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Chapter One

He popped open the tiny brown steel mailbox, but inside it was empty. Out of the rows and rows of dorm mailboxes, his began to feel like the emptiest of all. He turned away and hiked back upstairs to his room, pensive at each turn of the staircase, and outlined his next letter in his head.

After unlocking his third floor dorm room door, Chase Krause stepped inside to his own cherished world he called home. He brought in a massive carpet remnant at the beginning of the year, and although it slid around sometimes, anything was better than the icy tiled floor. Barren walls frustrated him, so he plastered them with posters of places he knew he would never travel to but admired anyway—Sydney, the Caribbean, and London. All of them made the room seem a bit crowded, but lived in.

He sat down into a school-provided, creaking, wooden chair and withdrew a pen and paper from inside his desk. He began to write:

Dear Dad,

I am now beginning my third month here at school. I’m still planning on being an architect, but like everyone else here, I have to get through prerequisites first.

You know, it’s amazing how big this school really is. There are a lot of people here who really don’t know what they want to do with themselves even after they have been here a few years. For some reason that always shocked me.

Mom is doing well, as usual. She seems to be taking my absence around the house pretty well these days. I still visit on weekends, though. But I am going hunting this weekend, and I know she’ll miss me. It will be my second time hunting, and I wish you could be there. Maybe this time I can get a deer instead of having to tell the guys that the only bullet I used was the one that fell out of the tree stand. Ha, ha.

Sorry to keep this note short, but I have to get going. Going to practice at the rifle range this afternoon with Josh. Talk to you later.

Love,

Chase

P.S. Are you going to stop by for Christmas?

And so it ended. He paused a moment to survey his hands and the dusty desk before him. His hands were distinctly his father’s—slender, strong, nimble—but nineteen. He knew his eyes were his mother’s ocean blue, as was his blonde hair that was cut close on the sides.

He set his pen down, and creased the letter in two places. After withdrawing an envelope from inside of his desk, he slid the letter inside. He stamped it, sealed it, and then wrote on a return address. Then he wrote down the destination, but he was never sure if it was right because there had not been a response from there in years.

But that was no matter. He got up and slipped on his forest green winter jacket and matching gloves, and hoisting up his bags and black suitcase he turned to the door. He knew his friend, Josh, would be downstairs in the lobby any time now to pick him up for target practice. Chase stared at the letter a minute, then tucked it into his inside jacket pocket and opened the door.

He bounded back down the stairs and walked into the lobby. To his right was a lounge ringed with plush mauve chairs and a fireplace in the middle of the back wall. He turned to his left, back near the computer lab and the mailboxes and set down his suitcase and bags. To the right of the mailboxes was the office, where a resident could pick up their newspaper subscriptions, borrow a vacuum or trade their identification card for a basketball.

Beneath the ledge of office service window was the mail slot, and Chase kneeled down now to reach it. He turned away as he let his letter slide in, listening for the familiar clunk of the envelope hitting the bottom of the wastebasket that impersonated a mailbox. He felt like he was sending off yet another traveler, which would pass along with the rest of the mail like a caravan across the desert to his father, who, last he heard, lived in Reno, Nevada.

Chase recollected his luggage.

“Ready?” Josh piped.

“Yes. So who is going this time?”

“My uncle and my dad and us. Are we dropping your stuff off first?”

“Yeah. I said I’d stop by my Mom’s tonight before we go. So it finally happened, huh? I mean, with Kelly?”

“What? Oh, her. She probably found somebody new. You know how it goes. Break up one day, new life the next.” Josh’s voice smacked of sarcasm.

“You’re over her that fast?”

“Have to be,” he replied, moving his mouth like he wanted to spit. “Oh, and don’t say her name anymore. I’ve designated it a swear word.”

Chase smirked and followed as Josh headed out to his car in the tiny, choked parking lot out in front of the dorm. To a passerby, the lot looked as if it only provided enough room when students were on vacation.

“So does your dad have all the stuff packed?” Chase asked.

“As always. But this time Uncle Jim is going to cart most of it up there.”

“Is that safe?”

“You know how my Dad is about drinking and hunting. Dad told him not to bring any bottles up north. But I suppose he could always hit a bar on the way up. I didn’t think of that.”

Chase knew Neal Weldon, Josh’s father, had the physical edge over his younger brother Jim. Although Neal had taken over the construction company where he worked, years of site labor molded his forearms into steel pistons.

“I’d hate to see something bad happen. It’s been so long since I’ve been hunting,” Chase said.

“Don’t fret. Dad’ll pull over if he sees anything.”

“And what? Pound him?”

“No, he still has to be able to drive his own truck. That wouldn’t be good.”

“So did you bring a football?”

“Sure did. It’s in the backseat. But I hope the hunt doesn’t get that dull.”

“Dull? I scored two touchdowns against you last time, Mack.”

“You won’t this time, Chevy,” Josh countered.

“And why is that? You couldn’t stop me before.”

“Because this time we’ll be on the same team.”

Chase remembered how they both played neighborhood football back before college, and how Josh had enough girth to earn the nickname ‘Mack’. At the time, when he ran the football at you, it felt like you had been hit by a mining truck. Chase earned the nickname ‘Chevy’, not like the actor, but rather the truck. Josh stood six feet tall, with brown hair and eyes like his father, but had an olive complexion like his mother’s.

