath,
 and it carried across prairies and woods and rivers. And do you know what,
 daughter? The clouds heard your brother and heeded his cries.
 The faraway sea heard him calling and answered with rain. Still
 I let him sing even as the first rains came, for I could feel
 his happiness. So, he sang and it rained for three days
and three nights, and the waters rose around us,
 and too late I thought to stop him. For the great river washed
 over its banks, sweeping over the land and wrecking our shelter.
 We did not drown, for we clung to the beams of our ruined lodge.
 When the flood receded, your brother was gone. I searched
 for him in the flotsam, calling and calling his name.
Though he did not answer, I knew as only a mother
 knows that he was not dead. We should have starved
 but the river that nearly drowned us began to give up its bounty.
 Trout with pink flesh washed up on shore. Sturgeon as fat
 as a man’s arm. We found them by the shore each morning,
 tethered by vines to keep them from washing away, or still-alive
and swimming in baskets braided from grass, and I knew as only
 a mother knows that your brother was feeding us, who has been feeding
 us ever since. Some nights when I bathe in the river, I hear him
 singing. I see him rise out of the water with his silvery skin
 and dark, laughing eyes and I hear his voice, high as a seabird
 that wings over salt waters, and though I cannot hold him,
I know he has forgiven me for bringing him into a world
 where he did not belong. For trying to make him something
 he was not. Ordinary. And I know as only a mother knows
 that he loves me yet. I am telling you all this. I set it down
 in the Book of Hours, my story like a prayer among prayers,
 because I feel you growing in the seas inside me, and who knows
what wonders you might bring into the world? I no longer fear
 your birth. In the coming famine season look for your brother
 at the water’s edge. One day’s journey north you will find the stone.
 In the river currents, your brother waits and he will know you
 by your reflection. Follow the river and the brother who has power
 over it will sustain you and your father in the coming hunger season—
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Thirty-Four
BASIL COUNTS ALL one hundred ninety-five metal rungs up the ladder with Morgan to the top of an abandoned silo in Gresham. The silo, a round bastion of thick concrete, has a flat surface instead of the typical conical rooftop. From this height he can see all the way to Andwhen, where grain elevators and feed mills seem to hover like mirages in the hazy morning air. The streets of Gresham stretch out empty and silent below, a town of ghosts, the skating rink where they usually meet visible at the outskirts, half a block away. He doesn’t belong up here, nearly two hundred feet above the ground, so he quickly follows Morgan’s lead as they sit on either side of Lukas, whose text message summoned them here. In the brisk spring wind, Basil shoves his sweating palms under his armpits and shivers.
“I got your text,” Morgan says. “I take it the talk didn’t go well.”
“What talk? I didn’t get to say anything real. I spent the first half going on about the festival. By the time I did bring it up . . .” Lukas opens his fist to reveal a Bic lighter, which he flicks on and off rhythmically. “I tried talking about Matthew Shepard first, but he shut me down. He said some real victim-blaming shit about Matthew and meth. I even tried that stuff you told me about David and Jonathan in the Bible. He didn’t even let me finish.”
“I’m sorry, Lukas.”
“It’s not supposed to be a big deal. Not anymore. Why did I have to be born into a family where this is still a deal?”
“It’s Club Fubar luck, no explaining it,” Morgan says. A gust of wind whips her dark hair into her eyes and she feathers it behind her elfin ears once more. “But why did you ask us to meet you here instead of at the rink?”
“I was just there,” Lukas mumbles. “That place is getting stale for me.” The bitterness, so familiar to Basil this past winter, seeps into his every word. “When I was little my dad used to give me this talk. About how man’s laws grow out of God’s laws. He would tell me our job is to uphold it all. And I would hang on his every word. Because right then I wanted more than anything to be like my father. I already knew I was different. And this scared me. Because I didn’t want to be something outside of my dad’s laws.”
A long silence passes while Lukas is unable to say any more. His eyes shine, the pupils dilated, likely from weed.
“What’d your mom say?”
“She tried to shut him up.”
Morgan breathes out a long sigh and doesn’t say anything further. In the distance Basil hears what sounds like a car alarm going off. He waits because Morgan always knows the right thing to say. She was the one who came to see him after they found out about his mom.
“I need to tell you guys something,” Basil says, “about why I stopped fasting.” He pauses because he picks up a faint odor of smoke on the wind. “The night after we got back from seeing the runestone, I went to the river. To the place where my mom went in with the car. I had this crazy idea from a dream that I could walk on water. I really thought I could if I prayed hard enough. I ended up almost drowning.”
“Why didn’t you say anything, B?”
“It’s embarrassing,” Basil says. He shuts his eyes, remembering. He wants to tell them that for a moment it really did feel like he was walking on water, but maybe this should remain between him and Davy, or him and God. “I thought the ashes were a sign. I thought I could pray my mom out of the hospital. But my mom won’t ever get better.” Basil has to stop because of the tightness in his chest. “You can’t change another person,” he says when he gets his breath back.
It feels like the longest speech he’s ever given. Maybe in his whole life.
“You can’t change another person,” Morgan says. She scoots closer and reaches for both boys, offering a hand. “But you can change yourself and maybe how others see you. You know, B, for a big guy who tries to play dumb you say some wise things. And you, Lukas, still have a story to tell.”
When the boys take her hands they complete a circle high up in this secret place. And it should be lovely, but along with the alarm continuing to ring down the road there are ashes riding the wind, a curl of smoke snaking up at the edge of town. Basil wonders if a field fire smolders there. Grass fires happen frequently before the first heavy spring rains.
“What if there’s another way to tell your dad?” Morgan says, her brow furrowing because she must smell the smoke in the air as well. “To tell this whole town so they never forget? What if we write it into the pageant? A gay character. A singer. A skald.”
“A skald,” Lukas says. “I like the way that sounds.”
“Let’s give those bastards down at the pool hall something to gab about for years after we’re gone.”
Lukas squeezes each of their hands in turn, his skin feverish against their own. Then he lets go and twists around, for smoke has thickened behind him, a black plume mushrooming up into the blue sky. A siren wails as it approaches on the county highway. “Oh shit, you guys,” he says as he tucks his lighter into his pocket. “Oh no.”
“Lukas?” Both Lukas and Morgan stand to peer over the edge of the grain silo, but Basil remains seated. He wants to stay here in the world of before, all three of them holding hands, because he has a bad feeling about the world happening down there.
“Lukas, what did you do?”
“I . . . oh fuck . . .”
The siren goes silent as a car grinds to a halt in the gravel parking lot down the block.
“My dad, first on the scene.” Lukas rubs his hands over his face as though he wishes to rub away what he’s seeing.
“He’s going in.”
“What?” Lukas’s voice splinters. “Why?”
Morgan turns to him, her long hair streaming out in the smoke and wind, but she doesn’t need to say why.
When Lukas spins around, Morgan tries to grab his arm. “Lukas,” she calls. “Come back.”
He shakes her off and lopes toward the ladder, turning to shout at them, “Stay here,” and then he’s gone.
Basil stands with Morgan. From the top of the silo’s roof, they watch, mesmerized, as fire vines up one outer wall of the skating rink, forking as it spreads to the roof. Smoke billows out through the rear window where they usually climb inside. They can hear what sounds like the groaning and popping of maple-wood flooring in the flames. More sirens wail on the county highway. Dense clouds of smoke bloat and swell and split apart in the wind, clawing toward them like the dark, grasping fingers of a living creature.
“We have to go after him,” Morgan says, her voice breaking the spell. “Come on!”



Thirty-Five
IN THE WAITING room of the county hospital in Solomon Springs, Shelley spots Rob Tougas first, the bulk of his torso leaning over the counter as he chats with a silver-haired receptionist. He wears a mask, but with it looped under his bearded chin, she can’t see how it does much good. A smear of soot surrounds his mouth and nostrils, a waning crescent of a cross faintly visible on his forehead.
