CHAINSAW ON HAND
by Deborah Coates

It’s no coincidence that this is a winter issue, since March may be the perfect time to experience the chill and the warmth of having a “Chainsaw on Hand” during sub-zero South Dakota weather. Deborah Coates lives in Ames, Iowa, where she writes, trains dogs, and works at the university in information technology. Her most recent publications include works in Strange Horizons, Scifiction, Year’s Best Fantasy 6, Best New Paranormal Romance, and Asimov’s. 

* * * *

This is what winter’s like in South Dakota on the plains—you wake up and it’s full dark still, maybe five o’clock in the morning and you know without ever throwing the covers off, without ever getting up, that it’s at least twenty below zero outside. You can tell by the clean-edged sound of the wind as it hits the corner of the house, as if there’s never been a drop of moisture in it, like knives would slice themselves to shreds on a wind like that. You can tell, too, by the feel of the air in the room, the way the frail warmth of the over-stressed furnace is more illusory than real.

It’s not possible to be warm on that kind of morning on the plains. Even if you ran the furnace up to eighty. Even if the furnace could get the air up to eighty, it wouldn’t be warm—the fragility of surviving on electricity and propane, the understanding that the shiny new wood stove in the kitchen can only really heat a hundred square feet or so in an emergency. All that, the darkness and the cold and the thin edge of knowledge of how close it all is to failure, makes the world close in and makes you hunch your shoulders right on down into your chest as low as you can go.

What you want, on a dark morning like that, with the wind and the cold and the knowledge that you’ll never be warm again, is to pull the blankets way up over your head and never come out until spring. But this is South Dakota on the plains in winter. There are cattle waiting to be fed, counting on you as their single source of, well, everything. And because you have to get up anyway, you do.

You sit down in a kitchen chair and adjust automatically as it tips sideways where one of the dogs chewed on the leg when he was a puppy. Your work boots are sitting on the mat by the door and you pull them on, yanking the laces tight before tying them. You add a fleece vest, a barn coat, and a knit hat with flaps to your flannel shirt, T-shirt, two layers of long underwear, and jeans two sizes too big. Before you put your gloves on, you look at the coffee pot and think about starting coffee, but the day is already too cold and too cruel, doing something human will only make you suffer more when you step outside the door.

The wind sucks your breath and half the brain cells out of your head when you step outside. The thin layer of snow on the ground is so cold and so dry that the soles of your boots squeak when you walk. You check the young stock in the barn and move feed to the pastures and break ice from the heated water troughs that aren’t supposed to freeze. The cattle huddle together with their backs to the wind, all shaggy and icy. The dogs are grateful to be allowed in the truck on the ride back to the house and you are grateful for the extra warmth in the cab.

There are two messages on the answering machine when you get back to the house, even though it’s only seven o’clock. You call your mother first.

“I’m going to Pierre,” she says when she answers.

“Today?”
“Yes, today. Do you want to come?”
“I don’t know. Let me think about it.”
“Oh, just come.” You can almost see her roll her eyes. “No one’s going to point and laugh. They don’t even know who you are.”
“Okay, fine. I’ll come.”
You shed boots and jackets and hats and gloves. You stand in the kitchen under the fluorescent lights and take off your jeans and your shirts and your medium-weight long underwear. Then you pull the jeans back on and the flannel shirt. You start coffee brewing in the pot; you take the clothes you shed back upstairs to the bedroom; you pull a town pair of jeans—never been worn for chores—and a white turtleneck and a patchwork knit sweater from the closet for later when you go to town. You make the bed and you put all your things away and you go back down to the kitchen and feed the dogs and pour yourself a cup of coffee. You stare at the phone, then the clock, then the phone again. And then you sigh and pick up the phone and call your ex-husband back.

“Chel?” His voice sounds so normal, deep and certain.

“Bobby.”
“There’s something I want to show you.”
“Now?”
“Well, whenever.” There is a sharp flatness in his voice that says yes, he was expecting you to come now.

