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A LEGEND OF GOOD MEN



I ONCE STOOD in a grove of trees along one end of a lake and heard a hundred tiny pellets tap through the leaves around me like rain, so gently I could have caught one on my tongue. Then the boom over the water, John’s cry, my mother’s cry, and their arms waving. I spread my hands and waited for another. The air had so thinned out there seemed to be no distance, as if all things—the leaves, a waterline, red flannel, fields, and horizon—could be plucked by my own two fingers. The whine and squeak of mallards’ wings grew stronger, then fainter. Though I wasn’t hit, I stumbled backward in a half circle, made sure I was in full view of my running mother, and toppled into the mud. This was the first time I knew gunshot from the other end.

John Laine had not meant to shoot me. He was dating my mother and was trying to win my favor. He had posted me farther to the side, behind some tules, but I had crawled over on my hands and knees, through mud and the stubble of wheat, then risen up when I heard the muffled explosion of duck wings against water. John could not have seen me until his finger was already easing back on the trigger.

From where I lay, the yells and splashing seemed to come from every direction. Then the mud oozed in around my ears. I stared vacantly into a gray sky. I’ll remember this, I thought. Today is Saturday, November eighth. I’m thirteen. Even my ankles are sinking.

My mother’s hands ripping me out of the mud made me smile, and that gave me away. I landed with a wet smacking sound.

“You little shit,” my mother said. Then she laughed. Then John laughed, relieved that he hadn’t killed me. He was a police officer, so it wouldn’t have looked good.

My mother grabbed a handful of mud and threw it at him; it spread across the front of his red flannel shirt like a wound. She launched herself backward into the mud beside me and began to cry. That was the beginning of the end for John. He didn’t know it as he stood there smiling nervously, unsure whether my mother was really crying or not, but he was on his way out. I squinted at him with one eye and could almost see him vanishing.

 

Although my mother had dated one man steadily for several years after the divorce, she didn’t keep any man around for long after my father killed himself. The men she dated then were a lot like the circuses that passed through our town. They’d move in quickly and unpack everything they owned, as if they had come to stay. They’d tempt us with brightly colored objects—flowers, balloons, remote-controlled race cars—perform tricks with their beards and hands, call us funny names like snip, my little squash plant, ding-dong, and apple pie, and yell their stories at us day and night. Then they’d vanish, and we’d find no sign left, no mention even, as if we’d simply imagined them.

John was only one in a series. Angel was the most important of the ones who came before. When my mother told me Angel’s name, I thought she was saying “on hell.” I thought that was a wonderful idea, that one could be on hell without being in it, like “Just Visiting” on the Monopoly board. With Angel we went skiing in the Sierras, dozed in front of fireplaces, “experienced” the opera, and generally dressed more nicely. Beneath all the glitz, however, my mother was still the same. She dumped Angel in under two and a half months, with no advance warning that I could detect, late on a Tuesday afternoon. She did it over the phone. The difference was that this time she cried. I did, too, though not because I missed Angel.

Leonard was the next in the series. He occurred during the summer months. What an ugly-looking man, I thought when I first met Leonard. He was an astrologer who explained to me that my Jupiter in Venus meant I should expect big things from love. I could find no pattern at all to the men my mother picked: Angel and Leonard were as unalike as two people can be.

“Men,” my mother said, “are full of surprises. They’re never who you think they are.” I began to imagine that all men were in costume, that somewhere down each of their backs was a zipper. Then it occurred to me that someday I would be a man, also, and I wondered about the zipper thing.

My mother and I each had our routines. She taught high school, took long hikes in the state parks near our house, read mystery novels, and sometimes disappeared with explanations as thin as, “I just need a few days,” or “I’m going to visit a friend.”


“Which friend?” I would ask.

“That’s right,” she would say.

I ate ice cream in front of the TV, did my homework well enough, and sneaked out at night with my father’s rifle to shoot streetlights. Within half a year, I had blacked out whole neighborhoods and begun blacking them out again after they had been repaired.