From the waist down he wears khaki-colored firefighting gear, his suspenders hanging loose on either side, but above the belt he’s stripped to a white T-shirt. Rob waits as the receptionist instructs Shelley to put on one of the disposable masks from a package on the counter, and then he gathers her into a hug, holding her so close she can’t help but smell the acrid odor of smoke on his clothing and skin. Most people in Andwhen don’t go in for touchy-feely stuff, but Rob has always been the sort who can’t say hello without also laying a hand on you.
“Just on my way out the door, so it’s good I ran into you,” Rob says.
“What happened?” Shelley asks once she extracts herself from the hug. Across the waiting room she can see Lukas slumped in a chair, his head down and his earbuds in, so he must not know she’s arrived.
“Afraid the skating rink’s a total loss. We managed to contain the fire before it spread, but the building will have to be demolished. Glen . . . he tried to go inside.”
“How bad was he hurt?”
Rob blinks, his eyes swollen with red veins from the smoke. “We treated him as best we could at the scene. He has burns on his shoulder and left arm. Likely third-degree. Smoke inhalation’s the worst of it.”
Shelley touches his arm and thanks him. “I better go talk to my son.”
She can’t help but notice the same odor of smoke clings to her boy’s clothing and skin when she hugs him, and this adds to her worry. She remembers his suppressed anger the night before. Behind his mask, Lukas looks pale and scared, his skin brittle and papery, like he might split apart before her. She has so many questions, but she’s afraid of the answers.
Somehow being touched by the fire has caused the cross on his forehead to darken, like the shadow of an eclipse.
Lukas starts to say something about sending his friends home and then stops. A thin lasso of a man dressed in scrubs and cowboy boots has entered the waiting room from one of the rear hallways. When he spots them, he waves them over. Shelley notices how Lukas shuffles his feet as he crosses the room with her, fear slowing his steps. The man introduces himself as Dr. Tucker. He nods toward Lukas. “He’s been asking after you,” he says.
On the way to the rooms for patients in the rear wing, he fills them in, his words faintly muffled by a KN95 mask over his face. “I had to sedate him for the bronchoscopy, so he’s a little foggy. Once I got the mucus out, from what I could see through the scope, I don’t believe his breathing will be permanently impacted.”
Dr. Tucker ushers them into a room with the curtains drawn against the brightness of the afternoon. Glen waits upright, his hospital bed cranked into a seated position. A nurse stands over him, urging him to drink from a cup with a straw. Tubes snake into Glen’s nostrils, an IV is taped to his right arm, and the left is padded with bandages. His face has been scrubbed of soot, but blisters coated in a creamy paste speckle his cheeks. His heartbeat blips on a monitor beside him. Shelley’s relieved he doesn’t seem to be hurt severely.
After the nurse gives up on her efforts to get him to drink, Shelley and Lukas flank him on either side, Dr. Tucker taking a spot at the foot of the bed. “He likely has nerve damage in the left arm. His oxygen levels have stabilized, but we’ll need to keep him overnight.”
“I’m going home,” Glen says in a gravelly voice. His eyes appear glazed and unfocused.
“Not gonna happen,” Dr. Tucker says. “You have a dose of oxycodone pumping through the IV to help with pain levels. You’re going to want to sleep in a bit.”
“Didn’t ask for any pain meds.”
“I’m going to leave you with your son and wife, but we’ll need to keep this visit short.”
“Ex-wife,” mutters Glen, his eyes closing. The teardrop of a cross gleams brighter between his brows, like a shard of sapphire. For so many in town, including Shelley, the ashes have mostly faded after this Lenten passage, yet father and son look freshly branded.
“Dad,” Lukas says as soon as the doctor and nurse have left the room.
“Hush,” Glen says, his eyes blinking open. “Don’t say anything.”
“But Dad,” Lukas tries again, pulling his paper mask down to make his words clear.
“Don’t.” Glen’s vocal cords sound singed. “Hurts to talk. I had security cameras installed . . . after I found the vandalism. Couple months ago. I’ve known for some time . . . But I don’t know what I’ll find when Joe and I investigate.”
“You had insurance on the building,” Shelley says. She knows this because she used to handle paying the bills.
Glen sighs and shuts his eyes. He hasn’t looked her way once. “Let it expire because . . . they kept asking for more . . . wanted fire sprinklers installed . . . worthless . . .” His eyes open again and flicker toward Lukas. “I will handle the investigation . . . Arson or reckless fire are both serious. Felony the one, misdemeanor the other. Juveniles can be tried as adults . . . Judges hate firebugs.”
He seems to sink further into his bed, his eyelids growing heavy. “You kids get to inherit the whole world . . . and look at what you do to it . . .” His breathing rattles in his lungs. “Have to think on all this.”
A knock at the door cuts the conversation short. Dr. Tucker tells them the patient needs rest.
Lukas leans in close and whispers something in his father’s ear, but Glen has sunk fully into the thrall of the opiates and doesn’t respond.
IN THE PARKING lot outside, after they discard their masks in the garbage, Shelley stops Lukas on the way to his truck. “Let me drive you home.”
He nods and trails her to the RAV4. Once the passenger door closes, the story comes along with tears. The secret club founded in the shadows of the rink. A gathering of friends, all hurting in some way. How it felt good to break things. The rituals, including candles on the stage. He must have forgotten to blow them out. Or did he? He can’t remember. Spotting the fire from the roof of the silo down the street. Seeing his father pull up and go inside. The rush to get there himself and the chaotic scene as volunteer firefighters arrived and pulled Glen out.
Shelley listens, unsure what to say to his confession. She hasn’t seen Lukas cry since those first long sessions of physical therapy. “Your dad’s going to be okay,” she says when he finishes. “He’s tough.”
“He hates me.”
“You mean the man who went into a burning building because he thought you were inside?” Shelley hates to spell out the obvious since it only makes her son cry harder. “Even though we’re not together anymore, I trust your dad is going to do what he thinks is right. There will be consequences.”
“I could go to jail, Mom.”
“You could. Your father was telling you back there that he—the sheriff of Byron County—will be the investigator and the judge.”
“That’s worse.”
Shelley doesn’t think so, but she keeps this to herself. Would Glen charge his own son? She doesn’t know, but she’s also angry with Lukas. How could he be so careless? Was there some part of her son that did this on purpose? The skating rink represented a golden memory of the past for Glen, but soon after he bought it they discovered the walls were riddled with asbestos. Even just to demolish the building would have cost him twenty thousand dollars. Yet Lukas must understand how serious all of this is.
Shelley doesn’t have any Kleenex, but she finds a few napkins in her purse—leftovers from the last time she stopped at the Shady Shack—that she hands to him. Once he cleans up his face, she touches his cheek. “I’ve had a bad feeling these past couple of weeks that something was going to happen. You and your father, the way you bottle up your anger. Now the bad thing has happened. You burned down his goddamn skating rink. Didn’t see it coming, but now it’s happened, and we have to figure out a way forward.”
“Dad got hurt.” Lukas sounds shocked by the way she’s put things.
“He’s going to be okay.” She wants to tell him they’ll be okay, too, but she doesn’t know how all of this will shake down. “Word of advice. This will take time. While he investigates and makes up his mind. Best thing you can do while you wait is keep yourself busy. This festival you’re planning? Throw yourself into it.”
Lukas’s pale cheeks flush. “Who cares about the festival?” There’s a snap in his voice when he draws back from her. Good. He needs to see that he has something to do here.
“You happen to have friends who care,” she says as she starts the car. “And you got this whole town stirred up about it. Like I said, best thing you can do is throw yourself into doing something good.”



Thirty-Six
FOR THREE DAYS and three nights, Morgan devotes herself to writing a script for the pageant. Seeking after her ghostly visitor, she brews kava root, hoping to induce a lucid dream, but no spirits haunt her sleep, whispering the story she longs for.
Lukas has told them that his father got out of the hospital two days ago, but he has yet to speak to Lukas, and the next time he does, it may be to put him into cuffs. He could be charged with a crime serious enough to lead to jail time. The Solomon Springs Register carried an article about the fire that destroyed the abandoned skating rink, Sheriff Glen Halvorsen describing it as “suspicious in nature and under investigation,” but also noting how fortunate it was that the fire did not spread thanks to the swift response of volunteer firefighters. The article featured several reminiscences from community members recalling the joy of skating there to the music of KC and the Sunshine Band or Earth, Wind & Fire.
