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CHAPTER ONE
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Arrival

Field Journal — Taviio Neste — Action News 1



OCTOBER [YEAR]  5:48 A.M.  //  Houghton County Memorial Airport
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––––––––
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Assignment ref: HCN-114 // Mayor profile, town outside Houghton city limits. ETA to subject: approx. 40 min ​by car. Equipment: recorder (charged), notebook x2, press card, camera.1

[image: ]I want to say for the record — my own record, since this journal is mine and not the station's — that I did not ask for this assignment. Mayor profile. First elected mayor of a town so small it spent forty years not needing one. This is a human interest piece. This is a Wednesday slot filler. Donna at the desk gave me this because the Lansing corruption story I pitched got bumped again and she needed someone with a car to drive four hours north.

I have a car. I have four hours. I have this journal, which I keep because my first editor told me to and I have not stopped yet. So. Here we are. Houghton County. October. Dark.

Airport is smaller than described. Single terminal. Fluorescent lights, two of them flickering. Rental desk not yet staffed — key envelope left under my name on the counter with a hand-lettered sign: NESTE — BLUE FORD, LOT B. Car smells like someone's dog. Will note mileage.

(Personal: the dog smell is actually comforting. I have been awake since 3 a.m.)




––––––––
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OCTOBER [YEAR]  6:31 A.M.  //  M-26, heading toward town — approximate


[image: ]

Driving. Notes on route: M-26 from Houghton cuts along the lake shore before turning inland. At this hour the lake is not visible. The fog sits at about chest height from the road surface, which means the headlights illuminate a wall of white from the hood up and nothing below.

The road is empty in both directions. I have passed two trucks and one dog. The dog was standing in the center of the lane and did not ​move until I was close enough to count its ribs. It watched me go past. 2


[image: ]


​1Houghton County Airport — officially Houghton County Memorial Airport, serving the Keweenaw Peninsula via a single terminal building roughly the size of a two-car garage. The rental car desk operates out of a folding table.

Taviio would have been the only passenger on the morning commuter flight from Marquette. This detail is confirmed by the airport's daily manifest, included in this file as Exhibit 7-A.
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[image: ]I am going to be honest: this is the kind of place that makes you feel like you have made a wrong turn even when you haven't. Everything up here is slightly further away than the map suggests. The distances don't lie exactly. They just breathe differently.

Radio: two stations accessible. One is playing something that sounds like polka. One is static. I have turned both off. Driving in quiet. The fog is beginning to thin at the edges — can see tree lines now. Pine. Birch. The birches are white in the headlights and look like they are lit from inside.

(Possible use for mayor piece: 'a town that appears gradually, like a photograph developing.' Check if that's too much. Probably too much.)




––––––––
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OCTOBER [YEAR]  7:14 A.M.  //  The Strip — parked, south end


[image: ]

Arrived. Town is smaller than the county description suggests, which I did not think was possible given how small the county description was. The main commercial street — which locals apparently call 'the strip' — runs for approximately four blocks before becoming residential on both ends.

Fog still present but lifting. Visibility now about half a block ahead. Everything is muted: the storefronts, the parked trucks, the overhead wires strung between the poles. The street lamps are still on. The sky is not yet light.

From south to north, what I can make out so far: a pizza and beer place, dark. A diner — looks closed permanently, sign faded. A building with boards on the upper windows but the ground-floor sign still lit. And past that, in the fog, something else I can't quite read yet.

[image: ]The lit sign on the boarded building. I drove past it twice before I parked. The letters are large — whoever put that sign up wanted it seen from the road, wanted it seen from distance, wanted it seen in exactly this kind of weather. The fog makes it glow. I will come back to that.

Found an open establishment at the south end. Bakery. Warm light in the window. An older woman behind the counter who looked at me the way people up here look at anyone in a rental car: not unfriendly, ​exactly, but measuring. I ordered coffee and a donut. Both were exceptional. 3

(Note to self: get the donut variety name. Cardamom something. Finnish. For the mayor piece, local color.)



[image: ]


2The fog Taviio describes is a documented meteorological feature of the Keweenaw Peninsula in late autumn — lake-effect moisture meeting cold air off the highlands. Local residents call it 'the blanket.' Visibility on Dock Road and the town strip regularly drops to under a quarter mile before 9 a.m. in October. It tends to lift suddenly, all at once, as if a decision has been made.

​3The establishment Taviio refers to here is almost certainly Grandma's Bakery, which occupied the southernmost unit on the strip at this time. The 'older woman behind the counter' is consistent with descriptions of the proprietor given by multiple townspeople in the Town Record (see Chapter Two). She is the same woman who, at the time of Sam's arrest, purchased the last remaining stock of the Butcher's Cooler's dry-aged chuck — a detail that will become relevant.
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Asked the woman at the counter about the mayor — when he was elected, what the town thought of him, any background on the HOA ordinances that apparently caused some friction. She was cooperative. Gave me three names to speak with. Said the mayor was a reasonable man who had done more for the town in six months than anyone had done in sixty years, but that reasonable men in small towns sometimes move faster than the town is ready for.

(Good quote. Wrote it verbatim. Will check recording.)

