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Chapter 1

Singing His Song
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The year was 1872 and the word on the street
was, “Go West, young man.” This had first been uttered by a
newspaperman back East, while in his cozy office. Minnesotans
wondered about his remark. Though they knew that beyond where they
lived was more land and space, they thought they were quite West
already. At the edge of the frontier. And when they turned their
faces into the wind and looked in that direction, what did they
see? Not the Great Plains and Rocky Mountains of the West, but
North Dakota. Or, if they looked a little lower, South Dakota.

They had heard the stories. One step over
the border and those big spaces swallowed you up. The wind carried
you away. Indians made off with your hair and left you lying staked
out in the sun, slowly becoming a meal for the vultures circling
overhead or whatever wild animal came along. You’d consider
yourself lucky if, anywhere in the midst of this nowhere, you came
across another human being. And it would be a miracle if that human
being were from Minnesota.

Minnesotans had gotten themselves as far
west as Minnesota, and they thought it was a good place – plenty of
room, more trees than you could shake a stick at, ten thousand
lakes, a big river and weather. It wasn’t the best weather. They
noticed that the summers were hot and, in the evenings, the
mosquitoes took over. They also noticed that the winters were a
little long, but they had come as far as they were going and they
weren’t going any farther. It was West to them.

Gus Johnson didn’t think about the West or
North and South Dakota or anywhere else. He was a busy guy and he
had a job. What he thought about mostly, were girls, beer, music,
and some of the more tender emotions. His job included all of
these, and in this, he considered himself lucky. He was a musician
and singer in a polka band called “Oscar and the Blue Gills.” They
were a popular band and, though Minnesotans were a hard-working
bunch and should have been in bed, it seemed that the band was
playing somewhere most nights of the week.

The Blue Gills oompahed their way up and
down Hennepin Avenue in Minneapolis, and in and out of doors on 7th
Street in St. Paul. They played train depots in little towns on the
prairie, where families danced and raised dust, and they played
saloons deep in the woods, where they were surrounded by tall men
with beards, carrying axes. They played grand houses out at the
lake, where the boys were on their best behavior and hardly anyone
fell down.

Life for Gus was one party after another and
that made what was to come all the more upsetting. He thrived on
this life. He sang. He shouted. He put beer away with the best of
them. He winked at the girls, who blushed and turned away and then
shyly looked back, and he winked at their mothers, who did the
same. When he sang the words:

 


Oh my beautiful one

How can you leave me?

 


he meant them and sometimes he got so worked
up that the song would end with Gus looking at the floor, just
sighing the words, with tears on his cheeks. Oscar Olson, who was
older and played the banjo, would lean over and put his arm around
Gus and nod at the applauding crowd, as if they were all
family.

Gus had a good, clear voice. He could belt
out a drinking song, of which there were many, in a voice that
could, and had, tapped kegs. He could sweetly warble a love song in
such a way that each woman listening suddenly found herself alone,
in soft focus, thinking of her sweetheart. And if she didn’t have
one, thinking of Gus.

Between the drinking and the girls and the
music, Gus felt that no one could be as fortunate as he. He liked
the life he led and tried to put his feelings into words and music.
He was nineteen years old and he had written his first song.

It was called, “My Sweet Flower.” The
lyrics went like this:

 


Growing in your garden

Where you once were sown

Feeding on the sunshine

Soft and all alone

 


By breezes drifting softly

I catch a whiff of you

My heart pounds like the tuba

Oom pah oom pah doo

 


Soon we will be married

I wonder what we’ll do

My heart sounds like a tuba

Oom pah oom pah doo

 


It was his first song. Don’t judge it too
harshly. There would be others.

Besides singing, he could play a mean
accordion. His fingers flew over the buttons and keys and, when he
pumped the box, he put his whole body into it. His eyes were closed
in rapture on the ballads, and on other songs, they rolled wildly
as he sang, arms pumping:

 


I don’t want her

You can have her

She’s too fat for me

 


He also played guitar and harmonica, though
not as well or as naturally, so he practiced all the time. This
both delighted and annoyed his neighbors. In the beginning, it had
delighted them and then, when they realized that he might never
stop, it began to annoy them.