In the meantime, the museum of curiosities in the basement of the library sprouts two new displays under glass casing, the book with its single torn page and the axe head, dark with rust, which Professor Sorenson shipped back to them after he determined the relic was not of “historical relevance.” Old Jonas prints materials for both, showing how the axe dates back centuries before the first Swedish settlers came here, and the common traits the prayer book shares with a Book of Hours and other medieval manuscripts.
A few visitors from outside town have already come to visit the relics. For most in Andwhen the ashes have faded entirely. Between the ashes fading without any explanation and the nightly news carrying images of overwhelmed hospitals in New York City, people are more anxious than they’ve ever been. In this fraught time a festival honoring the mystery of the unearthed skeleton becomes the talk of the town, with some arguing that it’s foolish to try hosting such an event when they should instead be prepping for what to do when the virus gets here. Others, including a contingent led by Pastor Breen, point out the ashes were a reminder that we are living on borrowed time, and who knows when we’ll be able to gather again?
As their most enthusiastic evangelist, Pastor Breen ropes in members of the church, including a group who call themselves OWLs (Older Wiser Lutherans) to make lefse and lutefisk. Bill Brierson starts on a batch of mead brewed from honey for the adults who attended the festival, while Stan Morley, who owns the salvage yard outside town, promises to donate used lumber for the stage.
On the third day, Morgan calls for a meeting for those who have agreed to help with the production. They gather in the basement of the library, which has a small stage, so they will be close to the relics as they rehearse, watched over by the spirit of their lost Viking. With the windows open for ventilation, it’s chilly in the room, and Morgan has set out bottles of hand sanitizer on each of the tables.
Morgan sits in a folding chair with the words “Director’s Chair” duct-taped to the back by Lukas to lend “seriousity” to their undertakings.
“I had the hardest time with this,” Morgan tells the twenty people who surround her, church members mixed with bored teenagers home from school and looking for something to do. “I kept thinking about her. Who was she? How did she get here? In Europe at the time a plague was spreading, just as one is spreading now. The ones who came here were on the run just as much as they were searching for something. Once I realized that, her voice came to me.”
Morgan stands and starts passing around copies of the script. In her jeans and cream-colored blouse, her dark hair bound in braids, Morgan looks like she could pass for a college student or a young editor at a publishing house, officious and beautiful at once.
“I decided to take my cue from The Laramie Project and write it as a series of monologues, some from the fourteenth century, and some that are more recent. I want the production to travel from the distant past to the present day. To show how history is alive inside each one of us.”
She speaks in a voice that is soft and insistent, which causes those gathered to lean closer to her. “Dad, you’re going to read two parts. You’ll open the pageant with the part of Olof Ohman when he first finds the stone in 1898. That monologue launches us deeper into the past. Toward the end you also get to star as yourself and tell the story of what happened to us this Lent when you marked us with the ashes.”
“Can I make edits in the part about me?” Pastor Breen asks.
“Yes, but no sermonizing,” Morgan says. She passes him his scripts and turns to Lukas. “And you, my friend, are a skald from Gotland. You’re not like anyone else, because, well, you’ll see. I’d like you to set your part to music.”
“Will there be battles?” This question comes from Josh Greenly, who like most of the teens here belongs to Miss Warren’s drama club.
“Sorry,” Morgan says, “but our goal is to tell the story without killing anyone.” Morgan pivots to Basil. “Don’t think I’ve forgotten about you, B. I wrote a long poem for you. When she came here, she must have encountered someone to guide her. You’re the one with deep roots here. Think you can do it?”
Her dark eyes hold him in place. He can see where she powdered over the remnant of her cross, and this saddens him because it’s a reminder that one day she’ll leave this place. Long after she’s gone, he thinks he will always feel the ghost of his own mark, and perhaps she will as well, and what will she think of when she remembers him?
“Shouldn’t there be .  .  . Native representation?” Pastor Breen asks.
“Dad?” Morgan tilts her head, the conversation perhaps too much a reminder of what went wrong on her Reddit page. “We’re kind of running short on time.”
“I know, but their voice should be part of this.”
“You have someone in mind, Dad?”
“Henry Lepinay. He’s a professor over at White Earth Tribal and Community College, and he belongs to our congregation. He hasn’t been to church in a while, but I could ask him.”
Morgan favors him with a half smile. “Please do.”
Then she asks for more volunteers as she reads the other parts still available. In all, there are ten short monologues, including King Magnus issuing his original orders to search for the lost colony, a Gotlander who dreams of building a church for Christ in a new land, a Mandan chief who first meets the Vikings on the prairie, Lukas as the skald, and Basil as the guide. There are more recent parts as well, from Olof Ohman first finding the Kensington Runestone, to the Reverend Miller saving the church’s precious stained glass windows from the tornado with his prayer, and Pastor Breen playing himself as he marks his flock with ashes they will carry with them through almost the entire Lenten season.
Morgan holds one last script to her chest. “I’m going to read her part,” she says. “I’ve tried to tell her story as best I can.”
The pageant is not just the story of how the Vikings might have come here in 1362, but a tale of the town itself, those legends passed down by the people of Andwhen. The story of the skeleton, of Morgan’s ghost singing her “Ave Maria.” Their story and what they’ve come through, touched by a strange magic in a troubled time.
• • •
THEY HAVE LESS than two days to build the stage in the town square. Morgan wants it to be in the shape of a Viking longship, so she consults with a few older church members who have construction experience, showing them the templates she’s found on the internet, a model based on a buried ship discovered in the village of Skuldelev in Denmark. At either end of the stage she wants a curving keel. There’s no time to carve dragon heads for the prow and stern, so Morgan plans to shape the heads from clay and fire them in her kiln. The rest of the crew starts with rehearsals, Pastor Breen first since the pageant will travel backward in time, with Morgan’s part as the Viking woman last of all. It’s good they have the extended spring break, which not only gives them time to plan, but might mean they have an audience, all those teenagers home with nervous parents, wondering what is going to happen if school goes entirely online.
As Basil watches the others confidently speaking their parts, he’s sweating so much he has to set down his script and wipe his hands on his jeans. If he’s going to do this, he’s going to have to summon Other Basil, the boy he imagined so long ago when Morgan first set those earphones on his head and awakened him to the possibilities that live in stories. But when he looks at his script, the words blur. He shuts his eyes and tries to stifle a rising panic.
A hand on his shoulder makes him look up. “You’re going to be great,” Morgan assures him before she walks away again.
He smooths out his script and turns to Lukas, who is now onstage before the microphone, his chin tilting up as he prepares to turn his part into song. He pauses, his mouth opening, but no words come out because Sheriff Halvorsen has entered the room, trailed by Old Jonas the librarian.
All eyes turn from Lukas to watch the sheriff stride up the aisle between the chairs. Glen’s left arm remains in a sling. Lukas has told them the nerve damage he suffered will take at least six weeks to heal. “I just got off the phone with Mayor Littleton,” he says in a voice that still sounds raw days after he was released from the hospital. “I’m afraid you’re going to have to halt your rehearsals here. It can’t happen, not anywhere on town property. The president has said that no more than ten people can gather in these times.”
Morgan meets him halfway up the aisle. “The virus isn’t here yet.”
Sheriff Halvorsen frowns down at her. “The mayor and the town council take the president at his word. We are facing an invisible enemy.”
“Dad, what are you doing?” Lukas’s voice squawks, magnified by the microphone.
Glen ignores his son on the stage, surveying the rest of the room. “This can’t happen anywhere on town property. Not here in this basement or anywhere else.”
Morgan’s hands fly out in a flurry of quick signals to get the attention of Old Jonas. Whatever he signals back makes her head fall.
The sheriff glances between them. “Not his decision, young lady. Library answers to the town council.”
