The Markuson Place (fiction, 2010)


Some things we don’t much talk about in this neck of the woods, but a man knows what a man knows—and sometimes he’s gotta say what’s on his mind, no matter what other folks is sayin’.  What I say is this:  Earl and Shirley Markuson were good folks, even if that last kid of theirs might of fell off the mark a notch or two.  And old Einar and Ardell Markuson were the stuff that built Hanley.  They deserved a lot better than what they got in the end . . . Erik run off to wherever he run off to, the home place a pile of ashes, and everything they worked for buried in the ground.  

Well sir, everybody to themselves, I always say, and it’s the Lord’s will that the living inherit the earth, so maybe I should just shut my barn door.  I just wish Gary hadn’t of torched the place like he done. 


That fire was actually a pretty big deal.  Folks at the tap are still talking what might of disappeared and how Gary like to burned down the whole grove and seventy-five acres of Stubby’s corn.  Well he didn’t.  Not even close.  A lot of pickups come by to check things out, especially once that ghost face appeared up in the cedar tree, but not a one of them called the fire department.  That’s a $750 visit in these parts, not something you hang on a friend.  Or a enemy neither, for that matter.  Naturally people was worried, with the wind supposed to pick up out of the north.  That’s where the Markuson place is.  Or was.  Mile north of Hanley.  Of course you got the river between there and town, but folks was thinking about Stubby’s field, the corn being pretty dry on account of the weather.  


The truth of the matter is that Kurt had his old Cat out there, and he pretty much scraped the ground bare twenty feet on all sides of the house before Gary set her off.  Like I said, no real danger, unless that wind comes up and it jumps to the grove or the field.  I seen that happen a couple times.  The young ones don’t think about things like that, same as they don’t think what they might be burning down. 


I guess what I really wish is that he’d had me nose around there myself before he poured on the gasoline.  Which I never done, because I wouldn’t go without an invite.  The young ones don’t think that way neither.  “You was pretty close with Earl and Shirley, and you been like a dad to me.  You wanna give her one last goin’ over before I set her off, grab whatever you think’s worth grabin’?”  Gary’s not gonna think of that.  He never even talked to me about taking the house down. Gary’s the kind of guy gets an idea in his head and bam, that’s it.  I should know that by now.  I had my chances.  Maybe I should of went over there myself one afternoon, like I thought of doing a dozen times after Erik disappeared back in ’06.  But I never did.


That was something else had the whole town buzzing: asshole Erik back after all them years, living in his old place, and with the Kesteloot girl twenty years his junior, fixing it up like he’s gonna make something of hisself finally.  Neither of them visible at the church.  Or the tap either, for that matter.  A lot of stories, which I discounted about 90%, if you want the truth.  I never had no use for that boy.  Erik was the kind that always had guns, though he was no hunter that I ever heard of.  Shot a coon once in a boxelder tree in the grove, and left the critter up there dead, caught in the crotch, until it rotted to compost.  Enough said there.  Bad blood, spoiled rotten, and unpredictable as weather.  Even the younger ones steered clear of Erik, even before he left the first time.  Stubby might of poked his nose in there once or twice after Erik come back, but Stubby told me he just stuck to his own business, never even checked out the woods for the marijuana everyone said Erik had seeded. Like I said, around here you keep your nose out of other people’s business.

Anyway, Erik’s in town one day and then one day he’s gone, and the old place sits empty three years until Gary gets her. 


I didn’t check out that marijuana story neither, or nothin’ else, no matter what some folks might think.  Not until the big burn, when Gary and Kurt and some of the younger ones made it their business to see just what the score was.  Sure enough, there was weed out there, to judge by the smell when they tossed some on the cook fire.  “Throw some more of that stuff on there,” Kurt tells Gary.   We was all sitting around with our beers and brats, lookin’ at the flames shooting up in the gusts of wind.  Emma and me thinking about Earl and Shirley and the old days in Hanley after the War, the summer time Saturday night movies they showed using the wall of the Berge Building for a screen.  The young ones was just talking trash, as usual.  Whose seat cushions smelled like what and whose wiener was hotter than the other’s.  “She’s so big, used to wear a sweatshirt with Goodyear on it, ‘til a guy climbed up her ass and tried to fly her.”  “I knew a guy once, name of Mike Hunt.”  “Better than “Everhardt.”  “Or “Neverhardt.”  Gals laughing right along with Gary and Kurt and Jimmy.  The young ones—not me and Emma.  That talk I associate with Erik and his crowd.  Earl wouldn’t have had none of it, and old Ardell, that sweetheart of a lady would not have understood it.  But that’s the young ones these days.   “How long do you think that old cedar tree out there can keep it up?”   


