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They stayed that way for some time. In a
gold-white sack of light in the middle of the night, Jim standing,
Daniel watching, his father breathing.

Jim stared at his father’s hand, gripping
his. It was beautiful. Clear pink skin, translucent over hard bone,
it was a miracle of fragile unbreakability. That was his father’s
hand. His father used to look at his hands and ask Jim – how did I
end up with an old man’s hands? – these aren’t my hands. But they
were. He’d earned them. Year by year. Jim could feel all five
fingers, the bones of his father’s fingers, holding onto the bones
of his. They weren’t going to let go. None of them were. He looked
and understood he couldn’t tell where his father’s hands left off
and his own began. And that was fine. They were all the same hands,
anyways. The same flesh. They always had been. They still were.
They always would be. Nothing about that was going to change.
Nothing ever changes.

It was good.

Jim blinked and thought and he was surprised
again.

It was good.

He hadn’t expected that.

 


from Chapter 62, Yearning
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BEFORE


You know the feeling. It’s a bad feeling.

Being.

It’s confusing.

Then it gets worse.

Being.

Pleasures land on your front doorstep in fat,
juicy parcels, so reliably, one after another, you don’t even
bother unwrapping them, let alone pick them up. Then, one day, you
find steaming piles of pain and boredom deposited instead, and you
wish you’d owned a different doorstep and you wonder, you have to
ask – is there a reason behind all this?

Being.

There’s no sense to it. What’s the cause and
effect of it? Where’s the justice in it? How do its rewards and
punishments work? And why? You ask why. Nobody gives you an
answer.

There’s no neat system of pluses and minuses.
No equals sign giving you what you deserve. No tools. None that you
can see. Or use. You end up un-asking the questions.

Being.

As long as you’re here, and you are still
here, maybe while you’re asking and un-asking these questions,
maybe you can practice something else. A new skill. A pastime. A
kind of hobby. Like… Maybe… Love. It’s something to do. As long as
you’re here. And you’re still here. Who knows? Maybe questions
weren’t the reason we were here. Or answers.

It’s confusing.

Being.

You know the feeling. It’s a bad feeling.
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CLICK

 


You know the feeling. It’s a bad feeling. As
if your flesh had come unhooked from your bones and your body was
sliding right off your skeleton to fall – kerplunk! – as limp and
shapeless on the floor as a shower curtain ripped off its rings.
That’s how Paul felt. All the time. He was tired of it. He hated
it. First and foremost., as his dad would say.

A bad feeling.

It was almost as bad as when he felt his skin
snapping back into place. Falling on top of his skeleton, draping
over his skull, dropping over his shoulder blades, sliding onto his
arm bones, cascading down around his leg bones... click! – click! –
click! – fastening onto his many foot bones, everything almost
hooking onto where it should be, flesh nearly back in its right
place, but not quite, brother, not even close.

Almost normal.

You know, brother, that was an even worst
feeling.

Then getting ripped off shapeless again.
Falling on the floor.

No, brother, that was the worst feeling.

No, it was all bad. It was all the worst. It
got so a guy even forgot his own name. Was he really Paul? Who was
Paul? If he wasn’t Paul, who was asking the question?

Feelings.

Why was it so complicated?

Then it would start again.

Those feelings.

Off. On. Off On. Anyways. You get it.

Paul hated it. If that’s who he was. Paul?
Paul? Yeah, it didn’t sound right somehow. But that was crazy talk,
right? Or does everyone feel that way? Anyways, whoever he was, his
insides felt bunched and wrinkled. His mind felt as if it were an
un-ironed shirt. And who wants a life as an un-ironed shirt?

Yeah, we’ve all been through it, right?
Brother? Right? Well, Paul was sick of it. And he wasn’t going to
do it anymore.

When you can’t even trust your own body, when
you can’t even feel comfortable in your own skin, well, brother,
it’s time for some serious thinking, some serious decision making.
Enough was enough. And Paul had definitely had enough.