“I’m going to town,” you tell him. “I should be back around three.”
“Okay, fine.” And he hangs up. There was once a time when Bobby could talk birds out of the trees and mad dogs out of biting and you into marrying him, but that was long-ago Bobby from another life. Present-day Bobby never says more than two words at a time.

By the time you’ve showered, dressed, and fed the dogs, it’s time to leave. Even with the sun well up, the cold still hits you like a wall when you leave the house. Your father used to call this religious weather because, he said, you couldn’t walk out the door without taking the Lord’s name in vain. In Boston where you lived for four years out of college, the snow was wet, but in South Dakota, it’s always dry. You can walk all day in the snow in South Dakota and only get wet when you go inside.

When you drive by Bobby’s house on your way to your mother’s, you notice that he has a new sign on his lawn. Right next to “Rabbits for Sale” and “Fresh Eggs” there is now one that simply reads, “Chainsaw on Hand.”
You don’t have much time to think about it before arriving at your mother’s. She is, as always, waiting, and comes outside as you pull into the driveway. When you drive back by Bobby’s with her in the car, she draws your attention to the sign. “Chainsaw on Hand? What does that mean?”
“Dunno.”
“Well, I mean, I suppose it means he has a chainsaw,” your mother continues. “But why does he feel the need to announce it to everyone?”
In South Dakota in the winter, your ex-husband is your responsibility until approximately the end of time. His parents don’t talk to him anymore. They shop the next town over. His brother sits in the bar on Saturday afternoons underneath old license plates from New Jersey and Arkansas and tells anyone who’ll listen that Bobby was always the crazy one. “He married Chelley Sanderson for hell’s sake!” he says in a loud voice that runs scared underneath. “What was he thinking when he did that?”
“I like him, Chelley,” your mother has told you over and over and over, as if liking him makes everything all right.

“He talks to people who aren’t there,” you tell her every time she says it.

“Not people, Chelley,” your mother responds as if this is the single fact that saves him.

No, not people; Bobby talks to dreams. Although that’s not what he calls them.

The first time he told you they were angels.

“I wish you’d been here, Chel,” he said when you returned from three days in Rapid City at a cattle show. “They were golden, absolutely golden.”
“Angels, Bobby?” you ask him.

“They stopped everything. They stopped time.” He isn’t looking at you; his gaze is fixed on something you can never see. “We walked through town, just them and me. It was something.”
You try logic. You try reason. You try yelling. Bobby is a sensible man—or at least he was. He knows growing seasons and pole barns and drainage patterns. Bobby is not a man who sees golden angels in time-frozen towns.

And then it happens again.

The next time, you were gone to Iowa State University with Quincy Meadows to take her gelding to the vet school. You are always gone when the angels come—except after the second time Bobby doesn’t think they’re angels anymore.

“Fairies maybe,” he says. “Only big, you know. Or maybe really handsome trolls.”
After the fourth time, you ask Bobby to move out. People come up to you in grocery stores and put their hands on your shoulder and stand too close and ask you how Bobby is in that voice that says they might care a little, but mostly they want to be the person who knows the news.

This morning, your mother wants to go to the Pierre Mall and a couple of fabric outlets.

“I’m making Bobby a quilt,” she says.

“Why?”
“It’s his turn.”
“He’s not your son-in-law anymore.”
“You should be kinder to him,” she says while scoping out a parking place at the mall for you. “He’s going through a rough patch.”
You refrain from pointing out that any rough patch Bobby is going through is his own doing. No one told him to sign over his half of the farm to you, no one told him to quit his job at the mill, no one told him to raise rabbits and sell eggs and scrape an existence out of nothing. Unless the fairies did. Or maybe trolls.

“Maybe it’s the devil he talks to, Mom. Did you ever think of that?” You swing into a parking space and sit for a moment with the car running. The day is rounding up on ten-thirty in the morning and it’s no warmer than at five. The wind has picked up, too. Welcome to winter in South Dakota.

