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And I gave my heart to know wisdom, 
and to know madness and folly. 

 
Ñ Ecclesiastes 1:17 
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Overture 

 
 
THE ADVANTAGE OF LIVI NG IN INVERNESS was the number of churches you could choose 
from, nine, which averaged out to a hundred souls per religion, though there were always 
a few lost spirits who either couldnÕt make up their minds or simply didnÕt see the point. 
The advantage of being born into the Mennonite religion was that you didnÕt need to 
waste your time shopping around for another church with a better plan for working out 
your differences with the Almighty. The advantage of being a Reisender was that you had 
no end of family reunions, and in those days a family reunion was considered just about 
the highest form of recreation. In our case there was no comparisonÑ a reunion was the 
only form of recreation, being the one leisure activity that could stand up to GrandpaÕs 
two strict tests, a religious connection and affordability. 

Every year we had a pair of reunions, one on July 24 and the other on March 8. July 24 
was Pioneer Day, when the local Latter Day Saints celebrated their ancestorsÕ arrival in 
Salt Lake City after trekking halfway across the country by parading down the two blocks 
of Main Street dressed in Mormon pioneer costumes, and the Reisenders chose that day 
to get out of town and engage in a little of our own ancestor worship. I didnÕt Þgure out 
the reason behind the March reunion till I was ready to leave town. But I suspected it was 
related to Grandpa's belief that somewhere down the line there would be a Þnal gathering 
of the true saints, which would include all the Reisenders, except for our three or four 
black sheep, and maybe a few others who had played their cards right and found favor in 
the eyes of the Lord. 

We held those reunions at Onkel AbeÕs and Tante AnnaÕsÑ Dad recommended that 
we refer to his uncles and aunts in the old German way, out of respectdespite the fact 
that there was some doubt about whether Onkel Abe Hamm was playing his cards right. 
They had to be held out there, Dad explained, because thatÕs where Great-grandma 
lived. What he meant, according to Uncle HerbÕs wife Aunt Lena, was that Tante Anna 
was busy taking care of Great-grandma, who was busy dying. 

The Hamm farm was located a few miles east of Inverness, which sat smack in the 
middle of the irrigation country on IdahoÕs Snake River Plain. The house and farmyard 
perched at the top of a long sloping hill and had a spectacular view of Beaver Reservoir 
and beyond. The beyond was Þlled with sagebrush and mountains, and between them 
there was Pocatello, which Uncle Edgar used to refer to as Gomorrah because of the 
smokestacks and the drinking and gambling and whoring and perversion and the taking 
of the LordÕs Name in vain Òand,Ó Dad would add, only half-joking, Òthe Democrats.Ó 

 



 

 

6 

  

Ω 
 

My Þrst memory is of the Hamm orchard. 
When we were little kids back in the middle ÕForties, the Þrst thing Karen and I would 

do when DadÕs brakeless Õ36 Plymouth came rolling to a stop just before running into the 
irrigation ditch at the July 24 reunion would be to come tumbling out the windows and 
go thundering off to the orchard to join our cousins and Stan. Stan, who was unofÞcially 
known as Snake, had been adopted by Onkel Abe and Tante Anna and would still have 
been a student at Inverness High if he had paid more attention to the rules. TheyÕd 
picked him up either from an orphanage, which was Tante AnnaÕs story, or from a 
reform school, which was a more widely accepted theory. There were also different 
opinions of how heÕd picked up the nickname. It was either because he enjoyed 
swimming in Beaver Reservoir on the Snake River, which was Tante AnnaÕs explanation, 
or because the name Þt the reform school theory, which was Aunt LenaÕs view of the 
subject. I myself leaned toward Aunt LenaÕs opinion, Þguring she was probably the one 
who had started the practice of calling him Snake. 

But be that as it may. As soon as the cousins were all gathered, Snake would give us a 
tour of that enchanted orchard. Then heÕd climb a tree and shake down a few dozen 
apples, which weÕd eat as appetizers, worms and all. We knew our parents wouldnÕt 
approve but as Snake pointed out with a big watermelon-eating grin, wasnÕt that the 
whole idea? And to top it all off he took us to the farthest corner of the orchard, where an 
old Model A Ford had found its Þnal resting place. He let us take turns sitting in the 
driverÕs seat and told us to pretend we were driving to Inverness or Beaver Falls Òor,Ó he 
said, Òeven all the way hell and gone toÓand here he imitated Uncle Edgar's righteous 
voice ÒGomorrahÓÑ and then he busted out laughing. 

When we got back from our travels, it was time to scramble under the barbed wire 
fence and head for the back yard picnic. I say back yard even though it was more like a 
pasture, because of the goats. But they didnÕt bother anybody. Tante Anna had laid down 
the law that they were to be tethered for the day and that Onkel Abe was to be the 
tetherer, so they minded their own business, a pile of tin cans. 