Paul was young. Maybe a little impetuous.
Maybe he didn’t think before he spoke sometimes. He was young –
what could he say? He wished, he asked the Universe – get me out of
this body – and sometimes brother, sometimes, you’ve got to be
careful what you ask for.
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ALMOST

 


Paul began coughing.

No, gagging, gasping was more like it.

He was lying down. In the snow. It had almost
been peaceful. Until the car started up. The rusty exhaust pipe of
the Model B he was lying beneath cleared its throat, then noisily
belched woolly clouds of poisonous gas directly into his mouth and
nose. He hadn’t thought about that. You know, it had been all Paul
could do to spit the gravel and ice out of his mouth when the car’s
rear tires started spinning. The tires chewed the powder up and
cheerfully piled it, neat and tidy, onto his frost-bitten face. It
was a pretty deep pile. It hurt. He hadn’t thought about that
either. Yeah, he blinked and spit a lot.

Paul was waiting for the car to slip and
slide. It had been skating all over the road, all morning long, and
of course, now that Paul was lying in back of it, it didn’t want to
slip an inch in any direction whatsoever. It stayed put and
spun.

Paul was lying and waiting because he wanted
the car to jump backwards and ride up on top of his body and roll
all its ungainly, cast-iron heaviness over Paul’s soft, squishy
parts. He calculated the right rear tire would hit him in his head,
above his nose, if he didn’t move. Yup, that should do it. It
should crush the life right out of him. The trick was not to move.
He was more frightened than he thought he would be. You’d think he
hadn’t done this before. He was sure he had. Or had he? Did any of
that make sense? He had another coughing fit. Maybe it was going to
asphyxiate him first, instead. Well, brother, either way… Whatever
it takes to get the job done. He coughed some more. Spit. He
squinted his eyes. He kept on spitting. The car kept on shoveling
snow at his face. Somebody kicked him. In the ribs. Right in the
center of his heavy wool coat. Then he felt the sole of a shoe on
his forehead.

He opened one eye. Not a shoe, a boot. It was
Zeke’s boot – well, one of Zeke’s dad’s boots, Zeke was in them
now. Zeke had borrowed this pair since he didn’t have a pair of his
own. Another one of Zeke’s brothers had borrowed Zeke’s heavy
leather boots a week ago, to help out an elderly uncle on an
elderly farm out in the middle of nowhere, and they hadn’t found
their way home yet from North Dakota. These, the ones on Zeke’s big
oversized feet, they must have been made of even heavier leather,
they were the Sherman Tanks of boots, military grade, and they
surely had something akin to torpedo metal encasing the toes.

Yeah. All Paul knew was – they hurt. Yup.
When used correctly. And the boots were being used by an expert.
Zeke, at present. To be precise.

“Cut the engine Stan. Our boy here, he’s
asleep. You asleep, chump?”

“No.”

“No? That’s what you’re telling me?”

“No.”

“O.K., Paul, I give up. No, what? What do you
think you’re doing, you numbskull? Someone could get hurt lying in
back of a car getting itself unstuck from a snowdrift. You pushing
it with your nose?”

Paul didn’t answer that.

But Zeke didn’t go away.

After the engine slowed and the tires
stopped, it got quiet, quick. Paul could see all this wasn’t going
to work, not as planned. He opened his other eye. He had a great
view of worn rubber tread. You know, it never worked out the way
you thought it would. It was never easy. It felt as if he’d done
this before. Had he? The spitting, the boot tread and everything?
How many times had he done this? How would he know? The bottom of
the boot rubbed back and forth on Paul’s forehead.

“Or didn’t you think of that, Paul? Getting
hurt? Getting killed? Or were you thinking at all? What’s going on,
brother?”

Zeke was giving Paul a strange look, halfway
between a frown and a smile. The two expressions were fighting each
other across his face. It was a fascinating battle to watch. The
engine stopped. The frown won. The exhaust pipe wheezed, gave a
final burp and settled into silence. He could hear a car door open,
and Stan squeaking through the snow, plowing towards the two of
them. It must be pretty cold out. The snow screamed it at every
step. Yeah, even the icicles on his eyelashes had icicles. The
engine exhaust had been warm though.