Chase dictated directions with his forefinger, as if Josh forgot. Josh turned down the curve which led to Chase’s home in Richfield, a suburb on the fringes of South Minneapolis. Chase had lived with his mother, Karen, up until the start of college. They had stayed in the same house for years after the divorce and were fortunate enough to have had the majority of the mortgage paid off before the legal details were completely settled. Karen battled to keep the house in order while raising her only son, yet held on to her teaching position at the nearby elementary school.

Chase jumped out and opened the front door of the house. Stepping inside he noticed for the first time that the housework was being let go in places—a sweater over a chair, dishes stacked in the sink over there. He frowned and walked into his bedroom, stepping over a clump of clothes in the hallway.

To his left, a new painting hung on the hallway wall. Amazed and curious, he put his hand on the painting, letting its bumps and creases slide underneath his fingertips. It was an outdoor scene, with a grove of trees displaying their fall colors—crimsons, oranges and goldenrod yellows—huddled together, yet eager to explode. Could it be his mother’s work? She had the potential, but she always painted portraits as far as he could remember.

Turning into his room, the bags and his suitcase came to rest next to his bed. On the highest shelf of the closet lay his Winchester 32 special, and next to it, a box of shells. Through constant coaxing Karen finally gave in to letting him keep the rifle in the house, so long as it never was loaded unless it was an emergency. Although there had never been a break-in at their house, his Mom often repeated the story about her childhood home being robbed once.

Chase reentered to the living room now and smiled as he passed by his Mom’s easel and paints, where a half-finished painting of the season’s first snow trapped his attention. In all the years he had seen her paint, he had never seen her do this good. He could not believe she had it in her. Maybe the state of the housework wasn’t that important after all, he thought.

A hasty note was left on the kitchen table next to the door as Chase returned to Josh’s idling car. The engine revved as he opened the passenger door, and he slung his rifle case into the backseat.

“What?” Josh said, puzzled by Chase’s sly smile.

“It’s my Mom. She’s painting again. I think I want to stop by the mall on the way back.”

Josh turned to look over his shoulder and backed the car out of the driveway. “For what? Paints?”

“No, for a sale flyer. I heard there is going to be a sale this weekend in the mall for paintings. Maybe she could sell one. Who knows?”

Josh nodded and sped towards the highway which passed near the shooting range. Chase meanwhile calculated a plan in his mind, and although he did not believe it was right to tell his mother what to do, he did not think a little encouragement ever hurt. Presently, he opened up his box of shells. He counted one bullet missing, but he hoped this weekend he could bury that embarrassment forever.





Chapter Two

Karen Krause slung her petite purse onto the kitchen table, creating a whiff that sent a note cartwheeling onto the floor. She picked it up and squinted at its message:

Mom,

Went shooting at the range with Josh. Going hunting this weekend, but I’ll be home around five for dinner. Talk to you later.

Love,

Chase

She held the note an extra minute before setting it back onto the table. Dinner would have to be started now if Chase were going to make it up north in time for the morning deer opener, she reasoned. She pulled pans out of the cupboard and began to mentally ready herself for her own private empty house.

The house had always been a difficult battle economically, and each element had been set in place—piece by excruciating piece. A full-time elementary teaching job did pay the bills, of course, and helped her to hang on to two out of three loves left in her life—her son and teaching.

After setting up dinner, she meandered over to the broom closet and withdrew a brown paper grocery bag and promptly began to stuff it with snacks. She slipped into Chase’s bedroom and put it next to his suitcase, curling the top of the bag down, hoping he would assume it was a part of his things. Looking around, she was reminded of the precise order of his bedroom: the neatly pleated blue bedspread, the dusty airplane models perched atop his dresser, and the few stacked and ordered clothes inside the dresser itself. Suddenly, the clothes on the floor in the hallway embarrassed her and picking them up she put them into a clothesbasket.

Back in the living room, though, was a painting in need of completion. A jerk of a lamp chain illuminated a plush sofa, a large television, a bookshelf bulging with fiction, and her weathered easel. One look at the caked outsides of the jars of paint resting next to the easel aggravated that itch to get back to work.

She slipped on a white smock and proceeded to unscrew the paint jars. Hunching over her work, she reached down for her wooden palette and eyed the trees.

The painting depicted the end of fall, with muddied grass ceding to streaking snowflakes that resembled slow-motion raindrops. And then there were the trees—complicated black and brown networks absent of visible life.

In an effort to beat back the silence of the afternoon and of the coming night Karen pulled a chair up to the easel and promptly began stirring the paints. She was sure she could slip in an hour’s worth of painting before dinner. She squeezed out some titanium white onto her palette and picked out a fine bristled brush.

She had stopped rendering people three paintings ago, and why she did not know. For some reason, the impulse had hit her a week after Chase left for college. The tap, tap, tapping sound of the bristles on canvas mimicked the current tapping of flakes occurring outside on the living room window. But the trees—yes, the trees, they needed something. Spreading more paint onto her palette, she decided to alter the desolation of the landscape.

Dotting in stray leaves whirling to the ground, she stumbled upon a possible secret purpose of the ritual of falling leaves. It was as if the purpose was to welcome the snow, leaving barren branches to capture it. In capturing the snow, though, a new beauty was released from within.

Satisfied at her progress, she leaned back now. The trees regained their life and instead of being dead brown things jutting out of the ground, they looked as if they were reaching.
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