After the menfolk had carried Great-grandma outside in her rocking chair pall-bearer 
style and had planted her in the shade of the poplar trees and tucked her in with a wool 
blanket and propped her up with half a dozen of Tante AnnaÕs fancy crocheted pillows, 
Grandpa Reisender would ofÞcially open the reunion. HeÕd bless the food, making sure 
to mention every dish the womenfolk had prepared. Then heÕd go on to recite the list of 
all the ancestors he could remember, starting with Adam and Eve and half the other 
Biblical characters, moving on to those Reisenders who were stashed away in safe-deposit 
boxes in some churchyard back in the Old Country, and ending with Great-grandma, 
who didnÕt quite qualify as an ancestor because she was sitting right there with her eyes 
closed and her head on her shoulder and her mouth wide open, sleeping like a baby. 
Finally heÕd end up by saying, ÒThy Kingdom come, Amen,Ó which was the signal for 
Onkel Abe to ßash the starting ßag by booming out, ÒAmen, now letÕs everybody loosen 
up and have a good time,Ó which was the signal for Great-grandma to give a twitch and 
open her one good eye and say something in German to Onkel Abe, probably advice on 
being reverent in the LordÕs presence. But as Aunt Lena enjoyed pointing out, that kind 
of advice had absolutely no effect on the man. 
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On March 8 the reunion had to be held indoors. So instead of exploring the orchard, 
we cousins would explore the old lava-rock house. Snake would give us a tour of the cold 
upstairs and tell us about all the murders and kidnappings and mysterious disappearances 
that had taken place in each bedroom and heÕd explain the strange noises and groans the 
attic ghosts were making. HeÕd whisper that it was because they were hungry for more 
victims. Then he asked us if we wanted him to save us from the ghosts. ÒYesyesyes!Ó we 
whispered back, and after he thought it over he wanted to know if we had any loose 
change in our pockets. He did his best work with ghosts, he explained, when his efforts 
were appreciated. So we gave him all our pennies and nickels and then he left us and 
climbed up into the attic and pleaded with the ghosts while we listened to the 
conversation through the trap door. He called out, ÒWhat do you ghosts want?Ó and we 
heard one of them answer in a high, quivering voice, ÒVe vant ... zhe soul ... uf a 
Reisender ... chilt.Ó He said, ÒNo no! Over my dead body!Ó and there was an awful racket 
and then he came dropping out of the attic like an acrobat, moaning in pain and 
expecting us to be grateful for his bravery. Which we were; we thought we were getting a 
bargain for the money. 

When Karen and I got older we caught on. We Þgured out that the noises were just the 
wind blowing through the cracks and that ghosts donÕt speak with a German accent and 
that when Snake was rolling around on the ßoor pretending to be moaning from his Þght 
with the ghosts, he was really laughing at us. This higher wisdom made us eligible for 
helping him initiate the younger cousins into the mysteries of that old house. But one 
March our secret society was broken up when one of the little kids got scared and went 
downstairs and ratted on us. They sent Uncle Edgar up to lay down the law and he 
preached one of his sermons reminding us that you couldnÕt be a Bible-believing 
Christian and still believe in ghosts. Snake asked What about the Holy Ghost? and Uncle 
Edgar had to explain that the Holy Ghost wasnÕt a ghost in the regular sense, he belonged 
in some other category it was too hard to explain, but when Snake asked him to give it a 
shot, he said we could take his word for it. After that we had to cut out the monkey 
business and play Rook and Monopoly. Even though Rook is a card game, it was okay 
with Uncle Edgar and Jesus, because none of the cards had sacrilegious kings and jacks 
and queens, which in worldly cards represented God, who created us, and the devil, who 
we were supposed to be on the lookout for, and Mary, who got into the Catholic religion 
by mistake. Monopoly was safe too because we werenÕt playing for real moneybesides, 
as Aunt Lena pointed out with a sly wink, we were learning how to make change, which 
might come in handy in case the Lord decided we werenÕt missionary material and led us 
into the grocery business. 

One of the main attractions at those reunions, ranking right behind the orchard and 
Snake and the ghosts, was Onkel Abe himself. 

The Þrst thing you noticed about Abe Hamm, besides the fact that heÕd show up in 
church sporting a bright orange tie under his striped bib overalls and hadnÕt gotten 
around to shaving that morning, was that he was a lover of life. ItÕs not that he wasnÕt 
religious; itÕs just that he could hardly wait to get up in the morning and spread some joy 
around the place. This would sometimes get him in Dutch with Tante Anna, who could 
easily be embarrassed, being a Reisender born and bred. HeÕd say something a little bit 
off the orthodox line, like, ÒIf Jesus was around, I bet you anything heÕd be the life of the 
party.Ó SheÕd tut-tut and sigh and shake her head and say, ÒAbe, Abe.Ó HeÕd grin like a 
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little kid out from under that ring of electric reddish-grey hair and repeat, ÒYessir, the life 
of the party.Ó SheÕd whisper something to him in German and then heÕd turn on the 
twinkles in his little green eyes and say, ÒThatÕs what I love about you, Sweetheart, you 
always keep me on the straight and narrow.Ó Which was an exaggeration, because as 
Aunt Lena liked to remark, the only road Abe Hamm could ever keep on was the one 
that was paved with good intentions. 

It wasnÕt that Tante Anna didnÕt love life; she just did it in her own quiet, prayerful 
way. In fact all the Reisenders were lovers of life, though not in the same way as Onkel 
Abe. His idea was that the time to live and rejoice is now, and the standard Reisender 
idea was that there would be plenty of time for that later, at the last reunion, when you 
wouldnÕt have to bother with a half-hour blessing before meals because youÕd have all the 
ancestors gathered around God, who would be right there at the head of the table, and 
the true rejoicing could begin. 