“What’s he doing, Zeke?”

“No idea, brother.”

“I’m checking the tires guys.”

“He’s checking the tires, Stan.”

“Checking the tires. Now who woulda thought
of that?”

Stan looked down at Paul. Zeke looked down at
Paul. Paul looked up at Zeke and Stan. It hit Paul they were
waiting for him to say something else. O.K. Great. Say something,
Paully.

“C’mon guys. What did you think I was
doing?”

Paul propped himself up on one of his elbows
and turned his head around. This was ridiculous. He couldn’t even
get himself run over. In a blizzard. Behind a car. He coughed and
blinked snow out of his eyes. His eyes had been aching, rolling
them backwards to look up at his two best friends standing upside
down in back of him. He hadn’t been making much sense of the
expressions on their upside-down faces. But, right-side up, the
expressions became even stranger. Anger? Love? Betrayal? He almost
laughed, they looked so comical. Then he felt like crying. Man! Why
was it always so hard? In the end, Paul kept his face carefully
blank. Or he thought he did. Who knew what was on his face? Who
knew what was going on behind his face? Certainly not Paul. Life
was a lot like riding a crazy merry-go-round, lately. Lots of
motion... Always in a circle... Never getting anywhere… None of it
meaning anything… The whole thing starting over… Around and around
and…

Zeke and Stan looked at each other. Something
unreadable passed between them. Or nothing passed between them.
Paul could never tell. He could never figure out what they were
thinking. They always surprised him.

“We don’t know what you’re doing, Paully”
said Zeke.

There was a moment of silence for the three
of them to take that in.

“And the truth of it is, brother,” said Stan
“we don’t give a hoot anyways. So. Get the heck up and help us this
time, the tires are fine. You get this bucket of bolts rolling
forward again. O.K.? No more funny business, Paully, yes?
Entendu?”

Stan looked over at Zeke again. They did that
look/non-look thing again.

Stan grew up speaking French at home, he only
mixed it up, speaking the Franglais, with his family and his best
friends. He was trying to help Paul. He was treating Paul as
family. Paul saw it. Paul understood it. Paul didn’t want that kind
of help though, just now. He didn’t know what he wanted. This was
all so wrong.

“Paully?”

“Paully?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

Stan gave Paul his “I’m serious” look, wide
eyes, raised eyebrows, the whole shebang.

Zeke looked at Stan. “He doesn’t get it.”
Zeke acted as if he were going to kick Paul again. He smiled as he
did it. But it wasn’t a very convincing Zeke-smile. Zeke kicked the
snow, and Paul danced up and out of the way, acting as if he’d
expected to be kicked. Zeke pretended to kick Paul again, but at
the last minute wrestled Paul down to his knees, not kidding, this
time for real. Zeke was on the wrestling team. He was big. He knew
how to get your cooperation, in a wrestling-way. Paul knew from
experience. He was on the team too. Zeke easily and efficiently got
Paul in his signature, inescapable head lock. Zeke was laughing.
Now, this time, his smile was real. Paul was sure of it. Some
hardness in Paul’s chest slipped, melted into liquid, drained away
through holes in his leaky soul, and suddenly Paul wanted to stay
here. He wanted to stay. He didn’t want to make his final exit. He
wanted to be here. With these guys. Now. He wanted it. Where did
all these feelings come from?

Stan went down on one knee and grabbed Paul’s
head-locked head with both of his well-mittened hands. He quickly
ripped off Paul’s cap, quickly tore off his own right mitten, and
rapidly rubbed his knuckles painfully over Paul’s head, back and
forth, through Paul’s thick red hair. It was freezing out, below
freezing. Stan could only do it (mercifully) for a few seconds,
before flesh would start getting frostbit. But it still hurt. Like
a son-of-a-gun. It hurt. But it was a good kind of hurt. Did that
make sense? If you were alive, you hurt.

“You’re a crazy kid, Paully Olsen. You know
that?”
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Out of the sides of his eye, Paul saw the
penguins again.