The future that spread out before him was
always soft in the darkness of the evening and shaded by clouds of
foam. It never occurred to him that things could change. He
pictured himself growing old, playing in the band like Oscar, and
winking his way through life and romance. He was confident that his
world would spin in three-quarter time and any sad times would
quickly be replaced by an upbeat, happy song and a cold glass of
beer.

Gus looked in the mirror and saw a tall,
handsome young man, whose eyes were green, whose dark hair parted
on the right, and whose ears were unobtrusive.

His long arms hung at his side and he tilted
his head and wiggled his eyebrows at himself in a way he thought
might be debonair.

As he examined himself, he thought, I’m
young, I’m good looking and I can dance. This was as deep as his
philosophy went. He smiled widely at his reflection. He glanced out
the window and saw the great Mississippi rolling by and thought,
‘What exciting thing is going to happen next?’ He thought, ‘I’m a
Minnesotan and I like it here.’ He thought, ‘What was her name?’
and began to scratch his head.

There was a lot to think about. Things were
good and the thought, which never entered his mind, was the one
which said, ‘Go West, young man.’ As far as he knew, he was here to
stay.

 


 


 


 



Chapter 2

Aachoo!
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One day, Gus woke up early. Well, what was
early for him. Actually, it was late in the morning, but that’s
normal for a musician. His early was most people’s late and his
late could barely be imagined by the average citizen. He and
everyone else met somewhere in the middle, went a few rounds, and
then parted ways. While most sensible people were in bed dreaming,
Gus was stomping on the bandstand or jamming with other hot
accordion players in a smoky back room.

This morning he woke up with a sneeze. It
wasn’t pleasant. He looked out the window and saw by the faint
light that it was way too early for him. He rolled in the tangled
sheets and arranged his hands beneath the pillow. He breathed
deeply. He might have fallen back into unconsciousness but, just at
that moment, he sneezed again and the force of it scattered all
possibility of sleep. He sneezed once more, as if to confirm the
situation.

He sat up in bed and put his hand to his
head, checking for fever. Having established his apparent health,
he became distracted by his stomach. He realized that breakfast,
somewhere, was waiting and he swung his feet to the floor. In his
life, food was a necessity.

 


That night, on the bandstand, he found that
his eyes were watering and not from his being carried away by the
lyrics and music. They itched, too. He was sniffling and, yet, he
didn’t have a cold. He had always been healthy. “Too young to be
sick,” his mother always told him.

He blinked all of it away as the band plowed
through the list of songs for the night; although it seemed that,
as the evening went on, his voice was changing, getting a little
lower, a bit huskier. During “She’s the Girl Who Does the
Laundry,” Oscar gave him an inquiring look, but Gus just
shrugged, not really understanding what was wrong either.

The next night was the same, only worse. Gus
had to clear his throat repeatedly and he had a handkerchief in his
back pocket for his sniffles. Oscar talked with him before the show
and Gus told him he wasn’t sick, just afflicted, and Oscar said
that he hoped he wasn’t allergic to beer. They both laughed at the
thought.

As the night progressed, his symptoms grew
worse. His eyes watered, his voice cracked, and he was forced to
resort to his handkerchief often. Gus was disturbed and
embarrassed, but the crowd thought he was being transported by
emotion and clapped all the louder. The worse he felt, the more
inspired the crowd thought he was.

He was singing “Your Mama Knows I Love
You” which had a tricky accordion part and it was all he could
do, during the solo, to keep his hands on the keys and not let the
song fall apart by rubbing his eyes. As it was, he was so
distracted that he sang the refrain four times in a row.

 


No matter how hard I try

You won’t believe me

But you know who does

It’s your Mama

 


It threw the band off, but no one else
noticed.

The last straw came in the third set. Gus
had had two beers during the break, with medicinal intent, and had
another with him on the stand. Before starting, he concentrated all
his effort on banishing these symptoms, which had now moved beyond
annoyance and had begun to seriously affect his performance. He
breathed deeply. He closed his eyes. He took another drink. To his
surprise, this seemed to work for the first two or three songs.