After the fifth—or maybe sixth—time, the local paper runs an article about the angels, or maybe trolls, with a picture of Bobby out behind the house. Four letters to the editor appear in the next week’s edition, double the usual number. Carroll Biedlebaum says it’s about TIME—he’s been telling everyone for years that there are THINGS in this world both dangerous and hidden. We’d better listen to him and to Bobby or we’ll all be sorry. Sallie and Katie Widderman write nearly identical letters pointing out that Jesus and science will determine the truth and volunteering to set up cameras and recorders and a candle-lit prayer offering the next time the angels come. The fourth letter is from your mother. “Bobby doesn’t make things up,” her letter says. “He’s not creative that way. We ought to listen to him.”
You and Bobby have known each other since high school. You dated once or twice back then—the junior prom and the homecoming dance Bobby’s senior year. He was a year ahead of you, graduated third in his class, and went off to the University of Minnesota to major in engineering, so normal it could make your teeth hurt. Everyone knew he’d be back after graduation.

“Bobby can build damn near anything,” his father would proudly tell anyone who’d listen. “We expect he’ll be doing big things one of these days.”
You got a full four-year scholarship to the University of Chicago, something that stunned everyone, not least of all yourself (though you never admitted that to anyone, just took the acceptance letter to your room and read it to yourself over and over again).

You told your parents the week before you left that you were going to major in psychology because you wanted to know why anyone would voluntarily live in South Dakota in the winter. “It’s like one of those prisoner syndromes,” you told them. “Or that boiling frog thing.” Your mother smiled as if you’d said something unaccountably brilliant while your father looked at you over the top of his glasses and you knew that they mostly wished you’d stop saying things like that. In Chicago, you discovered academia, research, and thinking that wasn’t always interrupted by seeing to the cattle and repairing wire fences and you knew that what you wanted as much as anything was to be a research psychiatrist—medical school and graduate school—MD and PhD—learning and learning and learning until it finally filled you up completely. But then, you got to senior year and you looked $100,000 and $200,000 and maybe even bigger loans in the face and you blinked.

And now, here you are, in South Dakota in the winter.

Since you’ve been back, you’ve taken up painting. “It’s just like psychology,” you tell your mother, “only not.” Your mother no longer looks at you as if you’re unaccountably brilliant when you say things like that; she just rolls her eyes. You figure that the reason she still likes Bobby in spite of everything is because she half suspects you’re the one who drove him around the bend.

Three days after the article in the paper, as the summer sky is just fading to dusk, Bobby’s brother comes to see you. You pour iced tea and go out on the back porch and the two of you watch the sky turn red. One of the dogs, which has been lying dead asleep by your chair, leaps up and sprints off the porch after a rabbit.

“What if he really sees something?” Bobby’s brother finally asks you, the words bursting out of him like a dam break. “What if there really are angels?”
“Or maybe trolls,” you say, mostly hoping to distract him.

“Maybe,” he says. There is desperation in his voice and a thin edge of something else, like he knows something that he can’t tell you because if he says it out loud then he has to actually admit that it’s true. You don’t want him to say it out loud, anyway. You don’t want to admit to anything.

You sit there together in silence a little longer, then Bobby’s brother rises in a spring-loaded motion that echoes the dog. “Here, I—” he presses something into your hand and leaves and never looks back. You haven’t seen him since.

Later, you sit at the kitchen table and look at what he left you. It’s a gold coin or maybe bronze—it changes in the light—bigger than the new dollar and heavy; it might be real gold. It has symbols on one side that almost look Chinese, but aren’t, and a landscape on the other that looks a little like the Black Hills and a little like any rugged landscape anywhere. You wonder if Bobby had it made somewhere—it would be a lot of trouble—or maybe he picked it up once at a carnival or someplace. You stick it on the counter above the sink and forget about it, except once in a while when the light hits it in the late afternoon and it glows.

You’re home from the mall by 2:30 PM. The wind has sharpened and it’s straight out of the north. You let the dogs out and change into long underwear and old jeans and a heavy sweatshirt that used to be Bobby’s. The dogs are standing in the yard with as many of their feet off the ground as they can manage, looking as if they’re freezing to death, though they run to the house quick enough at your whistle. You’re tempted to take them with you to Bobby’s so they can stand like a wall between you. But they’d just fight with the pit-bull cross Bobby picked up from somewhere you don’t even want to know about, so you give them food and water, huddle up in a double-thick fleece vest and freshly laundered barn coat, and dive into the bitter cold one more time.