“This is some bullshit,” Lukas says as he steps away from the microphone.
“Lukas,” Morgan warns. “Don’t.”
“It’s our last chance to do something,” Lukas says from his spot on the stage. “Who knows when we can get together again after the lockdown starts? For once, living out in the boonies means we’re safe.”
Sheriff Halvorsen scratches at his left arm, the bandaging swollen under the sling. “I’m afraid you’ll have to suspend your practice,” he says to Morgan, “and vacate these premises.”
AFTER THE SHERIFF and librarian leave, Morgan turns to her father. “Dad, what if we stage it at church?”
“I thought of that, too,” Pastor Breen says, “but we’re already moving to a streaming service on Facebook this Sunday. It’s unlikely the church council would approve it.”
“He’s punishing me,” Lukas says.
“I don’t know about that,” Morgan says, “but they could be effectively killing the festival this year.”
“What about .  .  . what about your mom’s farm?” Basil says to Lukas. He’s been quiet this whole time, thinking it over. “They can’t stop us on private property, right? And the weather’s gonna be nice the next few days. We could build the stage where the tree fell. Outdoors. People can come and spread picnic blankets in the meadow below. It’ll be safe. Maybe?”
“B,” Morgan says, “that’s brilliant.”
They spend the rest of the afternoon plotting how to pull this off. Lukas calls his mom and gets her to agree to hosting the production on her land. Pastor Breen volunteers audio equipment from church, a couple of loudspeakers and microphones they use for outdoor services in summer. Two of the older cast head over to Stan’s Salvage where they’ll load their pickups with lumber for the stage.
Last of all, Morgan calls the local radio station, KLKR, to petition Ned Tolbert to announce a change of venue for the festival and pageant. Ned also runs the community Facebook page and can post the news there. Folks are to bring their own blankets and chairs. They will be starting at 6:00 P.M., a good hour earlier, so there will be plenty of daylight left. “You need to sell this,” she tells Ned. “It may be our last hurrah before the world shuts down.”



Thirty-Seven
AT FIRST, IN the rush of the moment, as they busy themselves planning for the Festival of the Unknown Viking and building the stage, Basil doesn’t have time for nervousness. They have only one day to pull it off—on Thursday, which means “Thor’s day” according to Morgan—because the governor has announced lockdown orders will begin on Friday, March 27.
They build the stage over the great fallen oak, using the trunk for support as they hammer in two-by-fours topped by warped plywood sheets. An old tetherball pole rises from the stage as a mast. They lash white sheets painted with runic symbols to the mast, and in the chill evening wind these sheets billow out from the lopsided stage. As the sun goes down, Basil can almost imagine it, a ship riding the crest of an immense green wave, the clay dragon heads leering from the curving prow and stern on either end.
A pile of railroad ties and used pallets, five feet in height, stands on the hill not far from the stage. They will finish the production with a community bonfire. Rob Tougas and the volunteer fire department contributed the idea so they could also talk to the crowd about fire safety before lighting it, a topic especially important given recent events.
In the meadow below, Brian Paulson uses his baler to cut winter-dry hay. The square bales, which they space out in even rows, will make for farm-style seating for any who show up for the pageant. Pastor Breen arrives, followed by a caravan of pickups driven by the OWLs from church. The OWLs unload and set out folding tables borrowed from church at the edge of the meadow for tomorrow’s banquet feast, and Pastor Breen lugs over sound equipment, a microphone and a couple of loudspeakers to be hooked up to orange power cords that snake through the grass, stretching all the way to the power source in Shelley Halvorsen’s barn. Once the speakers crackle to life, they belt out music from KLKR for the volunteer crew of organizers. Shelley’s two remaining black Labs, long and sleek now, bound over the bales in the meadow, racing from person to person, while Buttons and Fritz stand sentinel on the hill above, surveying the scene.
The salvage man’s son, Stan Jr., shows up with two boxes he hefts from the bed of his truck and carries over to one of the folding tables. Stan Jr. is a small man with a plump frog-eyed face. When the teens come over to investigate, he lifts out a wooden sword fashioned from thin planks. His voice croaks as he hoists the toy sword and says, “For the Lady!”
“For the Lady?” Morgan says.
“I hear we got ourselves a shield maiden,” he says, nodding toward the hill where they found the burial mound. “I made these for her. For the Lady in the Hill. And so the kids could play Vikings.” He shows them the inside of the box where at least three dozen swords await, along with oil paints so each child can decorate his or her own.
It’s not quite historically accurate—Morgan has already told them that the age of Vikings technically ended in the eleventh century when they all found Jesus—but she doesn’t correct Stan Jr. Instead, she lifts one out and hoists it like him. “For the Lady!” she says. “These are awesome! Thank you.”
With the setup complete, most of the crew heads over to the Shady Shack in Solomon Springs for burgers. Above them on the hill, Shelley whistles for her dogs and when the pups bound toward her, she kneels to reward them each with a pat on the head. They race off again when Basil’s dad drives up in his pickup, bouncing over the uneven grass in the meadow. Davy jumps out when it comes to a stop and he races along with the pups, Gary Thorson following him a moment later, walking uphill towards Shelley. Pastor Breen joins the other parents to confer about whether or not anyone will come tomorrow with lockdown orders set for the following day.
“This is really happening, isn’t it?” Morgan says.
“Ready or not,” Lukas says.
As the sun slips behind the low hill, they climb the rise to greet their parents by the stage. “Why don’t you guys come over to my place?” Gary offers. “I’ll whip up something quick. You ever try Korean army stew?”
“I’m almost afraid to ask what that is,” Shelley says.
“I will only say it involves noodles, sesame oil, and a mystery meat,” Gary says, raising one eyebrow.
“My dad makes weird stuff with Spam,” Basil tells them. “But don’t knock it until you try it.”
When the teens walk back to the Silverado, both Morgan and Basil can’t help noticing how Lukas’s limp has stiffened. “You tried to ride her, didn’t you?” Morgan says.
“Keep your voice down,” he says. “I don’t want my mom to know.”
“Val throw you?” Morgan sounds miffed.
“She damn well tried,” Lukas says, stopping to massage his hip. “And when she failed, I took her for a good long ride. But I’m not used to riding, so I’m just a little sore is all.”
“You think your dad will come tomorrow?” Basil says.
“I don’t care.”
“But will he try something?” Morgan says.
Lukas shrugs. “Being sheriff is a political position. He gets elected year after year because people like him. I can’t see him arresting and charging me in front of a whole crowd of people, but I feel like I don’t know him anymore. I don’t know what he might do.”
THE EVENING OF the production brings silvery, overcast skies. A southerly breeze fills the sail onstage, and sandhill cranes cry out from the marshland that stretches beyond the meadow. People begin to arrive, parking along the edge of the road and hiking across the freshly mown hayfield. Some sit on bales and others spread picnic blankets on ground still patchy with winter.
Boys and girls duel with newly painted swords while the church folk ready a feast for all who’ve come.
The social distancing the crew has asked for is not in evidence yet, Basil thinks, watching the crowd as they go from table to table to fill their plates. School may be shutting down for two weeks, but it doesn’t feel like anyone out here believes in the virus. They think themselves safe here in the country, far from the troubles on television, out in the open spring air.
Some of the men have brought dishes of fried panfish, a more palatable option than the lutefisk. Red plastic party cups fill with home-brewed mead made from fermented honey for the grown-ups, and at another table there is lefse, rolled in butter and sugar, for the kids.
Morgan grabs herself a few rolls of lefse, but Basil and Lukas are too nervous to eat anything before the show. Pastor Breen, making his way through the line, catches his daughter’s eye as he pauses to let Dolores Hansen layer a couple of slices of lutefisk onto his plate. “Lutefisk,” he says, “the piece of cod that passeth all understanding.”
From the loudspeakers onstage, a country song by Alexander Ludwig plays, Morgan only agreeing to it because the singer also stars as Bjorn Ironside on the show Vikings. Basil can’t help noticing the arrival of Coach Jenkins along with the superintendent, Engels, big men who don’t line up for the food or make any attempt to join the festivities. They lurk at the perimeter, their arms crossed over their barrel chests. They are joined by Lukas’s father, who arrives in uniform. The way he stands, feet planted wide, it looks like he’s preparing for trouble.