That cedar put on quite the show, and a little spooky, truth to tell.  Earl told me that Ardell planted two of them by the front door when his dad built the house, because she had a cedar tree on her daddy’s place back in town.  Ardell thought cedars had some deep spiritual connection that boxelder and even lilacs lacked, and she used shavings for keeping moths out of her linen trunks.  At least that’s what Earl told me.  Ardell was a Berge; her dad run the dry goods store in town, and for a while the elevator too.  She said if she was gonna live in the country, even so much as a mile out of Hanley, she wanted a decent place.  Well, old Einar give her everything he could: a white frame house with a nice porch, not one but two leaded windows, and a tin ceiling downstairs like the one in her daddy’s store.  And lilacs.  I told Gary he should of salvaged the windows and that ceiling at least—that old stuff brings a pretty good price these days.  Hundred dollars at least for the windows, five bucks a square on the ceiling in the Renville antique shop.  More up in the Cities.  And them door knobs.  Ardell loved them glass door knobs.  I seen glass doorknobs for $10 up in Granite.  Ardell was a classy woman, even in her old age when I knowed her, the image of her own mother, and my true spiritual grandma.  Ate off of porcelain and sterling silver, too, and she read books and kept a journal practically from before she married.  That journal was the history of Hanley.  She had the old ledgers from her dad’s store, and photographs.  Must of been a dozen albums full of photos, old albums with the leather covers, from the Berge store in town.  Ardell had a mind like an encyclopedia, and what she didn’t recall, she could look up in her journal or one of her books.  That was in the days when there weren’t too many books in Hanley, either.


And that house had a stone cellar, rocks Einar hauled up hisself from the river because his wife wanted a classy place with a stone foundation, and Einar wouldn’t of denied her one blessed thing he could afford and a few things he couldn’t afford.  I seen that cellar a few times early on when Ardell and Einar still had the place—a beautiful stone cave, like some castle in Europe.  Dark, red granite.  Not quarry stone, like that Farther and Gay place up the Minnesota River.  And not big stones, either, but old like the Swensson Farm barn, and each piece set in with real care and consideration, not like cinderblocks or poured concrete.  Ardell said that Einar blasted the hole out with dynamite, and I believe her, because Earl found sticks of old dynamite around the cellar when he took the place over from his dad.  Thought it was probably unstable, so he didn’t dare set it off or nothin’, just buried it in a field far from the house.  Get it outta the cellar before it sent them all to kingdom come.   

Anyway, there was a real nice stone fruit cellar right below the kitchen, with steps going down from a trap door inside, and wood shelves all around.  Ardell had them shelves filled three deep, top to bottom with canning jars: carrots, beets, pickles, applesauce, corn, asparagus, at least five kinds of jam—strawberry, raspberry, currant, cherry, grape.  On the floor was crocks of kraut and bushel baskets full of potatoes, onions, apples early in the fall.  For a little kid, it was a cave full of food, where you could of lived for years if the Germans ever attacked.  You talk about bringing a price today—them old Red Wing crocks?  Even the Ball jars.