The new sign on Bobby’s lawn stands out stark against the bleak winter landscape. “Chainsaw on Hand.” What does that mean? Then you hate yourself for even wondering because you know you’ll be sorry once you know the answer.

You knock on Bobby’s side door and walk in. It’s never locked. The pit bull knows you and it comes into the kitchen as you enter, waiting to have its head scratched. The kitchen is warm and even humid as if there are pots of spaghetti cooking somewhere just out of sight. Bobby is in the dining room with all the lights on.

“Hey, Chel,” he says when you walk in. He’s bent over the big dining room table and doesn’t look up from what he’s doing. You shed your coat, stuffing your gloves in the pockets, but leave the vest on as if that means you won’t be staying long.

After a minute, Bobby straightens up and says, “Take a look.” He waves his hand at the dining room table. “It’s almost done,” he says.

For six and a half months, Bobby has been painstakingly building an exact replica of town and the surrounding countryside. The houses are made of balsa wood and matchsticks. He sculpts the people out of clay. He’s recreating the town like it was the first time the angels came. You have avoided asking him why he’s doing it, but because it’s Bobby, you’re pretty sure that he believes if he just lays it all out straight and simple, none of us can help but see what he sees.

Instead of going to the table, you lean against the wall with your arms across your chest. “Is that why you wanted to see me?”
Bobby is tall and lean, lanky like an oversized colt that never grew into its body. He’s wearing blue jeans and work boots and nothing more than a faded red t-shirt in spite of the sub-zero air that weaves in around the windows. He has a worn baseball cap, as always, perched on the back of his head which he lifts by the brim, scratching his forehead absently as he looks down on his town. “This?” he says. “No, I—”
The sound of another car pulling into Bobby’s driveway cuts across the dry wind outside. “Hold on,” Bobby says, like you’ve been doing anything else for the last year or so. He grabs a jacket off a chair and heads to the back door. You hear him talking to someone in a low voice.

The dining room is cold; you can feel a breeze from the windows and you wish you’d left your jacket on. You wish you’d never come. You could be holed up inside your house, barricaded against the cold—it’s not so much where you wish you were, as the only place you have left to be.

You look at the town model Bobby has spread across his dining table. He’s painstakingly lettered the signs on old storefronts—Beth’s Rings & Things, Shiner Diner, Waterman’s Insurance. He’s even—you have to squint to look at it—put the “Independent Insurance Agent” logo on the bottom half of Waterman’s door. There’s a car in the middle of the street, one half-pulled out of a parking space, several women walking out of the diner, and Bobby himself at the intersection of Main and North. At least you think it’s Bobby, like you would recognize him anywhere, even as a stick figure in a make-believe town. He is completely surrounded by six gold coins.

You reach out and pick up one of the coins. It’s heavy, like the one Bobby’s brother gave you, and warm against your palm. You close your fingers over it and the warmth of the coin seems to spread all the way up your arm.

You close your eyes.

The back door closes with a loose rattle and, startled, you drop the coin back on the table. It lands with a ringing sound, like metal against crystal, and rolls across the table until it settles with a tiny shudder almost exactly where it was when you picked it up.

“Eggs,” Bobby says as he reenters the room and sheds his coat, without looking, laying it in the exact spot it was before.

You put your hands in your pockets and look away from the table and the gold coins and miniature Bobby.

“Don’t the chickens get cold, Bobby?” you ask despite yourself. He can’t make a living from a sign posted in his yard.

“I’ve got a good place fixed up for them,” Bobby says. “You’d be surprised.”
You decide that if you’re going to be surprised today it’s not going to be over chickens. “That new sign, Bobby? ‘Chainsaw on Hand?’ What’s that supposed to mean?”
He cocks his head to one side and looks at you with the ghost of a slow, sweet smile. “What does it mean to you?”
“Nothing,” you tell him, irritated with yourself all over again for asking. “It means nothing to me, Bobby. It’s just stupid.”
Bobby shakes his head sadly. “Then I guess it means nothing,” he says.