There were other family members at those reunions. One of the oldest family photos 
shows Great-grandpa and his bride of thirteen years surrounded by the future heads of 
the twelve tribes of Reisenders. Those who had come from Kansas in the ÕThirties to help 
pioneer and irrigate the Idaho deserts, including Great-grandma and Grandpa Reisender 
and Tante Anna, showed up for those reunions with their own children, including Dad 
and Uncle Herb and Aunt Marie and Uncle Edgar, and their grandchildren, including 
Karen and me and later, Judy. 

Aunt Marie and Uncle Edgar were considered special, because they were in the LordÕs 
work. Aunt Marie was usually off somewhere in the African jungles converting the 
heathen and Uncle Edgar was parading around the sidewalks of Los Angeles decked out 
in a sandwich board and passing out tracts predicting the end of the world. But theyÕd 
sometimes come all the way back for a reunion just to show Grandpa some pictures of the 
four or Þve heathen and scoffers theyÕd converted and to see their parents and brothers 
and sisters and uncles and aunts and to remark how much we nephews and nieces had 
grown and to Þnd out if weÕd been listening for the LordÕs call. And of course they came 
back to see Great-grandma, maybe for the last time, because who could tell when God 
would take her home and put her in charge of the upstairs kitchen for that very last 
reunion? 

Great-grandma was a true Reisender, which, we were always reminded, is the German 
word for traveller. In her lifetime she had covered half the world, from Prussia to Russia 
to the heart of Asia to Kansas and Þnally to Idaho. SheÕd been born in old Prussia 
sometime in the middle of the nineteenth century and her family had moved to Russia 
when she was a young girl. Before coming to America, sheÕd gotten married to Great-
grandpa in a Muslim mosque somewhere in the wilds of Central Asia, which is a story by 
itself. At the time I didnÕt know the details; in fact the whole thing was a big secret. 
Grandpa told us kids we were too young to understand, so after we looked up Muslim 
mosques and Central Asia in the encyclopaedia Karen and I invented our own theories. I 
came up with the idea that Central Asia was the ancient version of the Wild West and 
that Great-grandpa had borrowed a horse or two that didnÕt belong to him and when this 
was discovered, he and Great-grandma decided Russia wasnÕt the best place to raise a 
family after all and became outlaws. Karen had it Þgured that Central Asia was the 
ancient version of Reno; it was where you went to get married if you jumped the gun by a 
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couple of months and this happened to be reported to the preacher. But those were only 
theories. They didnÕt account for that mosque. 

The kids of my generation never knew Great-grandpa in the ßesh. We knew him only 
by way of another old photograph, which shows him dressed up in a black suit and white 
shirt and sporting a bushy beard and sitting up extremely straight and staring Þercely 
ahead, seated next to an equally straight and Þerce wife and surrounded by a dozen sad-
faced children of all ages, including the young versions of Tante Anna and Grandpa, who 
in real life wasnÕt nearly as depressed as he looked in the picturein fact you could 
actually enjoy talking to him, if you had the sense to keep on the right subjects, which 
included how we were doing in school and how much we liked our teachers but did not 
include whether we were being taught the Biblical version of Þrst things or the godless 
theory that we were descended from a long line of jungle animals. 

Other than that ragged photo, our best source of information about Great-grandpa was 
Onkel Abe, who had joined the Reisenders by way of Tante Anna and Þgured that since 
he wasnÕt born into the family, he wasnÕt obliged to obey its rules. He told us, for 
example, that Great-grandpa, whoÕd been a preacher back in Kansas, would have no 
second thoughts about giving a grand sermon on Sunday morning and then going home 
to celebrate with a Þne dinner and a glass of wine and afterwards, a choice cigar. HeÕd 
mention this by way of comparison to our reunions, because even though we had Þne 
dinners, he wasnÕt denying that fact, whatever happened to the wine and cigars? 

But Great-grandpa had passed away many years ago. He hadnÕt even lived long 
enough to make the trek out to Idaho during the Depression. HeÕd gone to be with his 
Makerat least that was the speculation, as Aunt Lena once remarked to a select 
audienceand Great-grandma was getting ready to join him. Except for the July 24 
picnic, she just laid there on a cot in Tante AnnaÕs parlor with the gunny-sack curtains 
drawn, all dolled up in a big black dress and a little black silk hat and giving off old lady 
smells and staring at the cobwebs on the ceiling and probably thinking about the good old 
days and sighing for the chance to meet God and Great-grandpa when her time came. I 
say probably because she and I never had an actual conversation; her English wasnÕt too 
good and neither was my German. In fact the closest I ever got to her was at those March 
8 reunions, when all the cousins would be herded into the parlor after dinner to sing her a 
hymn called ÒIch Weiss einen Strom.Ó We didnÕt actually have to learn the language to sing 
it. The hymnal had the words in both languages, so we knew we were singing the 
German version of ÒO Have You Not Heard of That Beautiful Stream,Ó a hymn about 
going Home to lie on the golden sands of the Fatherland. 