Shirley bought store-canned food like everyone else in America, and used that cellar for storage, like an attic.  A lot of Ardell and Einar’s old things ended up down there, because Shirley was more into—well, Shirley wanted her own kind of place, more to a fifties, sixties style.  Plain blonde furniture, modern style.  A TV stand instead of a wash stand, blankets instead of quilts.  She thought stainless steel was more practical than sterling silver, and Melmac was better than porcelain.  Shirley didn’t see no difference.  Maybe she just got sick of her mother-in-law peering at her from the walls in a disapproving way.  Like I said, the house wasn’t all that big, really, even with the porch enclosed: four rooms down, two bedrooms up, and not a lot of closet room.  Earl and Shirley with three kids including Erik.  So it was out with the old, in with the new.  Young ones are like that.  


Well, sir, I think Shirley would of pitched her mother-in-law’s things in the grove if it hadn’t of been for Earl.  That what young ones did back then—it all went out in the grove.  Half the town tossed their old Red Wing crocks and wall telephones into the ditch the moment they didn’t need them, not to mention them old Hanley Bottling Works soda pop bottles that bring a pretty $40 to $50 nowadays.  I found one myself up in Renville for $35 last month.  Back then, a smart fellow could of just picked ’em up where they lay.  Today folks is kicking themselves in the behind, but most people didn’t have the sense to hang on to stuff back then.  Not me—I know what that stuff is worth.  So did Earl, who was his mommy’s son the way I’m his mommy’s grandson.  Earl packed it all down in that little stone cellar.  I seen it a couple times: the shelves full of photo albums and books and magazines, Saturday Evening Post and Life and newspapers back to god knows when.  The floor jam-packed with Ardell’s dad’s rolltop desk, the old walnut bed frame and bureau, a wash stand, some old wood chests with round tops and plenty of Scandahovian decoration, probably from Einar’s folks when they come over.  Lamps that could of been Tiffany for all I know.  Pictures—some copies, but some real ones.  Ardell snagged the picture of George Washington from the old Hanley school when they tore it down, and she had portraits of her dad and mom looking like Scandahovian Gothic. I seen them when I was a kid—her two folks hanging on the wall over the dinner table, with Washington in the middle, George half smiling, and her mom with a face hard as a new ax, hair braided in a tight bun, a lace collar tight around her neck, eyes keeping a close watch on what belonged to her.  Ardell was her mom’s kid all right.  She kept a close eye on what was hers.  Maybe them paintings of the mom reminded Shirley too much of Ardell, was the reason why she evicted her mother-in-law to the cellar.

Actually, that stuff belonged over in the museum, but of course Earl Markuson was never on too good a terms with Lowell Gustafson, who runs the Hanley museum, and the county museum up in Granite flooded back in ’97, so good thing it wasn’t there.  No sir, all that stuff stayed put where it was.  All of it.  And it was a nice stash.  Einar done good by Ardell, and by himself too.  Einar had his own quarter section plus an eighty sold him for next to nothing by the original homesteader, who moved on to the West Coast back before the first War.  Them war years was pretty flush; Einar had his own elevator, and even his own corn dryer, which was really something back then.  He come close to havin’ his own spur off the M and St. Louis railway right to his granary—that’s the west branch of the famous Hanley railroad Y—but then the M and St. Lou got bought out and he had to haul his grain to the Co-Op elevator like everyone else.  

Well, sir, Earl and his dad done pretty good once they got through the Depression.  They must of worked 400 acres, which was a lot of land for back in the fifties.  They bought that ’49 Minneapolis-Moline that Gary hauled out of the grove and give to the Museum, that yellow one, bought it new.  It’s even got a hydraulic lifter on it, which for them days was quite a deal.  Earl done even better by hisself, too, after his folks went to town.  Bought the old Swensson place back in ’63 or ’64, I disremember which.  Earl let Shirley have her way with the house, especially after she kind of went off the deep edge of being a modern girl.  We talked about that some, him and me.  I don’t think Earl never questioned Shirley none, but he did busy himself in his own business.  His heart wasn’t in the house anymore.  He hung out in the barn and the machine shed mainly, rested secure in what was tucked away down in the cellar there by his mom and his self, tried to ignore Ed Sullivan on the TV, the giggly teenaged girls, and his spoiled son Erik. 