Watching him. Silent as usual. Waist-high,
silk-bright white torsos with lemon yellow mufflers and Fred
Astaire formal coats, they usually stood politely to one side and
surreptitiously followed Paul’s movements with bored, expectant
eyes and stoically hunched shoulders. The acted as if they were
doing Paul a favor. At great personal cost to themselves.

Paul felt as if he were being scrutinized by
any number of midget Winston Churchills. No pressure. Merely prime
ministers watching you, Paully. Be yourself. Act natural. You know.
As if they weren’t here. So, Paul ignored them. Elaborately. He
always did. Everyone else ignored them too, acted as if they
weren’t there. It seemed like the right thing to do.

Paul accidentally glanced at one, it caught
Paul’s attention between knuckle-rubbings, as it flapped its wings
slightly and shuffled its big fluffy feet. Did he hear it sighing?
Was that a yawn? Don’t look, Paul. Look up. Look at Stan.

Why was it always so hard?
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Paul wanted to die.

Yeah. For as long as he could remember. Well,
that wasn’t true, not exactly. He couldn’t remember very far
back.

He felt as if he were a deck of cards, each
card a life, and he could remember different people, guys, girls,
different places, cities, farms, deserts, mountains, but nothing
very clearly, nothing you could put your finger on and say – this
happened to me, I was there, I know. He couldn’t tell if he’d lived
it, or if someone had told him about it, or if he’d read about it
someplace. He was always looking at himself from somewhere way far
away. Floating above it all. Where it was safe. Did everyone feel
this way? He wanted to ask somebody if all that sounded strange.
But he didn’t. Did that make Paul a coward? He didn’t know. He
couldn’t tell.

He had asked his gym teacher once though,
about reincarnation.

Mr. Andrietti. A well-muscled fireplug of
discipline and optimism. Paul liked him because he was short like
Paul. At one point, during wrestling practice last fall, Mr. A. had
shown the team something called “yoogah” and taught them how to tie
themselves into pretzels. No one could. But they continued to try,
pulling on their bones to make their teenage bodes as supple as
rubber bands, imitating pigeons and dogs and frogs and plants. It
felt good. And, yeah, it seemed to help in the wrestling
department. But it was a crazy way to start practice.

Mr. A. was also a very inspiring speaker. He
practiced endless variety in his motivational talks to the male
teenagers under his wrestling supervision. Mr. A. had added smiling
elephant-headed gods, and fourteen-armed dancers and remembering
past lives to the rest of his encouraging banter as they huffed and
groaned through their partially successful stretches and Paul had
asked him once, after practice, if Mr. A. thought it was true –
could you remember past lives? For real? Mr. A. had smiled and
shook his head and slapped Paul on the back – “just you keep your
weight down and concentrate on the Bakers Falls match next week.
O.K., Mr. Olsen? That should be enough to handle.”

Was that a yes?

Or a no?

But it didn’t matter, because Paul would
always end up hurting, in the end. Life hurt. And really, boy, did
it, scout’s honor. It hurt bad. But that meant you were alive,
right?

Maybe. But he still wanted to kill himself.
It hurt too much, he hurt other people too much, there were a lot
of reasons. Good reasons too.

He’d thought about it. A lot. Anyone would
say the same. It was common sense. If it got to be too much you
made a change. Simple. He’d say so to anyone. If anyone would
listen. Of course no one would. Well, Paul didn’t ever bring it up.
So, Paul supposed, they couldn’t listen, right, if you never
brought it up?

Wrong. They could bring it up. They could
ask. No one asked Paul, did they? No, they didn’t. No one asked him
what was going on. No one asked him why he was so quiet. Time for a
change, Paully. No more waiting. He was scared, yeah, who wouldn’t
be? He was scared but he’d decided. It was going to be today.

This was his last day on earth.

If this was his last day, why did it seem so
familiar? How many last days can one guy have? Had he done this
before? How could he know? Did he want to know? It was all so
messed up.

Part of him was happy. Part was sad. Part
needed to throw up. Would he be man enough to do it? And how would
he do it?