After we had Þnished cheering her up and all the adults had had a good cry, Great-
grandma would pull us kids toward her with her skinny Þnger like the witch in ÒHansel 
and GretelÓ and whisper ÒDanke schšn,Ó which was how the old folks used to say Thank 
you. SheÕd take a little sack of corn candy out from under her black dress and give us each 
a piece, which made it all worthwhile, at least when we were still at the candy stage of life. 
Then Tante Anna would nod to us, which was the signal that it was time to leave so that 
Great-Grandma could get her beauty rest. So weÕd tiptoe respectfully out of that dark 
smelly parlor and go thundering up the stairs to play Rook and Monopoly and to deal 
with the ghosts in the attic. 
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That was over half a century ago. 

We havenÕt had a reunion in ages. Almost everybody is gone. Three generations, 
including Great-grandma Reisender and Grandpa and Grandma and Onkel Abe and 
Tante Anna and most of the uncles and aunts, are out at the Old Homestead Cemetery 
west of Inverness, some probably waiting for the last trumpet to announce the last 
reunion, the rest just catching up on their sleep. My cousins have turned out to be like 
Great-grandma, true Reisenders, travelers every one. The Lord led two or three of them 
off to the mission Þeld and after heÕd gotten his quota, he led the rest of them all over 
creation into other careersteaching and social work, banking and real estate and life 
insurance, in fact just about everything but groceries. IÕve heard that one has even tried 
her hand at dealing blackjack. Snake Hamm, who didnÕt have a drop of genuine 
Reisender blood in him, was the kind of a guy who couldnÕt be led anywhere he didnÕt 
have a mind to go, and the last time I saw himÑ this was in Pocatello, just before he was 
wiped out in a freak accidentÑ he winked and ßashed his watermelon-eating grin and 
handed me a business card advertising himself as ÒS. Stanley Hamm, Esquire: 
Specializing in Personal Injuries.Ó 

As for me, IÕve also lived up to the Reisender name. After spending half a life checking 
out the world beyond Inverness, IÕve settled down in the general area the Lord once led 
Uncle Edgar to evangelize, though I should probably point out that IÕm not in the habit 
of strolling around in a sandwich board and offering people free advice on how to 
prepare for the end of the world. As Aunt Lena used to say, ÒItÕll happen when it 
happens, probably later rather than sooner,Ó and Onkel Abe would add, ÒAmen, now, 
letÕs all loosen up and have a good time.Ó 

Speaking of Uncle Edgar and Signs of the End, a year ago I spent a night in the town 
he used to call Gomorrah. 

This was not by design. I was coming back to Inverness on business and checked in at a 
motel after a long dayÕs drive. I thought I was in Pocatello but at dinner, just as I was 
Þnishing my glass of Chablis, it struck me that I was really in Gomorrah. When the 
waitress came with the bill, I tried to make a joke about this, but sheÕd never heard of 
Gomorrah. So I dropped the subject, paid for my meal, went back to my room, and got 
ready for bed. Tired but not sleepy, I decided to watch a movie. I picked a comedy that 
was supposed to have Òbrief ßashes of nudityÓ but it turned out that the ßashes were too 
brief to keep me awake. As I dozed off I remember wondering what Uncle Edgar would 
have thought about his oldest nephew spending a night in Sin City. Would enjoying a 
glass of wine and watching a slightly naughty movie be enough to cancel my reservation 
for the last reunion? 

While driving to Inverness the next morning, I got to thinking of those bygone 
Reisender reunions and about Snake and the orchard and the goats in the backyard and 
the ghosts in the attic and about all of us cousins gathered around Great-grandma, 
singing her an old German hymn to ease the pain of going home to the Fatherland. 
Then, as I crossed the dam at Beaver Falls and headed north, I got to thinking of the 
family secret, about what Great-grandma had been doing out in the middle of Asia back 
in the 1880s and why sheÕd been married in that mosque. Just before I graduated from 
Inverness High and left town, Grandpa Þnally presented me with the key to the puzzle. 
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IÕm not saying I solved itif the truth be known IÕm still pretty much in the darkbut 
after Aunt Lena Þlled me in on the details I came away with the general idea. 

But be that as it may. 
I hadnÕt been back to Inverness in ages. We used to go there fairly often, Þrst just the 

two of us, then with the kids. But in recent years there hasnÕt been any occasion to. The 
folks couldnÕt Þnd any buyers when they retired and moved back to Kansas, so they 
rented out the house. And then ... well, IÕll just say I suddenly found myself the oldest 
living male in the long Reisender linethe eldest son of the eldest son of the eldest son, as 
Grandpa used to remind mea fact that got me elected to execute the terms of a last will 
and testament. Which involved coming back to Inverness to sell the house. 

When I got to town, I headed straight for the realtorÕs ofÞce. 
Nine-thirty, but it wasnÕt yet open. No agent, no key to the house. 
With time to kill, I had an idea. Why not take a quick trip out to the old Hamm place? 

Onkel Abe and Tante Anna died thirty-odd years ago and Snake is no longer with us in 
body, as the old folks used to put it. But I decided to motor out there anyway, hoping to 
cure my sudden bout of nostalgia. 

While I was driving along, realism set in. What about the current residents? Would 
they mind? No, I assured myself, theyÕll be human beings. TheyÕll understand. Probably. 