There were no sniffles, no itching watery
eyes. His voice had rejoined its accustomed pitch and his playing
was unconscious. Oscar looked relieved and the whole band moved
into each succeeding song with hope and abandon. Gus sent a prayer
of thanks somewhere and launched into “Our Love is Like an
Apple.” He was at the end of the second verse when it
happened.

 


She wondered when I asked

If I could be believed

And so I tried to show her

She said she’d beenq….

 


It was at the end of that last line, where
the melody lifts itself up to a new height before gliding into the
chorus, that the sneezing started. The entire audience jumped at
the explosion and the band did, too. After a few startled and
ragged notes, the band played on bravely, but Gus was still
sneezing.

The people on the dance floor stopped in
mid-step and all turned toward the stage to witness an attack of
sneezing, such as few had ever seen. The song fell apart as Gus was
almost lifted off the stage by the force of each outburst. His
accordion hung heavily from his shoulders and was set swinging,
with a little honking noise, at each new sneeze.

Finally, Oscar took control of the situation
and led Gus off stage. There was a moment of silence, if you could
call it that, with Gus sneezing continually, and then the band,
what was left of it, began to play “The Too Tight Polka.”
Their hearts just weren’t in it and the crowd began to thin out
pretty quickly.

Gus eventually was able to take a break from
his attack. Seated at a table, he apologized to Oscar and the other
Blue Gills. They waved his apologies away with real concern for
their friend and colleague. Diagnoses were made: too many burgers,
too many late hours, too much beer. A musician’s life is one of
excess and everyone in the band was well aware of this. The tuba
player suggested too much kissing and heads turned toward him in
derision. The sneezing resumed. The speculation continued.

When he was finally able, Gus brought all
this to a halt by declaring that he had decided to see a doctor.
They gasped. Medicine, at that time, was considered, at best, an
inexact science and was treated as a last and desperate resort.

To his astonished friends, Gus said, “I’m
young, I’m good-looking, and I can dance.”

All heads nodded in assent.

“But this sneezing is getting in my way. I
appreciate your concern, but none of these explanations feel right.
The Doc will know.”

The sneezing began again and did seem
debilitating. The boys in the band looked at each other, their
faces full of concern.

Over the noise, one of them said, “It’s your
funeral.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter 3

Diagnosis and Prescription
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The next day, Gus got up at his usual hour.
A good night’s sleep had done nothing to cure him. He felt
miserable. The symptoms remained. He shook his head and, like a
half-empty whiskey bottle, the contents sloshed around. His eyes
were red, both inside and out, and not because of anything he had
done the night before.

He was beginning to feel sorry for himself.
He stared at the wall and wondered, for the first time in his life,
if this was the beginning of the end. He started to sing softly to
himself. He recognized the words to “I Hate to Say
Goodbye.”

 


The other side is calling

And to it must go I

I’ll miss your love, my sweetie

I hate to say goodbye

 


Each poignant line drew great emphasis from
the sneeze that either interrupted or punctuated it. In between
sneezes, but still singing, he dressed and collected himself for
his visit to the doctor.

Gus had never been to see a doctor before.
Just the thought of it made him nervous, and this doctor had a
reputation, which hadn’t done much to comfort the sick. He was said
to be unsympathetic, vague, and expensive.

His degrees and various forms of
certification were the subject of widespread doubt. Wild cries were
heard from his office window as people passed by on the street and
it was said that no one could tell if the cries came from the
patients or from the doctor himself.

Despite all this, not many people had died
there and it was hard to deny that some actually got better after a
visit. Maybe he had scared them back to health. The doctor’s most
compelling credential was that he was the only one in town.

All this meant little to Gus, who could not
stop sneezing and who justly felt that his career and entire future
were threatened by this sudden turn in his health. He climbed the
steps that led to the office and read the lettering on the frosted
glass set in the heavy door:

 


DR. HELMER PEDERSEN

GENERAL PRACTICE

 


Before he knocked, Gus thought to himself,
“I hope this guy is done practicing. I need a real doctor.”