Being polite and wanting to be a good
Norwegian, he couldn’t leave a mess, be loud, or draw too much
attention to himself. That was a problem. The violence, the
self-murder, that wasn’t a problem. He lived in a violent age, if
he didn’t do it, the war probably would. No, it was a puzzle,
wasn’t it? Erasing yourself without causing a fuss. How did a guy
do it?

And leaving all that love behind. People are
the thing. People are important. Paul knew it as a certainty, as
obvious to him as gravity, or his lazy, numbed fingers, or the ice
in the wind trying to chap the face off his skull, or the knuckles
grinding away at his hair. Yes, love was another problem. Love was
obvious. You didn’t question the obvious. It was love, stupid. It
was why we’re here. People. Love. People and love.

Yeah, love was the thing. It was it. And Paul
wanted to forget all about it. How messed up was that? Paul was too
messed up to be here. He needed to exit. Love made him want to
stay. Paul wanted to go. Paul wanted love to let him go. But no.
Love seemed to have a different opinion on the question. Love
pulled on him. Love whispered to him. Promises. Lies were more like
it. Why did love make things so complicated? It was always so
hard.

And you didn’t waste love. You spread it
around. Paul had love around him, but he was really bad at giving
love to others. He admitted it. Just ask his friends, his family.
No one knew what to do with him.

It was time to go. And now, Paul wished he
had more time. More time to learn to love better. Or to forget. To
forget how to love at all. Forget love entirely. Yeah. Maybe he
needed time to forget.

That didn’t even make sense. Paul had no idea
what he was talking about. None.

You know, brother, it all sounded so hokey
when you tried to talk about it.

Yeah, Paul never tried to talk about it. How
would a guy even start? He wouldn’t. Not a normal guy. Paul was
hollow inside. Other people had innards. He had empty space. Empty
spaces didn’t have much to talk about, did they? They were filled,
these empty spaces, with all this junk about love. It wasn’t his
fault. He wasn’t a normal guy. He wasn’t. That was the thing. That
was always the thing. Right?

 


5

CONSCIOUS

 


“Push, Paully. Now” said Zeke, yelling,
passenger door open, leaning on the car frame, beating his big
meaty left hand on the roof of the car and laughing, all in rhythm,
all at the same time. That was Zeke. Paul would miss Zeke. Stan was
back at the wheel. Pumping the gas like the wild man he was. Stan!
He’d miss Stan too. Would they miss him? The car jerked in time to
Zeke’s pounding and Stan’s pumping. Paul was behind the car, again,
trying to encourage movement in the Model B, as it bounced and
jittered in front of him. Snow fell in tight, self-important
spirals around him. Even though he was the smallest of the three,
they’d let him do the heaviest pushing. Same as any normal guy.
They were being nice to him. That had to count for something,
right? Right?

“You call that pushing, Paully?” said
Zeke.

“Did you tell him to push, Zeke?”

“What do you think? I told him.”

“Does he still have his skis on?”

“I don’t see no skis.”

“Well, we’re not moving. Is he lying down
again?”

“You lying down, Paully?”

“I think he’s lying down, Zeke.”

They could see him. They knew. Paul shook his
head, pressed his shoulder to the boxy back of the Model B and
grunted and pushed, let up and pushed again. Paul looked out over
the silent fields. Snow flurries were a solid curtain now. Wind was
blowing. Drifts were getting deep. He exhaled clouds of steam. He
must look as if he were a Paul-sized musk ox. Butt-heading a black
rock that refused to budge. A National Geographic photograph. Of
deepest Alaska. Or furthest Siberia. The penguins were still
observing him, huddled under a young pine tree by the side of the
road, shuffling in the powdery snow and staring straight ahead
through the branches. Paul looked up, shocked, when the car
unexpectedly surged forwards and leaped up and out of the drift.
Guess he could push after all. Oh. Wait. Zeke was beside him. He’d
snuck back.

“That’s how you push, Paully” said Zeke. “Use
your big Swedish muscles and your superior Swedish brains. Like me.
Oh. I forgot. You’re Norwegian. My condolences.”