Basil feels a lurch in his stomach, acid bubbling up from a gut level to lodge dead center in his chest. As it is, he didn’t sleep much the night before, anxious that reciting before a crowd might provoke another panic attack and ruin the production.
He hardly notices Morgan slip in beside him. “Look at them. Like three vultures skulking.”
Morgan’s black hair twists in French braids down her back. She wears the same dark dress she wore to the museum, silver bangles at her wrists. A faint lining of kohl makes her dark blue eyes even more prominent. Basil can imagine her as the ghost who stalked across centuries, fierce as any Viking. Looking at her soothes the acid simmering in his stomach, but doesn’t take away his fears. “I don’t think I can do this,” he says. “Can you get someone else to take my part?”
Morgan hooks her arm in his. “Remember what I said the night I came to your house?”
How could he ever forget? Were he to shut his eyes he would feel the impression of her lips on his neck.
“You’re the one who shows up, B. If you need a friendly face, look over at me, okay?”
“Looks like my dad made it after all,” Lukas says as he joins them. He’s dressed in black jeans with a white collarless shirt buttoned down to expose his pale throat and chest. His best cowboy boots completing the outfit, Lukas looks ready to step onstage, while Basil is dressed in his church clothes, slacks and a blue oxford. “But why? Why is he here?” As if he hears the question, the sheriff lets his gaze light briefly on his son before he continues his survey of the crowd.
“Don’t worry about him.” Morgan hands over her PodTrak system to Josh Greenly, who’s in charge of recording the show for the podcast, and then she turns to the boys. “Let’s go.”
The boys stand at the side along with the rest of the crew as Morgan climbs onstage. She lifts the microphone from the stand and begins. “Thank you all for coming to the first ever Festival of the Unknown Viking. It means so much that you’re here.” She pauses, gathering her breath, and Basil wonders if she’s thinking of her mother, wishing she was here to see all of this unfold.
“My dad has a saying. ‘Everyone has a story to tell.’” Morgan turns to look behind her, silver bangles jangling, at the hill above. “What’s her story? We may never know, but tonight we gather to try and tell it. I invite you to listen to the monologues and performances. Tonight we honor the stories of those who have gone before us. What will we find when we follow them into the past? If everyone has a story to tell, this one belongs to the Lady in the Hill.”
“For the Lady!” cries Stan Jr. from out in the crowd.
“For the Lady,” Morgan says and steps away so the show can begin.
After brief applause, Pastor Breen takes the stage, opening with the first monologue from Olof Ohman. In his nasal intonation, the rhythms of a Swedish farmer from a previous century, a man scorned as a fraud in his own time, compel the attention of most of the audience. Some of the younger children continue to chatter and duel with the toy swords, oblivious to what’s happening onstage, but not the adults. Basil can feel how they stretch out on their blankets or lean forward on their bales, bending like stalks of corn to the light. It reminds Basil of those grainy voices that come to him from out of the past in the A/V room of the library, a host of phantoms murmuring as they invite him into the story. He can imagine the meadow falling away, the marshland turning to rivers and fens, the warped stage transforming into a real Viking ship, drifting across a green sea.
Professor Lepinay takes the stage before Basil’s turn. The professor opens by crying out a greeting in a language that Basil cannot follow, and from the crowd Pastor Breen answers him with the same cry.
“Those words mean, ‘Hello, all my relatives,’ in Anishinaabe. Thank you for inviting me here, for inviting me into your story. There is a risk when you invite someone into your story because you don’t know what they might say or do. Because whether Columbus ‘sailed the ocean blue’ in search of a passage to India, or Vikings came here a hundred years before him, we should acknowledge here that they were not invited. And this body you found? There is a good chance it also belonged to another white person who got lost along the way. And yet, just imagine the odyssey that brought her across the ocean. And yet, I hope she found a home here. The Kensington Runestone speaks of ‘ten men red from blood and dead.’ If the legend is true, and I have many questions, this is the only mention of my ancestors. We are no more than shadows who bring death. But we were—and are—so much more than shadows. What I want to say to you is this: We have always been here. We have always been here, and we are still here now.”
Professor Lepinay continues, describing what Indigenous communities might have been like pre-contact, but Basil’s mind hums like a hive brimming with bees, and he tries to calm his breathing and contain his nerves. He tunes back in to hear the professor say, “And in this new world where we find ourselves, we must make a home where all of us together have a voice. We must start with our stories. May our stories make it so.”
When it’s finally Basil’s turn, he stumbles coming onstage, clumsy in his church loafers. After he rights himself, his breath comes out shaky. Over and over this past sleepless night he recited his monologue until it was seared into his brain, but the near fall wipes the words away. Some of the cast members read their scripts from printed pages since there wasn’t time to memorize them and properly rehearse, but he wanted to own the words for Morgan’s sake. Not just for Morgan, but for his father, who has worked so hard all his life to help Basil read at grade level. But now, with all those faces turned toward him, he deeply regrets leaving his script at home.
He shuts his eyes, trying to find the words, but it all feels wrong. When he looks at the audience again, his gaze finds Coach Jenkins. Basil shouldn’t be here. He’s a creature in the coach’s eyes, a big oaf made only to break things. Not just in the coach’s eyes, but this entire town. He tried to warn Morgan.
A nervous rippling spreads through the crowd. Basil searches out his father, can see him seated on a bale beside Shelley Halvorsen. His father mouths something Basil can’t make out. His mind feels blank, a rush of water tumbling in a river. If he collapses up here, if he has another panic attack, he will not only have failed Morgan but the whole town. Exactly what they expect of him.
In the strained silence, Morgan climbs onstage with him. He turns toward her as she puts her hands on his face. “Breathe with me,” she says, “and they’ll think this is part of the show.” He matches his breathing with hers. In through the nose. Hold four counts. Out through the mouth for four counts. Her hands are smooth and warm against his skin. She’s standing on her tiptoes to reach his face, so they are nearly dancing. He no longer cares that the crowd must be staring at them. She shuts her eyes, her face tilted up, so it is only them in a cloud of their own breathing. When he closes his eyes, he pictures the river, summons Other Basil to cross the waters inside him, closer and closer.
Morgan’s touch floods him with a pleasant, fluttery feeling. “Try again, B,” she whispers and then she walks offstage.
He exhales and finds his center. Other Basil fumbles the first few words before finding a rhythm, finding his way just like the guide in the part he recites, who helps a stranger cross a perilous land. Basil, the dumbest kid in all of tenth grade, the dumbest kid in the entire school, a boy known as a brute and a breaker of bones, finds his voice, and in this moment he puts all the feeling he can into the words he speaks, letting these words call forth another reality, willing it into being.
He’s shaking by the time he climbs down, still too stricken to feel Morgan’s hug, hardly hearing the audience’s applause. And he doesn’t really have time for relief because Lukas is coming now, riding down the mown path on Valkyrie, his guitar slung behind him. There’s a catch in the crowd’s cheering, a communal intake of breath because the town knows the story of Lukas’s injury in the ring, and some might also know about the palomino, a temperamental mare who has already hurt one kid. This is not meant to be part of the show.
“I’ll be damned,” Morgan says. “He really tamed her.”
Lukas swings around the side of the stage and dismounts, handing Basil the reins. “Good show,” Basil says.
“I’m just getting started,” Lukas says as he climbs onstage.
Like Basil, he has his part memorized. The skald who must leave his native Gotland because he loved another man and was cast out by his community. Lukas sings the story with a country lilt. Basil looks out to the crowd, how they crane their necks, listening. Are they seeing him for the first time? What they have always known but left unsaid? When he finishes the monologue, he waits until the applause dies down. “I wrote a song for all of you,” he says. “You heard the story of the skald. This one is mine.”