Erik always was an odd duck, not like his old man at all.  Part of it, I suppose, was the times he grew up in.  That bunch in the seventies never knew the meaning of a hard day’s work, and they all did a lot of drugs too.  But that really wasn’t it; there was just something dishonest about Erik from the git-go, and I don’t put that on Earl in any way.  Shirley had him kind of late in life, when she was having what you might call a mid-life crisis fling, and either Erik got the idea he was better off than maybe he was, or Earl didn’t pay enough attention to his upbringing for whatever reason.  Erik had it pretty good, maybe too good.  Even had his own car, because Hanley High closed back in 1968 and he had to drive to Granite for his schooling.  Maybe that’s where things went off track—in Granite he wasn’t as big a deal as he was at home.  I know for a fact he didn’t make the basketball team up there.


Anyway, Erik just kind of disappeared after he graduated, and I didn’t press Earl on it.  He was in California for a time, and for a while he was in Alaska, but I don’t know none of the details.  Earl seemed to think he was in with a pretty rough crowd, so you don’t go after the whole story.  Whatever.  Erik was gone—for the better we all thought—and the girls was married, and things sailed along pretty easy.  I guess you heard the talk of Earl having a stash somewhere.  Some folks think that.  Neither he nor his old man was ones to trust a bank.   Plus old Earl was pretty vocal on not worrying about his time when it came.  Us old folks figured we knew why.  Then Shirley got the Alzheimer’s and went into care, and she no sooner went into Henry Hill Apartments than Earl had his stroke—that was back in ’94, ’95.  


Who knows where all that stuff went.  Not me.  Hell, for all I know he grabbed his stash before Shirley even went to Luther Crest.  Or maybe the girls cleaned it out after their folks died, before Erik nabbed the house.  We seen the girls a couple times.  Earl might of said something to the girls, although I am sure he didn’t tell that good-for-nothing son of his nothing at all.  Or maybe Erik did poke around the cellar some, and that’s why he blew out of town so quick that night.  Maybe that’s where it all went.  Then again, some folks think Erik might of left something down there of his own, making money they way he did and clearing out the way he did.  Erik was in no position to trust a bank either.  Myself, I ain’t never seen nothing, but I wish to god I’d stuck my nose in there one time before Gary let her rip.  


Well sir, the way it went was Earl left the land to the girls, share and share alike, seven hundred acres at two grand an acre.  The house and grove, and the corner that the railroad track cut off, he give to Erik.  Of course Karen was in the Cities by then, and Cindy was in Wisconsin, both with families.  They wasn’t about to move back to Hanley.  It was the girls sold the Swensson place to Stubby Tjosvold right away.  Erik—who knew where he was?  That asshole didn’t even make the funerals.  For all we knew, he didn’t know he got what he got.  The house just stood empty for years.  Kids partied out there sometimes—mostly beer and Jack Daniels—but it was really too close to town for parties, and we had a town cop in them days.  Matt Luepke kept a pretty close eye on the Markuson place, of all the abandoned houses and barns around Hanley.  Old Matt said he liked parties at the Markuson place because he knew what the kids were up to, but they didn’t party there much.  They could of got down in that cellar sometime, but I kind of doubt it.   


Then next thing we knew, Erik is back in town.  “Went up to Alaska a little bitty guy,” Gary likes to say, “and he come back a big husky fucker.”  That’s back in ’02.  Near as anybody could tell, he didn’t have no regular job.  At least not in Hanley.  We never seen him at the church or at the tap.  Marge says she didn’t even see him in the post office.  He hung out in Clarkfield mostly, which is probably where he connected with that Kesteloot girl.  She was quite the character too, and I don’t lay that on Gary and Marlys, any more than I lay Erik on Earl and Shirley.  A lot of girls around here get mixed up, especially the ones that go off to college.  Seems like they’re okay in high school, when they do their drinking and partying local, but once they go off, they find trouble.  She found trouble in some colored football player down at Mankato State, and next thing you know, bang, bang, she’s got not one but two kids.  Then she was in the Cities, and next we know, she’s out here with Erik, back on Earl and Shirley’s place. That was only a couple months after Erik come back.  She disappeared pretty quick, but I know for a fact her two kids was in school up in Granite.  Erik had a big black Ford Ranger and she had a nice Monte Carlo with a number 3 on it, the kind Dale Earnhardt used to drive.  There was sometimes other cars out there, and a few Mexican-looking fellows after Karla Kesteloot cleared out.  Too bad Matt was gone by then—he’d have kept a list of license numbers.  That’s how Matt was.  There was something goin’ on out there all right, what with all the cars and trucks, but it’s not like they was wholesaling bales of marijuana.  Not the first year, and probably not later.  Gary says he didn’t figure they used the pole shed at all, because the sliding doors were off the rails when he got the place.