Exasperation wars with weariness because the truth is you’re just plain tired of Bobby and fairies—or maybe trolls—and of being in South Dakota in the bleak depths of endless winter. “No one puts a sign in their yard that says ‘Chainsaw on Hand.’”
“I do,” Bobby says. “I like to be prepared.”
“Bobby, did you want to see me for a reason?”
Bobby looks at you as if he’s waiting for something you can’t give him. He ducks his head and rubs the back of his neck. “I have something to show you,” he says.

“What?” You have a thousand better things to do—stoke the wood stove, feed the dogs, stuff rags around the rattling kitchen window.

“It’s outside.”
Your shoulders hunch as if you’re outside already. “It’s goddamned cold outside, Bobby.”
“It’ll be okay.” Like he controls the weather.

You sigh and bite your lip on all the things you want to say, but never do. It’s not Bobby you’re mad at anyway. You could be living in Boston or Chicago or St. Paul. No one is making you live out in the open. No one is making you do anything.

It takes five minutes to put on your coat and hat and gloves and zip and button everything up to your nose. You can feel the burn of the wind across your cheekbones and you haven’t even stepped out the door. The sun is low when you walk outside, flat against the horizon. There are no shadows, just fading half-light slanting blue across the snow.

Your boots and Bobby’s squeak on the snow as you walk past the two barns and the tool shed toward the lean-to that houses Bobby’s old tractor. Just past that is open pasture, an old cemetery in a grove of dying trees, and the creek that divides Bobby’s land from his neighbors. The last time you came out this way it was late spring and muddy. Bobby insisted on showing you what he called “definitive proof of fairy/troll presence.”
Bobby’s proof turned out to be three boxes made from some material that looked and felt exotic, but tore exactly like cardboard. All three of them were empty inside except for three cards in the bottom of the largest one that had been printed on both sides with unrecognizable and indecipherable symbols.

“How did they get here?” Bobby asked you.

“I don’t know, Bobby, there’s a hundred ways they could have gotten here.”
“Name one.”
“You could have put them here.”
“But I didn’t.”
And then he offered you one of the cards, which you, of course, refused.

You know it’s going to be like that again, some lame thing Bobby’s made up to convince you of something that only Bobby believes is true. You can feel the cold right through your coat and your fleece vest and your two pairs of long underwear. You can feel it in your bones.

In South Dakota in winter the temperature can linger below zero for weeks. Clear skies and weak sun and bone dry wind that grinds your face like sandpaper go on day after day until you don’t remember that it’s ever been warm, that grass has ever been green. If it were suddenly summer in South Dakota after a week of minus two, you would hate it—it would be too hot and too humid and frightening, like the world was ending in fire instead of ice. In South Dakota in winter, you don’t think about seventy degrees or eighty degrees. As far as you’re concerned the tropics don’t exist; palm trees, blue waters—they’re just a television fantasy. Twenty degrees would be enough. If the temperature got up to twenty degrees, you’d unbutton your jacket and shed an entire layer of long underwear. At twenty degrees you’d walk outside without your head covered, with your face turned toward the sun, like you were living in Bermuda. Twenty degrees in South Dakota in winter would give you enough hope to go on.

Right now you can’t imagine that it will ever be twenty degrees again.

You stumble on a patch of ice and jerk away from Bobby’s offered hand. You realize that you’re crying and you don’t know when it started. The tears don’t freeze on your cheeks, not in cold like this—moisture can’t survive. You duck your head so Bobby won’t see, but he knows anyway. He puts his hand under your arm and guides you over by the lean-to.

You’re out of the wind up against the lean-to wall and just that, just stepping out of the wind, makes it feel half as cold as it was.

“Don’t,” Bobby says, leaning toward you as if he can block the cold. “I’m sorry.”
“I wasn’t crying,” you say. You rub your hand across your cheek, rubbing away tears that aren’t there anyway. “It’s not like I care.”
Bobby looks away, toward the cemetery and the creek and things you can’t see.