As I turned into the farmyard, I saw that my worry had been wasted. The place was 
desolate. The house had been abandoned. The barn was empty. So were the workshop, 
the hog pens, and the outdoor privy. The only sign of life on that cold March day was a 
row of swallows huddling on a frayed phone wire, their feathers rufßed by the biting 
breeze. 

My Accord came rolling to a stop just before running into the ditch. I was tempted to 
tumble out the window and go thundering off to the orchard to join the cousins and 
Snake but then I thought, Uh oh, better not, tumbling and thundering are no longer what 
I do best, and besides, the cousins and Snake wonÕt be there anyway. Instead I turned off 
the ignition, set the emergency brake, slowly opened the door, got out, and stretched. It 
suddenly struck me that this was exactly how Dad used to announce his arrival. 

I banished that thought and stepped over the dry irrigation ditch and headed for the 
orchard. That enchanted space of my childhood was now overgrown with Russian 
thistles. Half the trees were dying and battalions of insects were busy on the other half. I 
picked my way through the fallen branches and a last few patches of snow, looking for the 
old Model A and wondering if it was still a magical space-travel machine. I Þnally found 
it. But some latter-day Snake had used it for target practice. By the looks of things he had 
excellent aim. The only items he missed were some tiny quick-footed creatures. 

There is no magic in mice. 
Taking a short cut back to the house, I carefully climbed over what was left of a 

barbed-wire fence. The backyard was still there and so was a pile of rusty tin cans. But the 
goats were gone. Onkel Abe must have forgotten to tether them, I thought, and they 
probably took off for the city dump a couple of miles south. That was only a fantasy but it 
was based on past history. We male Reisenders once spent an entire July 24 afternoon 
rounding up Onkel AbeÕs goats, at Tante AnnaÕs suggestion. 

The house wasnÕt just abandoned; it was in ruins. Most of the windows had been 
shattered by vandals. I tried the door. Locked. So I went over to the parlor window and 
reached through one of the broken panes and ßipped the latch and lifted the window and 
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climbed in. I half expected to see Great-grandma stretched out on a cot but of course 
there was no sign of her. The only familiar things left in the old parlor were the cobwebs 
and the gunny-sack curtains, which had become home to a family of moths. I went 
upstairs, picking my way through the fallen plaster. On the ßoor of one of the haunted 
bedrooms I noticed a Rook card, which the birds had ßown in and deÞled. I looked 
closer. A black 8. Then it struck me: thatÕs todayÑ the eighth of March. 

Food for thought, but I wasnÕt hungry. I stood on a rickety chair and stuck my head 
through the attic door, listening for a high, quivering voice with a German accent. But 
the only sounds were the whistling of the wind and the scurrying of ratsÕ feet. 

So I went back downstairs and into the kitchen, where the Reisender women used to 
prepare the food at our reunions. The appliances were gone, either sold in the estate sale 
or victims of petty larceny. The only thing left in the room was the old wall telephone. I 
picked the earpiece off the hook and cranked the handle, hoping, I suppose, to put in a 
call to the past. The past didnÕt answer and left no message. 

I left the house through the parlor window and walked back to the car. 
Then, and I donÕt know why, I picked up a rock and threw it at the last unbroken pane 

in Great-grandmaÕs window. 
It missed. 
I got in the car and checked my watch. Eleven oÕclock. 
I drove back to town and over to the realtorÕs ofÞce. SheÕd left a note on the door 

instructing me to meet her at the house at two. 
So I decided to take a tour of Inverness, starting with the churches. 
 I was sorry to see that several of them had taken to playing a different part in the grand 

scheme of things. One had three late-model sports cars in front, suggesting an extended 
family. Probably entrepreneurs, possibly in the pharmaceutical business. Another had 
been converted into a video store. 

The Inverness Mennonite Church, however, was still open for business. But I noticed it 
was under new management. Reverend Prediger, who used to preach and conduct 
baptisms and weddings and funerals, had been replaced by some guy named Armstrong. 
And the Sunday sermon wasnÕt scheduled to be on the subject of doing good works or 
paciÞsm and turning the other cheek. It was advertised as ÒA Refuge for Sinners,Ó the 
Þrst in month-long series on repentance and being saved. I wondered whether that topic 
would hold the kidsÕ attention or whether theyÕd be spending the hour like I usually did, 
listening to the pendulum of the lazy clock and counting the light bulbs that needed 
replacing. 

By the time I got to that last thought it was almost noon. I drove past the new Mormon 
Church and over toward Main Street, looking for a different type of refuge for sinners. 
The sign above BoswellÕs was still in partial working order, and I Þgured if it was the same 
Boswell I knew as a kid, the guy would be a hundred by then. I was tempted to check him 
out but I stopped to consider the odds of running across a hundred-year-old bartender. 
And I didnÕt know if I could handle another disappointment. 

I drove over to the corner cafŽ for lunch and a chance to run across old friends. 
No such luck. The building had been rededicated to the sale of cellulars. The kid clerk 

looked up from his Nintendo and informed me that the only eatery in town was over at 
the new bowling alley. I crossed the street and went inside and looked around. There was 
a big crowd of eaters and bowlers; I didnÕt recognize a soul. The waitress was about my 
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age and I thought she looked familiar but it turned out she had just moved in from 
California. The tacos turned out to be Þne and so did the cappuccino. But tacos in 
Inverness? Cappuccino? Whatever happened to the two-bit hamburger and the chocolate 
milk shake? 