Erik done some work on the house, too, although it’s hard to say what, because he bought supplies up in Wilmar or down in Marshall, not in Granite or Wood Lake.  Pretty much Wal-mart style from what I seen—he was kind of a latter-day Shirley.  Had her genes, not his dad’s.  Or maybe it was Karla picked out that junk.  Anyway, I don’t hold much with locals taking their business elsewhere, even if the price is better—it just hurts the community.  But Eric wasn’t part of the community and didn’t want to be.  He cleaned the house out pretty good, I guess, unless it was his sisters before him, but I doubt he had any use for what was in the cellar.  Unless it was money, and he was too dumb to know where to find his daddy’s gold.  I don’t think it was the girls either—we never seen them except for the funeral, and I know for a fact that they didn’t touch the house because it was left to Erik.  That’s why I think all that stuff was still there when Gary set her off.  What I seen back when, and anything else. 


Well hell—you go out there yourself with a metal detector and see if it beeps.


I actually seen the house once before it got burned, but I wasn’t in no position to look close.  Gary picked her up for a song in ’09 on delinquent taxes, partly on my advice if I do say so myself.  Seems Erik hadn’t paid a cent of property taxes since his folks died, which is kind of suspicious for a fellow raising Acapulco Gold, but that’s exactly the kind of asshole Erik always was.  Anyway, Gary got her mainly for hunting land and that pole barn.  He and Kurt got a dozen vehicles they shed out there.  Gary’s in autobody, and Kurt races stock cars over to Madison and Monte, and between the two of them they got a pretty fair stock of racers and street rods.  Those guys could retire tomorrow if they sold their cars, but all they do is buy more. That’s the stage of life they’re in.


So the first thing Gary does is fix the doors on that garage.  The second thing is take out the chicken coop with a mid-summer bonfire that got rid of a lot of Shirley’s old furniture, but that stuff ain’t worth a nickel.  And Earl kept his money in the bank, so you can be damned sure there wasn’t any money stashed in that coop.  Then Gary took to cleaning up the grove, taking down the dead elm and cottonwoods around the house.  We had a cutting and splitting party out the place one Saturday, a couple chainsaws goin’ full tilt, and my old power splitter what I bought from Hal Utzinger for $400 bucks back in ’97.  Jimmy dropping and limbing trees, Gary hauling the trunks over to the splitter whole with his loader, Kurt logging them on one side of the splitter, me and Stubby working the splitter and tossing split wood into a wheelbarrow on the other side of the splitter.  The gals pushing one load after another to the shed south the garage, my Emma included, and stacking a pretty fair pile of BTUs.  Jimmy took down one cottonwood, must have been three foot in diameter at the base.  Even with Kurt’s 24-inch Stihl he couldn’t cut the trunk straight through, and it took two of us to heft a log onto the splitter.  That cottonwood split clean as a shingle, though—not like elm or boxelder.  I bet we got a face cord of wood for every three, four slices of that trunk.