Lukas starts to sing, his voice faltering before finding the right pitch. He sings of a young man in a Silverado and a preacher’s daughter and a quiet giant in a northern land. He sings of dogs running loose in the yard and the Lady in the Hill. The refrain is about a “boy looking for a song only he can sing / he holds so much inside him, / he wants to tell them everything.” Lukas finishes abruptly. The speaker burps and crackles as he steps away from the microphone and the audience cheers. Basil hopes Lukas sees his mother—on her feet and cheering beside Basil’s dad—and not his father, a man stalking away with his back to his son.
After Lukas mounts the palomino again, Morgan’s father takes the stage, this time as himself, the pastor marking people with ashes that won’t wash away. When Lukas returns from stabling the horse a few minutes later, the three of them huddle, their faces close together, a sheen of sweat glistening on Lukas’s brow. Of the three of them, only the fading corona of Lukas’s ashen cross remains visible.
“You didn’t sing the end of the song,” Morgan says.
“I decided it wasn’t any of their damn business,” Lukas says.
She doesn’t have a chance to respond because her dad is already finishing his short monologue. Morgan takes the stage to read the final part. The ghost who came to her the morning the tree fell and revealed a grave. Like Lukas she sings her part, the “Ave Maria,” but in Old Norse, her wavery voice carrying on the wind. Basil has never heard Morgan sing before. Her voice sounds plaintive, suffused with longing, rough and lovely in its own way as she sings the story of the Unknown Viking, the one they will surely call the Lady in the Hill ever after.
If it’s true, if it’s really true what her father has told them, and there is a cloud of witnesses looking down on us, then Basil hopes Morgan’s mother is listening.
Then Pastor Breen and a few other men hustle the sound equipment away from the stage. In the twilight, the audience turns to see a fire truck coming down the path that leads from Shelley Halvorsen’s barn. The truck bumps over the uneven ground and stops close to the stage as Rob Tougas and others—the same men who rescued Basil and his father from the grain bin—pile out and unspool a long hose. After a short talk on fire safety and a reminder to change the batteries of their smoke detectors, Rob ignites a drip torch. “For the Lady!” he shouts. The audience takes up the cry as he brings the drip torch’s wick to the pile of pallets and railroad ties. “For the Lady!”
In the cool spring air, they gather around the bonfire in the dusk. How the wind carries the ashes aloft, how they lift, how they rise toward the first evening stars.



Thirty-Eight
—ISLAND YEAR 1362—
THE SAGA OF BRYNHILD
POETTA FRAGMENT VIII
I tell you this, I set this down in Snorri’s Book of Hours
 so that your mother’s story lives inside you like these prayers,
 for I have foreseen in a dream that the barrow wight’s prophecy
 will come true and I will not be around to teach you what I know.
 I have nothing to give you but this wonder-tale, the saga
 of your mother. When I try to picture you, I catch glimpses.
I see the sisters-three we planted in spring, squash and corn and beans
 in good black ground, and you climbing a willow scaffold to harry blackbirds
 away from our crop. I see your hands touching words I have
 marked with quills, the ink of berries and mixed with soot, my ashenalphabet,
 set on paper made from birchbark skin and tucked within
 the Book of Hours. I see you nestled in your father’s lap as he reads
aloud, the runes summoning my voice within his voice, his breath
 stirring your hair, my story in your ears to give you strength. One
 day you will read the words yourself and know you are not alone.
 You will hear my voice inside you, and know I watch over you
 from the stars. In my story, I have brought death where I passed.
 All for what? All for you, so that one day I might give birth
to a daughter who grows into a healer and holder of stories.
 Here now at the end of my saga, I will bring life from my death.
 I feel you press against my womb-wall, the small drum-drumming
 of your heart as you drift in seas within me, the boat of your body
 like our knarr that sailed across the great waters.
 Your journey in reverse, from my dark into light.
This is how it should be,
 dark into light,
 death into life,
 and you a frail and singing thing,
 not cast away as I once was,
 but held by your father.
You will know hunger, but your brother who lives in the river
 will sustain you both. You will know loneliness, but I pray you
 will find a companion in these runes, a mother-tongue.
 You will know the Creator in the songs of your people,
 and my songs, such as the ‘Ave Maria,’ and when you sing
 may the grace of mothers everywhere embrace you.
Oh, daughter. I am the last of my expedition,
 a stowaway Greenlander among twenty-two Norwegians
 and eight Gotlanders, a girl who grew into a woman in a faraway
 land, a woman who has learned to bring life from death,
 wring joy from sorrow. I set this down now for your sake, so you
 might know the story of your mother and from where
you come. I see you and the life-long you will live, growing
 into old age, a woman wise in her silver hair, a speaker
 of two tongues, a shaman and keeper of sacred knowledge.
 Your people, the Mandan whom your father and I found
 on the prairies after being outcast in a time of sickness,
 will turn to you one day for guidance, a woman who possesses
a great magic, capable of crossing into two worlds in your mind.
 And will it also be enough to know the secret of these runes,
 how to make a story that outlives you? When you are old enough
 to copy the words into parchment of your own, when my bones
 have been bleached white on the burial scaffold from years in the sun
 so they are ready to be buried, I only ask you bury this book with me.
May this secret power bless you. At the world’s edge, a crossing
 of beauty and terror. This I give to you. Whale-roads and the narwhal
 horn that saved your mother’s life. May you dream the songs of the deep,
 of the great waters you will never visit. I give you this journey in your mind.
 I give you leviathan and the sloshing belly of the knarr, strange beasts
 you will never meet, goats and sheep and the reindeer of my native land.
I give you a tale of mountain-waves, of old gods and new, biting ice-fogs,
 and a hearth-brother who called me across the seas, and demons who wear
 the faces of men. Wolf-men and earth-sickness and a cannibal spirit
 raised from death by grief. I have outlived them all, but I will not
 outlive your birth. How am I alive when so many are dead?
 I cannot say. I give you wind-in-sails, and a girl swimming
among her whale-sisters in a green, green light. Now, will sing
 the gulls wheeling inside you. Now, will sing the waves incoming.
 Here I have found my home among a people my own named
 Skraelings. So let this be a warning and a wonder-tale, the saga of your
 mother, Brynhild. I tell you with the hope you will know that not
 even the star-brimming night sky is vast enough to contain
my love for you. May these words bless you, oh daughter.
 I pour them out like tears. May they come to you gentle
 as the spring rain that greens the winter-brown grasslands.
 May they find you in a place of new growth, among windstirred
 corn leaves and blackbirds singing. I see you now,
 your face uplifted toward the sky, drinking it all in.
[Poetta fragment ends.]



Thirty-Nine
THE CREW THAT shows up for cleanup duty on Shelley’s farm the next day consists of the three teens and their parents. The Thorson family moves from bale to bale, carrying each one over to the pickups to transport to their farm. Lukas swings an axe at the charred remains of the bonfire to scatter the burned wood. Shelley walks with Pastor Breen and his daughter, plucking up the occasional discarded napkin, paper plate, or red plastic cup someone left behind. Fritz the Doberman plants himself on the small rise, their regal canine supervisor watching over them.
On a cool and cloudy Friday in late March, this small crew is largely subdued now that lockdown orders are in place. Most of the businesses have been shuttered uptown, the streets mostly empty, except for a few sullen people lingering on the sidewalk outside Jorgen’s Grocery. Shelley drove past it earlier that morning after hanging up a “Closed Until Further Notice” sign in the window front of her own store and locking the door.
“Is the church ready to do Easter online?” she says in passing to Pastor Breen.
“Next time you’ll see me it will be on a screen,” he says as he bends to pluck up a stray napkin tangled in weeds.
They search the ground, each wearing disposable gloves and carrying garbage bags, keeping their distance as they talk.
“What about your business? I’m going to miss that hot stone massage.”
“We’re considered nonessential, unfortunately. I just have to hope this doesn’t last too long.”
“I don’t understand why some places are essential and others are not,” he says. “Why is getting a haircut essential, but not a massage that might lead to healing?”
Shelley can’t help glancing toward Gary, who seems to have been helped so much by the three deep-tissue therapy treatments he’s had so far.