It took a few minutes for Paul to find his
skis. They were missing. Gone AWOL. Angled in a drainage culvert,
completely covered in white, frozen fluff as if they were Christmas
cookies and the snow powdered sugar. Cookies. Sugar. He heard
noises way underneath his layers of jacket and sweater. Boy, that
made a guy hungry. Paully! Why would you be hungry? You’re not
supposed to be coming home tonight. Ever. Never again. Hungry is
for the living. Not for you. Not for the skiing dead.

Paul’s stomach rumbled anyway, as if it
didn’t care. O.K., yeah, sure he was hungry, what the heck! And he
knew exactly what to do. He reached inside his jacket pocket.
Pulled out a brown and blue bottle. Liquid bread. Schmidt’s best.
The beer wasn’t frozen. Yet. He found his can opener. He’d
remembered to bring that along, at least. He wasn’t entirely
useless, huh? It took another minute or so to get himself set up,
between chugs, and get the rope re-tied back onto the bumper. He
jerked on the rope to let them know he was ready.

Now it was time to fly. Flying: it was the
reason they were out here on a Saturday morning (afternoon
actually), on January 1st, while everyone else was home eating
aspirin and drinking seltzer and generally recuperating and
recovering from last night’s extravagances. O.K., yeah, sure,
Minnesota was flat. Skiing should be horrible. But the way the
three of them saw it, that was the point of it. Sure it was flat,
but it was flat with ditches. It had flat roads which were for
speeding, and drainage ditches which were for jumping, and any fool
with half a brain could see where that argument was heading.
Obviously, the point of all this flatness was flight. Skiing.
Speeding. Jumping. Freedom. Flight.

So, Stan and Zeke had let him go again, a
third time now, they’d let him ski even though it wasn’t his turn.
Yeah, they were being nice to him. He didn’t know what to think
about that.

Darn.

This was messed up.

Nope, he didn’t want to think about it.

He waited with the rope in his hand. He
jerked it again. They still didn’t move. Zeke and Stan were deep in
discussion, heads down, in the front seat of the Model B. What were
they talking about? About him? A minute later, two more beers flew
back over the top of the Model B. Oh. That’s what they were talking
about. The bottles barely missed his head. Paul smiled, for them,
for the beer, for the extra turns at skiing, but they didn’t see
him doing it. Paul quickly found a place for the two bottles in his
inside jacket pockets. He jerked the rope. The car roared into
life. They inched forward. Paul looked up at the sky. So empty.

For a moment he’d felt excited. For a moment
everything had made sense. He’d felt himself filling up a little.
The hollowness relenting. His body settling back on his shoulders,
skin settling back into place, all the wrinkles unwrinkling. Now he
was empty again. Just a bony superstructure on skis. A space where
there should have been a boy. It shouldn’t be this hard, brother,
it just shouldn’t.
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His chest hurt.

Paul felt dizzy and he couldn’t breathe, not
correctly. He heard music in the wind, only there wasn’t any wind.
Paul could hear someone gasping, throat rasping, nearby. He
blinked. He was lying down. On his face. Flat rocks a screaming
candy corn orange, skies a rusty sugar red, and a blueberry sun
floating on the horizon. He wasn’t thirsty. He wasn’t hungry. He
wasn’t cold. He wasn’t warm either. He was scared, though. This had
all happened a long, long time ago, right? It was hard to remember
sometimes. He blinked again.

The cold hit his eyeballs as if it were
trying to pry them out of his head, and he had to blink a couple of
times before they were warm enough for him to see the Model B’s
bumper ahead of him. He looked around. The penguins were gone. He
was moving across the snow. Slowly. His skis made creaking sounds
in the snow. Yeah, way below zero. The tires weren’t getting much
to grip on either. They (Paul, the rope and the car) moved forwards
in random jerks and tugs. Zeke hung out of the passenger window,
beating the car top, trying to encourage the machine to sprint. It
wasn’t working. Zeke leaned further and further out. Anybody would
say Zeke was crazy. Anybody would be right. Paul smiled. No one
saw. Not Zeke. Not Stan. Not the penguins. Nobody.
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His chest hurt.