Well, sir, we got that all done just about sundown, and had us some brats and beers, and we was thinkin’ about doin’ a rain dance to save Stubby’s corn when Gary gets the idea to do a quick walk-through of “the venerable Markuson estate which I so recently acquired and ain’t gonna be around much longer, that’s for damn sure.”  The electricity was off already, but we all had flashlights.  It was like one of them old fifties movies, these searchlights flashing all over the walls.  Well you could peel off the layer of Erik’s junk—I don’t know how Karla Kesteloot made it even one month out there, if that’s the way he fixed the place for her and the kids—and we could read Shirley and Earl in the wall paper and the kitchen cabinets.  The old tin ceiling was about all that was left of Einar and Ardell.  The ceiling and the windows and them solid oak doors with the glass doorknobs.  That was it.  We poked around upstairs and it was a mess; we poked around the downstairs, and it was a mess too.  I was looking for the old trap door in the kitchen that led down to the basement, check out the remains of what Earl had stashed there years ago, but that floor had been covered over in new linoleum, pretty recent it seemed to me, and the door was gone or out of sight. 


So I said there was a basement to this place, maybe we should check that out.  We went outside to the cellar door, and that door was new, corrugated aluminum.  And the cement steps was new too.  Newer even than Earl and Shirley.  Erik new.  I didn’t remember neither steps or door from the early days.  We come down into a cement cellar I had never seen before, kind of small, but with a ledge all around the outsides, like shelves, and on the back wall another big set of stainless steel shelves, the kind you buy in Wal-mart.  Them shelves was full of old wooden crates and metal boxes that looked like they’d been hauled in from some out building.  They were not new—very old, and junky.  Just piled there, like they was coverin’ something up.  No furnace in that cellar, so go figure.  Then I noticed that the cement job on the wall behind them new shelves looked kind of sloppy, and I figured maybe that was the entrance to the old cellar, covered over.  I figure if you dig yourself a new basement, the old one must be full, eh?  Or maybe that was where Erik stored his bales or made his meth, behind the wall he cemented up in such a hurry. 

Anyway, I seen the new the cellar I seen when we all got our farewell tour of the Markuson estate, but not the old.  I spent the next two months going about my business and turning things over in the back of my mind.  My theory became, and still is, that dope is why Erik come back to Hanley, and dope is why he lit out so sudden in ’06, and dope is maybe why the wall to the old cellar got cemented up in such a hurry.  


That all goes back to something Stubby Tjosvold told me.  Stubby said that when he was out there combining in the fall of ’06, he seen Erik drive in with another big truck, red with Texas plates, right beside him.  He seen a big man get out of that red truck and go into the house with Erik, neither of them looking none too happy.  He thought he heard some noise, but what can you tell from a distance, and with the noise of the combine?  Stubby, he just minds his own business, because he figures if there’s a drug deal going on, he don’t want to get mixed up in it, right?  Especially with asshole Erik.  No sir, Stubby keeps his left eye on the farmstead and his right eye on the combine, because he don’t have one of them self-steering GPS machines, he’s got to watch where he’s going.  But he does happen to be looking when Erik comes out of that house alone, and drives off in his own pickup.  He says that red truck was still there when he went home that night, and there weren’t no lights on in the house, which is when he noticed Texas plates.  And it was still there when he come back in the morning, with Erik’s right beside it.  The end of that day, the red pick-up is gone and so is Erik’s.  He didn’t never see neither Erik’s black Ford nor that red pickup on the property again.  That was back three years ago.  I thought of that story again this past summer, when they pulled the red pick-up with no plates or registration out of Velde’s stock pond north of Wood Lake. 



Well, you can’t help wondering just what was sealed up down there behind that sloppy cement job, and that’s why I wish to hell I’d snuck over there behind Gary’s back and found that trap door in the kitchen and seen just what Erik had stashed down there, before Gary got that bug up his ass and torched the place.  I done some pretty careful looking after the fire burned down, and you could see the old cellar plain as day.  Gary and Kurt seen it too, and remarked on the stone foundation.  Judy and Emma too.  “Just like the basement of some castle,” someone said, and I agreed.  I could see the walls of that new cellar too, and just like I suspected, the two was connected at one time, but the connection was cinder blocked off.  That’s all I could figure out. Couldn’t see the floor none.   Whatever was down there made of wood and paper and cloth was burned to oblivion by the time I come, and it was really hard to say whether the smoldering planks were walls and roof, or books and furniture.  I don’t think there was nothing down there really, but you could see the walls, that was sure.  I had it in mind to go back on my own after the fire burned down, maybe a day or two later, and do some archeology, but that ain’t gonna happen neither, because it’s all under dirt now.