“I wonder if this will be good for us in some ways,” Morgan says as she joins them. “Like the ashes.”
Maybe, Shelley thinks. Why do human beings need this constant reminder of how fragile life is in order to be kind to one another? Where did the ashes come from, and why did they linger and then disappear? If only for a season, we have stepped outside of ourselves. “Let’s hope so,” she says aloud. “I’m just glad you kids had the chance to pull this off. Three thousand dollars in donations for your statue is not a bad haul.”
From his spot on the hilltop, Fritz barks at something in the distance. Shelley turns to see a police cruiser pulling up alongside the road that borders the meadow. Glen kills the engine, but just sits there in the cruiser, his eyes hidden behind his aviator glasses.
“What’s he doing here?” Morgan says, because it’s ominous the way he watches without making any move to approach them.
“I’ll go find out,” Shelley says. She lets her half-full garbage bag drop in the grass. She’s making her way toward his vehicle when Glen climbs out, tucking his glasses in his front pocket with his uninjured right hand. He cuts across the meadow, bracing his sling as he heads for his son. When he spots Shelley coming to intercept him, he stops her with a look, his mouth crimping at the corners. “I’m here for Lukas,” he says, and continues before she can respond, marching over uneven meadow grass.
Lukas has spotted him now. He stands surrounded by burned timber, leaning on the handle of his axe. The other adults busy themselves with picking up garbage, but Shelley notes the watchfulness in the two teens and wonders what they know.
From this distance she can’t hear any of the words that pass between them, Glen with his good hand on his belt, his face close to Lukas’s, her son’s face dark with soot and sweat. At one point Lukas’s head falls and he wavers before his father. A minute passes before he raises his head and nods. A second nod follows and then a third, some bargain struck between them. Shelley’s relieved when Glen turns away from Lukas. Though he has not set a hand on his son, not to hug or hold or reassure him, he also hasn’t put his son into cuffs. Glen moves back across the meadow with long, purposeful strides, sunlight flaring on the aviator shades he has put back on. He climbs in the cruiser, starts the engine, and pulls away.
The pastor and his daughter are the first to leave after Glen drives off. Gary and his sons finish with the last of the bales, and he and the youngest boy approach her. Shelley really wants to speak with Lukas, but with lockdown orders in place, they have all the time in the world. Gary has stripped down to a T-shirt, his flannel wrapped around his waist. He moves with the slow, tentative steps of a man who doesn’t trust his healing yet. “My boy has something to ask you,” he says, tousling Davy’s blond hair.
Davy lifts his chin. “How much for the smaller pup?”
“That’d be the female,” Shelley says, “and for you, she’s free.”
He lets out a small, joyful whoop. “What’s her name?”
“I call her Raven,” Shelley says and whistles for the dogs. “But you can give her a new name if you want.” Raven trots up along with her brother, Jet.
“The boy’s shown he’s old enough to care for a dog on his own,” Gary says. “These two here? They’re going to have the run of the farm.”
Davy bends to catch hold of the dog before she can bound away again. “We’re gonna have so many adventures,” he says.
“I’m betting with so many people finding themselves stranded at home you won’t have any trouble finding someone to take the last pup.”
“I think I’m gonna keep him,” Shelley says. “He’s a living reminder of all we’ve been through this winter.” Davy lets go of Raven’s collar and she romps off with Jet again. “Besides, I like how this place is starting to feel like a working farm again. I have big plans for my garden, and I’m going to buy some good laying hens.”
“I’m going to miss our weekly appointments,” Gary says. He meets her eyes before looking away again. The mark between his brows, those angel wings, has vanished beneath healthy pink skin.
“I will as well.”
“Listen, I don’t know how long these shelter-in-place orders will last, but since we’re taking one of the pups home with us, maybe you and Lukas could come visit this Friday night. Let the pup know you’re still around. Maybe stay for dinner?” He shields his eyes as he says this, for the sun has broken through the cloud cover.
“I’d like that,” Shelley says. “Just so long as we have a dish that doesn’t involve Spam.”
“I make a mean beef stroganoff.”
“I’ll bring salad and a dessert.”
Shelley bids him goodbye once they agree on a time. She has to hold on to Jet’s collar since he wants to follow his sibling as Raven trots away with the Thorson family, climbing into the cab of the Ranger, Basil behind the wheel. Gary stops to wave goodbye, the tawny grasses of the meadow behind him shimmering in the sunlight.
Jet whines as they watch his sibling ride away. “Don’t you worry,” she tells him. “I have a feeling we’re going to be seeing your sister again.”
“Mom?” Lukas approaches her and they fall in together side by side as they make their way back up to the house.
“What was the deal with your dad?”
“He said they were unable to determine any exact cause for the fire, but Rob Tougas thought from the burn patterns it started over by the stage. They didn’t find any accelerants, so likely no arson. He told me that Rob thought some vagrant must have been living there.”
“Oh? And your father didn’t correct him?”
“He didn’t say so out loud, but yeah.” There’s part of her that recognizes that as county sheriff her ex-husband depends on the trust and faith of those who elect him. If he was not only a divorcé but the father of a young man charged with accidentally setting a reckless fire? Order, Glen has always said, begins at home. But she doesn’t like thinking this way. Let there be some mercy in this mess. Let their son recognize this mercy.
“He said if it hadn’t burned, the vandalism could have also been a felony, but a judge would have likely sentenced a minor without any record to community service. That service I owe now to him. Eighty hours and he’ll keep track of every single one because idle hands do the devil’s work. He said I will be the lead man on the Orville Files, but I won’t be paid for any of it.”
“That sounds like your father.” The Orville Files were started by Glen’s uncle Orville, county sheriff before him and the man who largely raised him. They contain the names of every widow, aging bachelor farmer, single mother, and family in need in Byron County. A small group of volunteers works through the sheriff’s office to clean out gutters, rake up leaves, keep driveways clear of snow. Their son will be part of this group now, and the work should keep Lukas busy for a good, long while, but oh, the price could have been so much more.
Lukas sighs, bumps his shoulder against hers, but he doesn’t say anything further. They pass the burned stage, the open pit of the grave where the body was found, the one they are calling the Lady in the Hill now. How strange it is, Shelley thinks, for so much good to have come from such a grim discovery. She wants to store it all away for what’s coming. They pass the fallen tree she climbed as a girl where she listened for a hymn sung in a lost language.
INSIDE THE HOUSE, on the kitchen table, Lukas finds the papers Shelley printed out earlier.
“What’s this?” he says while she washes her hands in the sink. “You’re thinking of joining the gay rodeo, Mom?”
“Oh, I didn’t print those out for me,” she says in a soft voice as she dries her hands on a towel hanging from the stove.
“Mom?” The laughter in his voice is gone, replaced by a tremor of uncertainty.
Shelley turns to face him. “I figured instead of riding saddle bronc, you might try mounted breakaway roping. Less dangerous. I found a guy online who can help train you and Valkyrie. The next event isn’t until . . .”
“Mom.” There are tears in his eyes when he looks up from the page. She crosses the space between them and this time her beautiful boy lets her hold him.



Forty
WHEN MORGAN SHOWS up on his front porch two days after Easter, she’s dressed in blue jeans and a Bon Iver T-shirt, her hair pulled back in a ponytail. “Want to go for a walk?” she asks Basil.
They pass the car that Morgan drove here, her father’s old rust-eaten Volvo, and walk toward a hayrack, where fresh-cut bales are covered by a white tarp that flutters in the morning breeze. “From a distance it looks like our stage,” Morgan says. And it’s true: The rack has the look of a ship, marooned here on the prairie. They sit on the edge of the rack, hidden from the house by towering bales.
“Sometimes, I still can’t imagine how they could have made it all the way out here,” Basil says.