I continued my tour, heading for the three-storey grade school, where I spent eight 
years testing my teachers. But the old brick building had been torn down and replaced by 
a couple of newer models. More modern. Less penitentiary. This was all very good, but I 
couldnÕt help wondering if the kids were learning the facts of life in the schoolroom 
instead of in the place God had intended, out in the trees behind the playground. 

Next I drove over to the high school, where I had spent four more wonder years. The 
building was still standing but the tan paint was beginning to peel, showing large spots of 
the original pale green. I parked, got out, and tried the front door. Locked. Of course. 
Saturday. I peered inside. All I could see was a custodian bufÞng the ßoorsÑ we used to 
call them janitors but theyÕve come up in the world. Be that as it may, she was wearing a 
set of headphones, so she couldnÕt hear me. I strolled around the building and tried the 
other doors and a few windows. No luck. When I got to the rear, a curious squad car 
showed up. A young police ofÞcer got out to question me. I tried to explain my interest in 
the building but I couldnÕt make him understand. He let me off with a warning and an 
invitation to leave town. 

So I got in my car and took off in the direction of Beaver Falls. When the squad car was 
no longer visible in my rear-view mirror, I doubled back and drove to the gas station. A 
decrepit old man came limping out of the ofÞce and Þlled my tank, making an 
uncomplimentary remark about my California license plates. ÒYou bastards are taking 
over the goddamn place,Ó he grumbled. ÒToo bad,Ó I said, and I meant every word. We 
went inside and put my credit card through a test, which it seemed to pass. He had me 
sign my name. Then, as I was looking out the window at a new Safeway store, I realized 
he was staring at me. 

ÒJohn?Ó he said. ÒJohn Reisender?Ó 
I stared back at him. 
ÒBilly?Ó I said. ÒBilly Bauman?Ó 
I thought: IÕm just two years younger than this run-down old fart! 
For the next half hour he told me his life story. HeÕd picked up his limp, he said, in 

Korea, and he had one of those Purple Hearts back home to prove it. I forget the details, 
which donÕt really matter because I happen to know he was lying. First of all, we were 
both in high school during the Korean War, and in the second place, I remembered that 
heÕd told me the same story twenty-Þve years ago at that very same gas station, except 
that instead of Korea it had been Vietnam. But I knew for a fact that heÕd picked up that 
limp out in the desert, where heÕd accidentally shot himself in the foot hunting 
jackrabbits. Whether a story is true is beside the point, of course. What matters is that itÕs 
interesting, and in BillyÕs case, that the accident didnÕt keep him from pursuing his 
lifelong dreams, pumping gas and making babies. 

I Þnally got to ask him about the other members of the old gang. Gary Albrecht? 
Billy wasnÕt sure but he thought that Gary was drawing pictures someplace, maybe 

Omaha or DenverwerenÕt there towns with those names somewheres back east? 
Yes, I told him, and did he mean Gary was a cartoonist? 
He thought this over and said that sounded about right. 
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What about Bobby Joe? 
Billy wasnÕt sure about Bobby Joe either; all he could say was that heÕd moved 

someplace way hell and gone. 
Nevada, maybe? 
No, it was one of those places that started with a Las ... Las Something. 
Las Vegas? 
Yeah, he said after some deep thinking, that sounded familiar. 
And what was Bobby Joe up to these days? 
Raising horses, PallapoosaswasnÕt that some type of a horse? 
Yes, Billy, I said, an Appaloosa is a major breed of horse. 
He nodded wisely and said thatÕs what heÕd always thoughtÑ yeah, Pappaloosa. 
Then he got around to asking me about my post-Inverness life. 
I told him IÕd just Þnished a quick forty-year tour of the world and had decided to settle 

in Southern California. 
He wanted to know where California was located in relation to Inverness. 
I was about to draw him a map but was saved the trouble when a round young woman 

pulled up to the pump and old Billy went hopping over to offer his help. 
By then it was two oÕclock. I picked up my credit card and receipt and took off for 

home to meet the agent. 
 

Ω 
 
She was waiting for me on the back porch. She had good news. With luck, she said, she 
might be able to sell the place. There were still a few Californians moving in. She herself 
had recently moved there from Californiain fact she was practically a California native, 
having lived there Þve years, which was apparently long enough to go through a couple of 
husbands and three religions. One of the husbands was a drug dealer who abused her and 
the other was a screenwriter who blamed her for standing in his way of getting the big 
break. IÕd never heard of the religions, though one sounded as if it could have been 
started by Uncle Edgar. I was about to ask, but it was cold standing outside, so I moved 
the conversation on to the topic of an asking price. 

I began by suggesting a Þgure in the low Þfties. 
She frowned and pointed out that the house was sixty years old and needed a new 

basement and a new roof, and it could also stand a paint job. She said unless we would be 
willing to make a lot of repairs, weÕd be lucky to get forty. SheÕd have to advertise it as a 
Þxer-upper and people these days arenÕt interested in Þxing things up. 