The way that come about was this.  Gary had took down a bunch of trees before he torched her, and he had Kurt clear the land around the house.  “I never seen a guy run a machine the way Kurt run that Cat,” Gary told me; “he was a real artist.”  But neither of them took out Ardell’s old cedar.  Gary figured it was no good to split and burn, and Kurt figured it would go quick in the fire, being close to the house as it was, especially with the wind coming down from the north.  But that cedar was one tough old tree, and with the help of the wind, it burned kind of peculiar.  Either the trunk was hollow to begin with, or the core burned out pretty quick, but most of the outside of the truck stayed intact.  When I got out there, that tree was kind of a hollow pipe, a twenty-foot straw, with the whole top still intact.  How that hollow trunk held the weight, we couldn’t none of us figure out, but we all wondered at it.  Like I said, the young ones was joking about how long that old cedar could keep it up.  Well sir, we got to taking bets about when the thing would go, knowing that the wind was supposed to pick up, and knowing too that if the core buckled, the top just might go spilling off into Andy’s corn.  


Especially we got worried when fire broke through a crotch in the tree about 20 feet above the ground.  It looked like a chimney fire way up there.  That pipe acted like a flue, and drew the air right up, and the fire too, and around 9:00 we had us a flaming beacon twenty feet above the ground.  People drove out from the bar to have a look.  A couple times we thought it might be the fire department or sheriff, but like I said, Gary’s too well known in town for trouble to happen.


When the wind started up around 9:30, Gary was drunked up enough that he actually went to the back side of that cedar and started hammering on it with a sledge, trying to knock her down.  The tree didn’t budge.  We backed him off of that, and the wind picked up some and the chimney fire burned brighter than ever.  I’d say it was flaming five, six feet up.  The crazy thing is that you could see a face in the fire.  Judy pointed that out first, and we all of us seen it, even guys who drove out from the tap.  Like this long-hair head up there looking down at us, trying to tell us something.  Kinda spiritual, kinda spooky.  


“That’s Chief Red Eagle come back to get you,” Judy told Gary, laughing.


“It’s asshole Erik,” somebody said.  “Anybody got a shotgun?”


“No, it’s Shirley, coming to finally clean the place up.” 


“It’s the ghost of some Mexican drug dealer.”  


I shuddered a bit when Kurt said that, him not knowing nothing about the red pickup with the Texas plates, and Stubby not there to tell nothing about maybe a body buried in the cellar.  I didn’t say nothing to Kurt or any of the others, because I knew they was wrong, every one.  What I knew but none of the others didn’t was that the face in the fire belonged to old Ardell Markuson—the same sharp nose, the hard eyes she inherited from her grandma in the painting.  That was Ardell Markuson up there testifying to the history of her place and accusing every one of us from her dead son to her no-good grandson to the man who lit the match.  And me too.  Well, sir, I look up at that face, and says to her in a whisper none of them could hear, “I got it all taken care of, Ardell.  It’s okay.  It’s all took care of.  You can rest.”  And so help me god, that is exactly when the top of that tree broke off, and the face in the fire was no more.


Well sir, what finally happened was that Kurt fired up his Cat, and come back at that tree from the south.  That Cat has no lights, but we could see its shadow in the glow of the embers as it swung around the east side of the pit, sneakin’ up on things.  Then we seen the old cedar trunk shiver and collapse, not onto the corn but right down into the cellar.  We applauded and raised our drinks.  Then Kurt parked the Cat and come back to Gary.  The two of them talked a moment, Kurt climbed back into the Cat, and he pushed the burning top of the cedar into the cellars.  Then he back filled some Minnesota grade-A loam over the glowing embers.  A real artist.  As the light from the fire disappeared, Gary swung his pick-up around so that the headlights shone on Kurt’s work, and we done the same with our Chevy, and by the time we took off for home that night, the remains of whatever had been in that old cellar, and whatever had been in that new cellar was not only burned but buried, lost beyond recovery and even identification.