His knock was mysteriously anticipated and
he heard a gruff voice bark, “Come in, it’s getting late.” This
sounded ominous. He sneezed loudly, gathered his courage, and
entered.

Dr. Pedersen was sitting behind his desk,
intently trimming his fingernails.

Without looking up, he snapped, “Take a
seat.”

The large room was silent, except for Gus’s
sniffling and the thin snipping of fingernails. Gus examined the
doctor and, because he was nervous, became a little irritable and
decided that this doctor didn’t look good. The top of his head
looked old and his white hair hadn’t been combed. He hadn’t shaved
recently and Gus wondered why he wasn’t paying attention to his
patient. Gus sniffled a little louder than was necessary. The
doctor’s eyes remained fixed on his delicate operation.

Gus looked around the office, which seemed
almost empty. It contained a wide window overlooking the street, a
couple of chairs, the desk, a box on the floor filled with what
looked like files, a bucket which acted as a spittoon, and, there
on a lonely wall, the dubious diplomas. In the corner by the door,
a big suitcase stood as if waiting at a moment’s notice, to
accompany the good doctor out of town.

The doctor startled him by commanding,
“Stand up.”

He came around the desk and stood in front
of Gus, looking him over. He leaned toward Gus, staring straight
into his eyes, until their noses almost touched. The doctor’s eyes
were like goggles, and his breath was like a swamp. Gus shivered
and felt a sneeze approaching. The doctor, anticipating this,
rocked back a bit on his heels, still examining Gus’ bloodshot
eyes.

Gus started to explain about his symptoms
and his career but the doctor cut him short with a curt, “Keep
quiet. I’m concentrating.”

He put his ear to Gus’s chest and listened
closely.

“Umm,” he murmured. He thumped it with his
first two fingers.

“Uh huh,” he grunted.

As he walked in back of Gus, he began
muttering to himself. He thumped Gus’ back. Gus hoped he knew what
he was doing.

“Uh oh,” the doctor mumbled.

“Ah ha,” he pronounced.

He finished his circling and tapped Gus
twice just above the eyes. Gus blinked rapidly. The doctor shook
his head.

By this time, Gus was wishing he had gone to
see Madame Wanda, the fortune teller, rather than this doctor whose
methods seemed just as unfathomable. The doctor resumed his seat
behind the desk and stared thoughtfully at Gus, all the while
mumbling incoherently to himself. Then, with surprising grace, he
spun on his chair to face the window. Gus slowly lowered himself to
his own chair.

The doctor continued to mumble. It was as if
he were consulting with unseen colleagues. His voice rose and fell.
It seemed to put forth one opinion and then, in a different tone,
another. It presented, it corrected, it weighed. It balanced, it
questioned, it reflected. Gus was so amazed that he almost stopped
sneezing.

After several interminable minutes of this
dialog, the doctor slammed his palm down on the windowsill. The
sudden noise of it made Gus jump and sent him into another attack.
Doctor Pedersen turned slowly in his chair to face Gus and began to
speak. His tone was grave and had a measured assurance to it, which
allowed no room for doubt.

He said, “Son, this is serious and there is
no easy way to say it. Based on long experience and my thorough
examination, it is obvious to me that you have Terminus
Strawfeverum Maximus.”

Gus held his breath and blinked his tearing
eyes, uncomprehendingly.

The doctor continued, “In other words –
Terminal Hay Fever.” He looked seriously at Gus. “Terminal,” he
repeated, as if this was necessary.

“If you stay here in Minnesota, you will
continue to sneeze your brains out, until you reach what will be, I
assure you, a very bitter end. I give you about five months.”

Gus began to sniffle uncontrollably.

“Your only hope and my recommendation to you
is to leave town immediately and go West where the air is
different. There is a possibility that you will dry up out there.
That these evil vapors will depart. That you might be able to lead
a normal life.”

He paused to let this sink in.

“It’s certain that, by staying here, your
days are numbered and your singing career is finished. Go West,
young man. It’s your only chance. That will be twenty dollars.”

Gus fumbled for the money and walked numbly
toward the door. Terminus Strawfeverus Maximus!? Gus turned to the
doctor and made a gesture of appeal for some other verdict.