That had started up six months ago. No,
longer. Maybe the middle of his Junior year. It was hard to
remember sometimes. Maybe after the penguins came. Maybe
before.

So. Yeah, there was this ache in his chest.
He wasn’t complaining. He hurt. Why? No idea, brother. Did it
matter? He hurt in a gentle, bittersweet,
both-arms-and-legs-ripped-off-and-your-intestines-pulled-inside-out-through-your-butthole
kind of way. He hated himself. He was such a disappointment to
everyone and everything. His father, his teachers, his family, his
friends. A big zero. He hurt all the time. He’d like to meet the
guy who would want to live this way. He wondered why no one else
noticed it, him dragging his raw insides outside, trailing them
behind him, moist and bleeding and caked with filth, pulling them
behind him everywhere he went. Did they really see him when they
saw him? The important thing, apparently, was to act normal. Normal
was a problem for Paul. It was a big problem.

He’d planned on doing himself in before
Christmas, but Christmas day had come and gone and here he was.
Still here. Still hopeless. Man! His chest hurt. It kind of felt
good, though. At least it was familiar. It was constant. He could
count on it. He was twisted, he was a mess, huh? Afraid of death.
Afraid of life. Being a teenager wasn’t supposed to hurt this hard.
It wasn’t fair. And Paul hadn’t asked for any of this. Stop whining
Paul. It doesn’t help. Think about something else. Think about
something pleasant. Look at the snow Paul. Look at the trees. You
should be grateful, Paul. Lots of people have it worse than you,
Paul.

The car bounded forwards. Slid left. Slid
right. Zeke banged on the roof. Paul blinked a lot and clenched and
clutched at the rope. You could walk faster than they were
moving.

The blackness hit especially hard in the
evening. It fell on him, more and more, a physical blanket thing, a
feeling, maybe how a sodden, rubberized Hudson Bay blanket would
feel if it were an emotion – wildly heavy, puncture-proof,
watertight and insupportable. Blackness came for him and covered
and smothered him. It dizzied him. It competed with him for air, it
seeped into his head and his lungs and heart and solidified,
cement-hard. Paul was tired of it He was helpless. Paul hated that.
He was a little kid again, a toddler, locked in a broken-down
basement, maybe under an abandoned church, windowless, broken
glass, rusty nails, dark, cold, wet, stinking with mold, full of so
many sharp, unpleasant things that cunningly sought his soft
unprotected parts and cut him when he wasn’t looking.

Nice Paul.

Now, is that any way to live?

Don’t even answer.

He was alone. Well, he and the blackness,
they were alone together.

And he knew. He and the blackness both knew.
The blackness, it wanted to shut him up. Forever. It would never
let him win, it would never fight fair, it would never give up.
Never.

Never.

Remember that, Paul.

So it had to be today.

Yeah, he’d decided.

There weren’t any cliffs near his home. He
didn’t have a gun. But he did have an automobile handy. Kind of.
Zeke’s dad’s. He’d get himself run over. Have an accident. Minimum
fuss. Maximum effect. He’d decided. He only hoped, looking at his
friends in the front seat of the Model B, that he didn’t get them
into any trouble. He was a Minnesotan after all. You don’t cause
trouble. You don’t cause a fuss. People’s lives were hard enough as
it is. There was a depression on, for Pete’s sake. No need to make
it worse, huh?

You know, he’d miss them both, Stan and Zeke.
Had he ever told them that?
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EXHALE

 


Yeah, the blackness always won.

Except, when it didn’t.

Sometimes doors unlocked, windows unlatched,
fevers broke and sunrises rose, lights flooded, sunsets flashed,
horizons folded and nights opened, they widened, spread and sang,
and stars sprinkled and sparked above Paul’s head, and yeah,
galaxies and nebulae bloomed bright over his bright hair as would
tightly wound buds of a night-blooming flowers, and Paul’s mind
would shred in pleasure beneath it all and Paul would change. Those
were the good times, brother, they were the best times. The
darkness? It was a joke, he couldn’t even remember it. The soft
night burned, everything shifted, melted, flowed and Paul exhaled
himself upwards, through his own ears, through his own nostrils,
blown softly about on soft winds upwards, drifting into expanding
nights, soaring through humid, blood-hot skies, enjoying his soul’s
summer shamelessly, and Paul would also find, trembling and amazed
and somewhat disgusted, that he was happy. He was himself again. He
was Paul. Just Paul.