I observed that they seem to be more interested in tearing things down. 
She gave me an odd look. 
I pointed out that the house was close to everything: schools, churches, BoswellÕs. 
She pointed out that every house in town was close to everything. 
I admitted IÕd never thought of it that way. When I was growing up, I said, I always 

considered Inverness a good-sized town but now that she mentioned it,I could see that in 
the last half a century it had miraculously shrunk. 

She gave me the odd look again but went on to say she sensed that the house held a lot 
of memories for me. 

I agreed. After all, I told her, IÕd lived in it for eighteen years. 



 

 

15 

  

She suggested that that was probably why I wasnÕt being realistic about the price. 
Eighteen years, I repeated, struck by the thought. 
She said she could feel for me. She went on to point out that sentiment might sell 

novels but itÕs not a major marketing point when it comes to real estate. 
Then she took a peek at her watch and suddenly remembered she had an appointment 

at two-thirty. She gave me a key and invited me to go in and take a look around, give it 
some thought and get back to her, the ofÞce closed at Þve sharp, and off she went, leaving 
me to take a self-guided tour. 

I unlocked the back door and stepped into the kitchen. 
I couldnÕt believe what I saw. Ten years ago, when I came back to help the folks move, 

the place was spick and span, squared. Not quite right for Better Homes and Gardens, maybe 
some downscale imitation. But time had not treated it well. I noticed that several doors 
were dangling from their hinges. The windows were so Þlthy you could hardly see 
through them, and most of them were cracked. There was dog food all over the ßoor; 
some of it had been processed. The stovetop was disguised by a thick layer of grease. The 
kitchen table and the counters and sink were burdened with dirty dishes and leftover 
pizza. 

Forty, did she say? WeÕd be lucky to get thirty-Þve. 
I went into the bathroom. 
There was a batch of dirty diapers in the bathtub. Decadent reading material on the 

ßoor. And uh oh. Somebody forgot to ßushthe unforgivable sin, according to MomÕs 
interpretation of Scripture. 

Knock off a few thousand. 
I made my way upstairs. 
There were empty beer cans and whiskey bottles scattered all over the hall. 
Right then I Þgured IÕd settle for thirty. 
I went into the bedroom in which I spent well over a third of my Þrst eighteen years 

and looked around. A few pieces of trashy furniture. Over in the far corner was drug 
paraphernalia. More decadent magazines. A dent in the wall; looked like a body might 
have been bounced off of it. So this is what Inverness has come to, I thought. If Uncle 
Edgar were still alive, the Lord wouldnÕt have to lead him all the way to California. HeÕd 
have him parading up and down Main Street, passing out tracts to the vast army of 
unwashed sinners. 

Twenty-Þve at most. 
Then I noticed a rope dangling from the ceiling. It was attached to the trap door to the 

attic. Oh yes, I remem-beredÑ the box. IÕd completely forgotten about it. Just before I left 
home, I had put some leftover items in a shoe box and, for some unremembered reason, 
stashed it away in the attic. 

Was it still there? And if so, had it been deÞled? 
I pulled on the rope. Down came a set of stairs. I climbed up and poked my head into 

the attic. As I groped around in the dark, I thought of Uncle Edgar and how he used to 
quote JesusÕs promise, ÒSeek and ye shall Þnd.Ó 

More groping. I found. Score one for Uncle Edgar and Jesus. 
So I started to climb down with the box ... 

 
!  
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I awoke to Þnd myself spread-eagled on a ßoor. 

I looked up and saw a set of stairs. It led to an open trap door. 
I could see the outline of what appeared to be an attic. After giving the matter some 

thought, I concluded that I must have fallen out of it. 
My mind wandered to the old Hamm attic É the ghosts É Snake. 
Snake! I felt a watermelon-eating grin expanding across my face. This suggested to me 

that I must be all right. To check this hypothesis, I took a careful inventory of my body 
parts. Everything appeared to be in working order. I gave myself a short quizÑ name, 
address, social security number, occupa-tion, present locationÑ which I passed with 
distinction, the only sticky point being the last question. 

I sat up and looked around. I was in a room with several pieces of trashy furniture É 
drug paraphernalia É decadent magazines. There was a dent in the wall. This all looked 
dimly familiar. And nearby, like an island in the sea of dross and dreck, there was a 
scattering of reading material and photos. Oh yes, I Þnally remembered: the box and its 
long-forgotten treasuresa couple of books, lots of pictures, several empty beer bottles, 
and there, at my feet, a copy of the notorious family history. The only things left of old 
Inverness. The ghosts of my past. 

But everything was a jumbled mess. I couldnÕt help thinking, This is like life. 
I heaved a sigh and picked up the books: Thus Spake Zarathustra by Friedrich Nietzsche 

and The Complete History Of The World by Christian Reisender. I recall getting those two 
classics when I graduated from the eighth grade. At the time I didnÕt take them too 
seriously but later I went back and studied them more closely. I remember coming to the 
conclusion that Grandpa and Nietzsche had a lot in common. They say Nietzsche was 
crazy. A lot of people around Inverness had the same opinion of Grandpa. For instance 
Snake once told me that Onkel Abe had told him that Grandpa and Great-grandma were 
both verrŸckt im Kopf, crazy in the head. Which was quite a coincidence, because thatÕs 
exactly what Grandpa used to say about Abe Hamm, and I would guess that Great-
grandma agreed with him. 