Morgan takes his hand and holds it. “Close your eyes and picture it with me,” she says. A lone gust of wind stirs the tarp above them. Basil’s skin thrills where it touches hers. He shuts his eyes and leans into the sensation of her small hand within his own. “Imagine the rise and fall of the ocean, waves as big as mountains. At night, in stillness, there are too many stars above the mast. Down in the hold, in our swinging hammocks, whales sing to us from the deeps. We dream of the world we will find. Then one day, the green shore, and a wide river taking us into a forest with trees so tall they block out the sun.”
When she is quiet for a long time, he opens his eyes and sees she is studying his face. She keeps hold of his hand. “It might all be bullshit,” she says, “but then I don’t know how we’d explain the Lady in the Hill.”
Basil feels something unnamable swell within him. “No, it’s as real as you and me. If we want it to be.”
“Thank you,” she says, squeezing his hand.
“For what?”
“For helping me find the story. Even if we will never know what really happened.”
“I like the way you tell it.”
“One show was all we got.”
In the distance, a red-tailed hawk rides a thermal. The words rise inside him, unbidden. “‘I caught this morning’s minion, kingdom of daylight’s dauphin, dapple-dawn-drawn Falcon in his riding.’”
Morgan smiles. “Have you been memorizing poetry to impress me?”
Before the pageant, he could only speak for the farm animals. Before Morgan, there were no poems inside him at all. “‘My heart in hiding,’” he continues, “‘stirred for a bird.’”
“What have I done to you?” She laughs. “You must be the only farm boy in America who goes around reciting the poetry of a long-dead nineteenth-century priest.”
“I hardly know what any of it means,” Basil says. “I just like the sound of it. This guy? He was in love with the world. And it’s like he couldn’t bottle his love up inside him.”
“Gerard Manley Hopkins. If I ever have a boy, I shall give him the middle name of Manley.”
“Come on,” he says. “I want to show you something.”
Away from the shelter of the wind-whipped tarp and hayrack, she lets go of his hand. He’s disappointed, but he can still feel the ghost of her touch, and maybe he will all his life.
They head toward the barn. They don’t talk about school, since following the shelter-in-place orders they will spend the rest of the year learning online. Basil dreads an entire day staring at screens. At least before the library locked down, he checked out as many audiobooks as Old Jonas would allow, thirty in all, both poetry and novels on cassettes and records. All his life, he thinks, he will read more slowly than others. This plodding mind. He is like the watcher in the Hopkins poem, earthbound while the falcon soars above him. And yet, the words live inside him as they never have before, a hidden cadence.
“I think my dad and Lukas’s mom are an item,” he says.
“You okay with that?”
“I don’t know.” He’s grateful that at least his dad has recovered his health, but when he prayed his family would be whole, this was not what he pictured. Would his dad divorce his mom? He has stayed married to her all these years that she’s been away.
On the way to the barn, Morgan tells him she has the next episode of LostGirl’s podcast planned. Up in Moorhead, a history center houses a replica of a Viking ship that crossed the Atlantic and one of the only stave churches in America. She tells him that the middle school teacher who built the longship was too sick to make the voyage, but his children sailed for him, surviving monster waves caused by a tropical storm on a thirty-two-day journey. A journey others said was impossible.
In the shadowy barn festooned with spiderwebs, they reach the old ladder, its lower rungs missing, that leads into the loft. “Basil, are you really taking a girl into the hayloft?”
“Not just any girl.”
She ignores his offer of a hand to boost her up and climbs ahead of him into the dusty light. The kittens are there waiting, two tabbies and the black one that Davy has named Cinder. Basil tells Morgan the story of what happened to the kittens’ mother and how he’s worked to keep them alive, bringing dried cat food soaked with sardine oil all winter long for kittens born too small to survive without their mother.
Morgan plucks up one of the mewling tabbies and holds it against her chest. She turns while holding it, taking in the room. High in the rafters above, a single luminous sunbeam lances through a triangular window. Dust motes rise and swirl in the golden light. “It’s beautiful up here,” she says, “the light almost sings.”
“‘And the fire that breaks from thee then . . . O my chevalier.’”
“Is that from the same poem?”
He nods.
“And will you be my chevalier, B?”
Another nod, though he is not certain what the word means. He knows she will go away one day, that she is bound for someplace bigger and better, but if there is anything the poets have taught him, it’s that they must learn to live inside each moment fully. Each precious now. Or, as Lukas would say if he were here, carpe-fucking-diem.
“When I first came here, I hated this place.” Morgan’s dark blue eyes shine. He can’t tell if she’s happy or sad. “But then I met you and Lukas.”
“And now?”
“I’ve been thinking of my mom. I keep imagining her spirit traveling down into the ground to meet with the Lady in the Hill and the two of them together on some unimaginable journey.”
Morgan clutches the tabby close, her chin tilted up toward him. Unsure what to do, Basil plucks up the other tabby and steps closer. “They don’t have names yet,” he says. “I didn’t want to name them until I knew for sure they would make it through the winter.”
“They called babies ‘Little Strangers’ in the nineteenth century. They would wait until the first year before naming them because so many didn’t make it.”
Of course Morgan would know such things, he thinks as he takes another step toward her. “Will you name that one for me?”
“Is it a boy or girl?”
“Boy.”
“Then I shall name him Manley.”
Basil laughs. There is so much happiness inside him, he can’t hold it all in.
“And that one?” Morgan says.
“Beatrice,” he says, “from that story you showed me a long time ago.” He’s remembering the first time she placed those headphones over his ears. How much has changed for all of them since then. How much he still must learn to make peace with. His mother will never come home again. His family must find a path toward wholeness in ways he has not anticipated. And one day, Morgan will leave him behind here. One day, but not yet. One day matters so much less than right now.
Here, in the now, a boy who was once marked by ashes hears a story inviting him to follow. A story made possible by a girl marked herself and called by a spirit to cross centuries. Here, in the now, he steps toward her in the light, the purring kittens a second set of hearts held between them.



Author’s note
IN THE FIRST winter of our marriage, in a small town in rural Minnesota, I helped my wife gather palm leaves from last year’s Palm Sunday service. My wife, a newly ordained Lutheran pastor, had forgotten to order the baggie of ashes from a supply store in Texas, so we needed to make the ashes on our own for the Ash Wednesday service. In the garage of the parsonage, I stuffed the palm leaves into an old Folgers coffee can, much like what happens in this novel. Except the palm leaves wouldn’t catch fire at first, so I had to douse them again and again with lighter fluid. The ashes that burned down were viscous and greasy on the fingertips but would serve their purpose.
The next day at the Ash Wednesday service, when the ashes were applied, the cross left a darker mark on members of the congregation. The ashes clung to people, and it took repeated scrubbings to get them to wash away. It was as if the ashes had a life of their own and wanted to remain, indelibly imprinted, a permanent reminder of our mortality.
I have never forgotten that first winter of our marriage. Year after year, at every Ash Wednesday service in the decades since, I think again and again of that first service. I can’t help wondering, what would have happened if the ashes truly hadn’t washed away? How might it change people if every morning they awoke and greeted the face of a stranger in the mirror, one bearing an ashen reminder that one day they would return to dust? Would the people of this grumpy small town be kinder to one another? Would they remember the promises they made each Sunday and then often seemed to forget after leaving church?
This novel is partly the product of that wondering and of that winter. Along with the ashes and my fascination with Lent as a time of reckoning, I have a lifelong obsession with local legends and lore. Years ago, after my first novel came out, I traveled to Alexandria (“the birthplace of America”) for a reading, and there I first heard the legend of the Kensington Runestone. The story fascinated me, though most scholars, and even many local residents, consider the stone a fraud. Even so, a novel leaves the scholars to their debates and instead traverses a fairy tale world of “what if?” in search of an emotional truth. As I left Alexandria, I felt this legend kindle in my imagination. What if Vikings really came to Minnesota in the early fourteenth century? What might have happened? How amazing might their journey have been? This is the second wondering that sparked the book you hold now.
I started this novel during the fearful days of the Covid lockdowns. In a time of uncertainty, this story was the first thing I worked on each morning, shutting myself away from the news and any social media. While my wife and daughters slept, I lived with these characters, dwelling in this world of what if? I like to think the story sustained me in a dark time.
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