[image: ]She also told me something else. Something I didn't ask about. I'm going to write it down exactly as she said it because I want to have the words right when I think about them later. She said: 'You should talk to someone before you go see the mayor. Someone who can tell you what this town is really about. Because the mayor is new, and the thing about this town is that it's not.'

I asked her who. She said she didn't know his name. She said he'd been here longer than the mayor, longer than most of them. She said he'd fed half the town for thirty years and then one day stopped and nobody knew why. She said: 'Something happened in that place. Somebody should have asked sooner.'

I asked her what place. She pointed north up the strip and went back to the counter. I finished my coffee.




––––––––
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OCTOBER [YEAR]  8:03 A.M.  //  The Strip — walking north


[image: ]

On foot now. Left the car at the south end. The fog has lifted enough to see the full length of the strip. Confirming establishments from south to north:


	Grandma's Bakery — open, functioning, best coffee I have had in this state outside of a city.

	Jeff's — pizza and beer, closed at this hour, sports pennants in window, jukebox visible.

	Issei's — permanently closed. Sign still up. Inside: chairs on tables, a coffee urn on the counter. Nobody has touched anything. Nobody has taken anything. It looks like someone expected to come back.

	The Butcher's Cooler — the lit sign. More on this below.

	[Past the Cooler — residential. One house, set back. Lights on upstairs. Someone awake early or awake still.]



Standing in front of the Butcher's Cooler. The establishment is dark inside — no visible interior light. Windows are clean, which is unusual for a place that is closed. The sign above the door is the source of the light I saw from the car: backlit letters, large, the name in full. The bulbs must be new or well-maintained because the light is even and strong.
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There is no FOR SALE sign. No CLOSED sign. No explanation. Just the name, lit up like the place ​is about to open, like someone will be unlocking that door in an hour. 4

[image: ]I stood there longer than I should have. There is a smell — faint, not unpleasant, the kind of thing that doesn't register as a smell immediately but announces itself as a memory. Old wood. Cold air. And underneath that, something else I don't have a word for yet. Warm. Dense. Like something that used to be kept here and left its presence behind.

I wrote in my notes: 'what is this place.' Not as a question. More like something you say when you walk into a room and know something happened there.




––––––––
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OCTOBER [YEAR]  8:44 A.M.  //  The Strip — bench, north end


[image: ]

Encountered a woman seated on a bench outside the post office at the north end of the strip. Elderly. Heavy coat, scarf. She appeared to be simply sitting — not waiting for anything, not doing anything. Watching the street.

As I passed she said: 'Have you heard about the butcher?' I stopped. Turned around.

I said: the ​butcher?5

She said she was walking that way — pointing north up a side path past the post office — and that I was welcome to come along. I said yes. We began walking.

[image: ]She walks slowly. She talks without being asked. I think she has been waiting for someone to walk past who looked like they were listening. I think she has been telling this story to herself for a long time.

What she told me, as best I can reconstruct it from my notes made during the walk:




“His name is Sam. Everybody called him Sam, or the butcher, toward the end just the butcher. He had a place on the strip, the one with the sign. Opened it himself, ran it himself for years. Had a woman with him for a while, helped him with the cutting and the back work. Good meat. People came from outside the county for his product,



[image: ]


​4Taviio does not record the elderly woman's name anywhere in the journal. She appears only as 'the woman on the bench.' Canvassing conducted after Taviio's disappearance identified two women who regularly occupied that bench in the mornings and who matched the general description. Neither, when interviewed, recalled speaking to a journalist. One said she had never heard the word 'butcher' used to describe anyone on the strip. The other did not answer the door.

​5The Butcher's Cooler sign was documented by a town planning photograph taken the same autumn as Taviio's visit. The sign is illuminated in the photograph despite the establishment having been closed for several months. Houghton County electric records show the utility account in Sam's name was never cancelled and continued to be debited through the month of his arrest. Sam, when asked about the sign during his booking interview, said only: 'A place should look like it's open. People feel better that way.'
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during the hunting season especially. He'd process your deer, your small game. He'd make you something from it.”




I asked when he closed.




“Few months back. No notice. No sign on the door, no explanation. One morning it was open and the next it wasn't. Some people went to check on him, the ones who knew him well enough to knock on his door. He answered. He was fine. He just said he was done. Just like that. Done.”




I asked if anyone knew why.




“That's the question, isn't it. Some said his wife had been gone a long time and he just got old without her. Some said he was sick. He never said. But I'll tell you what I think.”




She paused here. Stopped walking. Looked at something in the middle distance I couldn't identify.




“I think he finished something. I think he decided it was done because he decided it was done, and there's a different thing behind that than just retiring. A man who retires looks relieved. Sam looked like a man who'd completed a project.”




[image: ]I did not know what to do with that sentence. I wrote it down exactly. I still don't know what to do with it.

She told me about someone called the Kept — a name she'd heard in passing, associated with Sam's place, a hunters' term she thought, meaning the one who keeps a cut of whatever the hunters bring in. She said Sam had
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[ End of Chapter One · Proceed to Chapter Two: The Town Record ]
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