Nothing was more beautiful to me than the blue-white explosion of a streetlight seen through crosshairs. The sound of it—the pop that was almost a roar, then silence, then glass rain—came only after each fragment and shard had sailed off or twisted glittering in the air like mist.

John Laine was exceptional in that he was the first man to last over three months. Even that day at the lake didn’t faze him. There was no telling how long he’d stay.

Though I was only thirteen, John taught me to drive his pickup—the Silver Bullet, he called it—and let me speed through the back roads all over Sonoma County. If we passed another cop, we just waved. I remember vineyards in late September at a hundred miles per hour, the way their matted purple, red, and green whirled by like patches of seaweed on an overgrown ocean. John, whose voice was always calm, even as the tires were slipping beneath us like bars of soap, said I was a natural. He said I might even make a good officer one day.

John had dark sideburns he could wiggle up and down. He had descended from a tree, he told us when we asked where he was from. And before that? I asked. He pinched my nose with his rough fingers and told me to go to bed. I was sitting on the couch with him and my mother. She grinned at me and jerked her thumb toward my bedroom.

When my mother finally broke up with John, on that same couch as I hovered in the kitchen, peeking through the louvered doors, John said, “Okay,” and kept holding her hand. Without a fight, my mother wasn’t sure what to do. My father had wronged her in concrete ways that could be yelled about. With my father, there had been the possibility of righteousness. But with John, for both of us, there was only the ache of knowing how much we had wanted him to stay.

After John came Emmet. This was during January, when my mother was dreaming of Legoland and personal fame. With Emmet’s help, she dragged our dining table into the living room, added its extra leaves until it was at full length, and commanded us to be quiet. She had written to Motorland Magazine, asking whether they might be interested in an article on the trip we had taken to Denmark’s Legoland, and against all expectation, they had responded positively. Every evening she sat before her notes and 35-mm slides while Emmet and I sat obediently on the living room couch, Emmet reading Louis L’Amour Westerns and I doing my homework.

Emmet was a man who kept telling us who he was. And who he was kept changing. One week he had grown up in Sandpoint, Idaho; the next week it was Red Bluff, California. Shrugging his shoulders, he’d claim his memory was improving, that was all. And if you caught him in his sleep, as I once did, his claims were even wilder.

“Mittenwald,” he sighed, pushing his head farther into the corner. I had found him in the back of our hallway closet at 4:30 a.m., curled around the vacuum cleaner, our old drapes under his head. “I have to; I’m from Mittenwald. Small town just north of here. Lots of fires.” He had mistaken the closet for my mother’s bedroom, I was sure. I could sympathize. Years before, I had mistaken that same closet for the bathroom and peed in the corner where he lay now, then pulled down two of my mother’s old skirts in an attempt to flush the toilet.

“The impossible has become real,” my mother told us one of those first Legoland evenings. Wearing her purple velour robe, she actually raised her hands into the air.

Emmet and I smiled at each other. He was a man who could appreciate exaggeration.

My mother’s slides were of me and some Danish girl she had corralled that August along with the girl’s single father. The move had been pure calculation: my mother knew that a potential magazine article would have to include two children and both parents. This girl had a blond pony tail and very large eyes. Her forehead, also, was uncommonly wide. My mother called her Helga, because neither of us could remember her name.

Helga and I drove Lego cars, held up our Lego driver’s licenses, sailed in Lego boats past Lego Mount Rushmore, and shot each other with Wild West Lego revolvers. My mother’s favorite slide was of twenty or thirty Lego horses and Lego men all piled up on the porch of a Lego palace while the very large and human gardener came by with a lawn mower. Helga and I were peering over from either wing of the palace. Something about that picture just delighted my mother. Quaint little Europe was a part of it, perhaps, but all those men dumped
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heart of the American soul.

Vs looks into the dark and isolated
It is a devastal ing journey - - - impossible to put down and
equally impossible to forget.” —San Francisco Chronicle
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