“I thought—” he says.

He turns and looks straight at you—you’d forgotten that his eyes are a blue that looks like midnight mixed with summer.

“Bobby—” you begin, because somehow you know that whatever he’s going to say, you want to stop him.

He ducks his head as if he wants to say and not-say something at the same time and when he does speak the words come out all in a rush, his voice pitched a half-octave higher than normal. “Maybe I won’t see them anymore,” he says.

“The fairies?” you ask, your voice half-choked; whatever you expected this isn’t it.

“Or whatever.”
You forget the cold completely. You look at him as if the world, and not just you, has stopped breathing. You want to ask him—would it be like it was before, would he come back to the farm, would he charm the birds off trees, would he smile—like summer when it’s ninety-five and you can’t remember that it’s ever been cold, like we’d never been here at all, on this shabby run-down farm with the chickens and the signs and the chainsaw on hand.

Bobby has stepped away from you; he’s slouched against the metal wall of the lean-to, his arms across his chest. He isn’t looking at you. There is something tight and tense about him, even slouched like that, not the way he’s been, as if he doesn’t give a damn, almost as if he cares what you will say.

You’ve thought all along that this was easy for Bobby. He’s left you and the farm and his family and his life. He has fairies or angels or trolls who freeze time for him, who make it all right to scrape a living from chickens and rabbits. It can’t be cold when the fairies come—that’s what you’ve always figured—there is no need for chainsaws. Bobby gets off easy; everyone else pays the price.

“Why?” you finally ask.

Bobby shrugs. “I’m just saying,” he tells you, though he doesn’t look your way when he says it.

A blast of pure winter fire flashes through your veins. You were always right and Bobby was always wrong.

After the University of Chicago, you took a job in Boston at a consulting firm running statistics on focus groups and research surveys. In Boston, it gets wet instead of cold. In Boston, no one ever puts a sign in their front yard that says “Chainsaw on Hand.” In Boston, life never notices you, until one day Bobby shows up out of nowhere and asks you to go whale watching with him.

“Why?” you ask.

“How long have you been here?” he says.

“Four years,” you tell him.

“Have you ever seen whales?”
“Well, no.”
You should have asked him right then about fairies and angels and trolls. You should have realized what you were getting into. Instead you go whale watching and hiking in New Hampshire and out to dinner at the most expensive restaurant in Boston, which neither of you can afford.

Right now in the shelter of a thin metal wall, with the temperature dropping and every breath burning dry in your throat, you suddenly remember something you forgot, or maybe never even knew—the reason you came back to South Dakota was not because you had nowhere else to go.

“Bobby.”
You wipe a hand across your cheek. “Bobby,” you say again just so he knows you’re really talking to him. And even then, you don’t know the words you’re going to say until they’re already out of your mouth.

“That’s not what I want at all.”
Five things have surprised you in your life: the first time you saw a calf born in the middle of a green pasture in spring, winning a full scholarship to the University of Chicago just because you were smart enough, when Bobby came to Boston to take you whale watching, finally figuring out how to mix paint the exact color blue of the South Dakota sky on the longest day of summer.

And now this.

“What do you want, Chelley?” Bobby asks. His voice is tired, hopeful, desperate and resigned all in one.

You know, finally, that you have the power to pierce his soul. You know that he has the power to do the same to you.

“I want to see fairies,” you tell him, “Or maybe trolls.”
Bobby laughs, a sound you haven’t heard in longer than you can say. He reaches out his hand and you reach out and take it. You realize, though you should have always known, that warmth doesn’t always come from winds out of the south or woodstoves stoked with birch logs or cattle standing huddled in the barn.

You don’t know what will happen next. You don’t know how to make things work or what it will be like the next time Bobby says the fairies have frozen time. You don’t know if Bobby will charm birds again or come back to the farm or smile just because you need him to.

What you know is that even in South Dakota in winter, even with a chainsaw, you can never really be prepared for everything.
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