I put down the books and picked up my dog-eared copy of the Reisender history, going 
all the way back to 1785. It wasnÕt very long but it held the key to the family secret, about 
why my ancestors had been running around in the wilds of Asia and getting married in 
Muslim mosques. When I Þnally got hold of that little gem, just before leaving Inverness 
for a fortysome-year tour of the world, I had decided that Grandpa wasnÕt the only crazy 
one in the family. I came to the conclusion that the whole line of Reisenders was verrŸckt. 
And I wasnÕt just thinking of the obvious cases, like Great-grandma with her ridiculous 
hopes and Uncle Edgar with his sandwich board. I was also beginning to have that 
opinion about myself. 

The beer bottles É Oh yes. IÕd stashed them in my attic after emptying them while 
reading the family history. The idea, I believe, was to fortify myself against the pain of 
learning what I expected would be one or two unpleasant truths. 

And the pictures. Dozens of them. Portraits, snapshots, you name it. It would take 
hours to go through them. 

I checked my watch. Already four-Þfty. The agent had reminded me that her ofÞce 
closes at Þve. So I stood up, closed the trap door, gathered up my items and put them 
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back in their box, took it downstairs and out to the car, got in, and headed over to her 
ofÞce. 

She recommended that we advertise the place as a charming cottage that needed lots of 
TLC and was being offered by a motivated seller who was willing to part with this choice 
property for the bargain price of twenty-four nine. I wondered about Òmotivated seller.Ó 
She wondered if I preferred being an Òanxious owner.Ó I agreed to Òmotivated sellerÓ if 
she would agree that the property is centrally-located. She consulted her watch and 
conceded and I put my John Henry Reisender on the dotted line. 

Then I left for Gomorrah. 
 

Ω 
 

That evening after dinner, instead of watching a spooky thriller that had been 
recommended by the kid at the desk, I rummaged through my treasury of ghosts. 

I had been brought up not to believe in ghosts. Uncle Edgar made himself very clear on 
that point. You couldnÕt be a Bible-believing Christian and still believe in ghosts, he said, 
with of course the one exception, the Holy Ghost, who was in a class by Himself. 

But when it came to a choice between the theories of Uncle Edgar or Snake, I always 
tended to go with Snake. Sitting there on the motel bed sifting through those old books 
and pictures and the family history, I became more and more convinced of the existence 
of ghosts. In fact by ten oÕclock I had come to the conclusion that a world without ghosts 
wouldnÕt be much of a world. Without ghosts you wouldnÕt have a past, and without a 
past, what would be the point of life? 

Another thing IÕd been informed on good authority was that God has a plan for the 
world; otherwise, why would He have bothered to create it? And why would He have 
bothered to create us if He didnÕt have a plan for each and every person? So isnÕt our own 
purpose in life to discover His individually-tailored plan for us and then get to work on 
implementing it? ÒQED!Ó said Uncle Edgar triumphantly when he had Þnished this line of 
thought, ÒQED!Ó 

Well, forty-some odd years is a long time for a man to hold that argument in his head. 
To tell the truth, IÕd long forgotten about it. When I got to college, I found out that QED 
meant youÕd proved something but I couldnÕt recall what it was that Uncle Edgar thought 
he had proved. But sitting on that motel bed in Gomorrah, I suddenly remembered. And 
I began to think there might be something to his theory. Maybe Uncle Edgar was correct 
on this subject. And if he happened to be right, a person should be able to Þgure out what 
GodÕs plan had been for his life just by looking at the evidence, which in my case 
consisted of the ghosts scattered there on my bed. If I wanted to see where IÕd gone 
wrong, all I had to do was to Þgure out the pattern, organize the ghosts, and see how they 
all Þt together. 

This turned out to be harder than I had Þrst estimated. ThereÕs nothing neat and 
orderly about a personÕs past life. When you stop to examine the evidence, you come up 
with a lot of loose ends. For instance, when I began to arrange the ghosts of my past, I 
started with the family reunions, paying special attention to the question of what Great-
grandma and her husband had been doing way hell and gone out in the middle of Asia 
and why they had been married in a mosque. But back in those days I hadnÕt spend a lot 
of time worrying about whether I was the great-grandson of a horse thief. The pictures 
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reminded me that most of my worries had been the common, ordinary kind, like how to 
explain to Dad why IÕd been kicked out of Bible school, and how to Þnd out what kind of 
underwear my fourth-grade teacher was wearing, and how to rescue my other grandpa 
from BoswellÕs before they got him into the back room and took him to the cleaners, and 
how to get out of the piano lessons my parents were paying for with groceries from their 
storeÑ things like cat food and chewing tobaccoÑ and how to sneak back into the house 
after spending half the night discussing NietzscheÕs philosophy with the town midget, and 
other items along that line. 

I didnÕt doubt that life probably makes sense. But it would take a while to sort out all 
the ghosts and see what my everyday life had to do with the family secret. 

Well, one thought led to another and just before midnight I hit on the idea of writing a 
tidy bundle of stories about my Inverness years. The box certainly provided plenty of 
material for this project of organizing my personal world of ghosts. 

Twelve, I remember thinking as I dozed off, would be a nice round Biblical number É 
I got up at the crack of light and headed back to California. 

 