And he was happy.

Again.

Nothing like that feeling, brother.

That was how it felt. Sometimes.

Maybe a Minnesotan boy wouldn’t describe it
exactly that way to another Minnesotan boy. But who cared? It still
felt good. When the blackness lifted, he admitted it, it felt
good.

The experience made it very hard to plan your
own suicide, though.

Life and love are strong things. They didn’t
fight fair. And they fought back when you hit them. They’d punch
you when you weren’t looking. Love wasn’t polite. Paul was learning
that. Yup.

The car had by now, picked up a little speed.
It still jerked. It still slipped. But it went forwards more than
any other direction. Faster. And faster. And faster.

Almost like…

Flying.

Paul saw Zeke and Stan look back at him, one
on each side of the car, laughing and hooting as the three of them
hot-footed it through more and deeper drifts in their B-mobile and
Paul loved those guys. Yeah, he loved them. Suddenly his face felt
hot. He felt full. He felt the opposite of empty.

And he was here again. He was Paul again.

When it happened, like now, he was Paul
Olsen, average guy, first trumpet in the band, red-haired, small
for his age, a tortoise-shell-eyeglass-wearing,
decent-tennis-playing, wannabe wrestler, girl-dating, brother of
four sisters, typical modern Minnesotan Red River High School
senior, Class of 1944. He was himself. Once again. He could
breathe. He could walk. He could talk. It was glorious. It was
heaven. He could move about as if the blackness didn’t exist,
because, brother, believe this, it didn’t. Not for Paul Olsen. Not
then. Not now. Not in any manner, shape or form, brother.

He didn’t care. About blackness, about
anything. He couldn’t help it. He just didn’t. He was seventeen, he
was alive, and he didn’t give a fig what anyone thought of him, or
what the rotten future might hold for him, or even that he was
trying to off himself today. He was here. He knew who he was. He
was himself. He didn’t care. That was all that mattered.

Remember this, Paul, remember this feeling.
This one time, remember.

But he never did.
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FLOATING

 


“Yeah! Fly, boys, fly!”

Paul war-whooped upwards, yelled at
low-hanging masses of snow-clouds, howled his lungs out into
cautious, lurking flurries and hesitating, curious squalls. He
wasn’t suspicious. He wasn’t hesitating. He wanted to mark this
afternoon. It was his. All his. He wanted people to know Paul Olsen
was alive and Paul Olsen was here and he owned this.

The Model B ahead of him jumped its tracks,
spun its wheels in the powder, fishtailed, sprayed snow at Paul’s
face. Paul laughed, he ducked. The car fought Paul. He fought back.
It tried to get free of him – a big, fat, black lake trout caught
on a hook and unhappy about it – but Paul wouldn’t let it. It was
his. He’d landed it. Or maybe it had landed him. Yes, Paul was tied
to the car’s rear bumper (well, holding the rope, tied to the
bumper). He was strapped in on Stan’s old cross-country skis. He
was being pulled at a ridiculous rate of speed, and, as a result,
screaming his hot breath out at all of Minnesota and everything
this morning. But it was his choice. He was here. He was doing it.
No one else.

“Yeah! Gun it, boys. Floor it!”

He bent his knees, balanced himself, the car
accelerated. He didn’t care. He didn’t care what he felt like or
what he looked like. Yeah he had a cold. His nose dripped. It had
frozen all over his face already (it was January what did he
expect?) and managed to cover his fuzzily frozen, green wool
muffler too. Didn’t matter. Paul was busy, man. His skis whispered
to him, guaranteeing him speed, frenzy, peril. Yeah, maybe he’d get
hurt. What of it, brother? Winter Minnesota (not to be confused
with its gorgeous
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