From his seat behind the desk, Doctor
Pedersen shook his head solemnly. He lifted his arm and waved his
index finger from side to side.

He repeated, “Go West, young man, go West.
It’s your only chance.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter 4

Madame Wanda

[image: tmp_bcaaad0403afb2649d380155d8fb4ed7_Wx80dL_html_m5c78473d.png]

 


 


Gus decided to get a second opinion. He
sneezed his way across town to the house of Wanda, the fortune
teller. He went up the steps and boldly knocked on the door.

A small, middle-aged woman with dark hair
and large eyes let him in and said in a dramatic voice, “We know
why you have come. Wait here.”

He sneezed in amazement. She disappeared
behind some curtains.

The room was simply furnished, but the walls
held many pictures. They were filled with symbols, which meant
nothing to Gus. Three of the pictures had fire in them and one had
an old man emerging from a cloud of white smoke. He was wearing a
dark turban with stars on it. Gus sat down and waited.

On a table in front of Gus was a deck of
odd-looking cards. They were round. He idly flipped one over and
found not the three of clubs or a joker, but a picture of a man
hanging by the neck. Gus rubbed his eyes. He shuddered and quickly
replaced the card in the deck.

He thought it better and safer to simply
stare at the floor. As he did so, a tune came to him and he tapped
his foot and sniffled in time to it. A line of verse suggested
itself:

 


I took my troubles down to Madame Wanda

You know, the gypsy with the purple
______

 


He was stumped. The only rhyme with Wanda
that he could think of was Honda and that made no sense at all. At
that moment, Wanda, herself, appeared.

It was the same small woman who had let him
in, but she now had a purple turban on her head, just like the one
in the picture. There were silver stars scattered through it. She
took him through the curtains to what she called, the inner
sanctum. She sat opposite him at a small table in the center of the
room. There was a round glass ball on a dark wood base between
them.

Madame Wanda didn’t take her eyes off Gus
for a moment. She held his hands and Gus noticed that she had many
rings on her fingers and that one seemed to have a face on it – his
face. Perhaps this was just his itchy eyes playing tricks. She
spoke, and as she did, her eyes rolled up into her head. Gus’
eyebrows rose up. Her voice was rich and full of authority.

She said, “You have need of a handkerchief.”
She mysteriously produced one and handed it to Gus, who blew his
nose.

‘She’s right so far,’ he thought.

When he had finished, she looked deeply into
his eyes, unwavering. Gus was transfixed.

Finally, she said, “Bubeleh, I will now
consult the crystal.”

She placed her delicate, yet heavy hands on
the glass ball at the center of the table. Gus imagined he saw a
sharp, blue spark pass from the ball to her hands as she touched
it. She began mumbling to herself. Just like the doctor.

At last, she said, “You are about to take a
great journey.”

Gus crumbled inside. The doctor had been
right and here was Madame Wanda confirming it. This was the end of
everything: the band, the parties, his health, and, most likely,
his life.

He had heard the stories and wondered what
was going to kill him first: the hay fever or the Indians. It
wasn’t fair. He was too young. He wondered, ‘Why me?’ and he
wondered, ‘Who runs this universe anyway?’

These were big questions for a guy who, just
the night before, had been sneezing his way through “The Simple
Pickle Polka.”

He recovered somewhat from the shock and
heard Madame Wanda continuing her predictions.

“There is a girl.”

That caught his attention.

In a frightened voice, he asked, “A
nurse?”

Madame Wanda answered, “No, it’s not very
clear.”

A glimmer of hope appeared to Gus, but this
quickly disappeared when she said, “Indians.”

Gus began sneezing violently.

He heard her say, “Get a horse.”

She went on, “There is medicine and many
cows.”

She took her eyes from the crystal, looked
at him and, in a completely different accent, said, “This is going
to be some trip.”

She returned to the crystal and stared at it
for a long time. She looked up at Gus sympathetically, covered one
of his hands with hers and pronounced, in her mysterious voice, the
words, “Wisdom and suffering. Suffering
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