HIGH COUNTRY

By Jennie Hansen

CHAPTER ONE

 
Laura sat on the floor in the midst of stacks of carefully sorted papers and boxes. Aunt Alice could have definitely been classified as a pack rat, she thought.  It had only been a week since her great aunt’s death, but she and her cousin Bruce, were both anxious to clear the house of Aunt Alice’s personal effects so they could sell it and get on with their lives.  As the only heirs named in the will this was their responsibility, but the task was proving more daunting than the two had expected.  
"Hey, look at this!" Bruce dashed into the room, a box under one arm and a sheaf of papers in his other hand.  He dropped the box to the floor and Laura’s neat piles scattered.  Ignoring her annoyed grimace, Bruce waved some papers under her nose.  A broad grin was plastered across his face.  "It seems there are a few things I never knew about my dear cousin--like your ranch . . . and your husband.”  


"What?"  Laura looked at him with bewildered disapproval.  "What are you talking about?  You know perfectly well I'm not married, and I don't own anything but a half share in this house, which if you remember is why we’re cleaning it. “C’mon, Bruce, considering I had to take time off work for this, we don’t have time for your lame jokes.  We need to finish this and get the key to the Realtor.    I barely have enough money to pay next month’s utility bills until we sell this place..  And we can’t sell it until we’ve cleaned out all of Aunt Alice’s stuff."  


Simply saying Aunt Alice’s name out loud brought a shimmer of tears to Laura’s eyes.  Aunt Alice was technically their great aunt, but they’d never called her that.  She had raised Laura’s mother briefly Bruce’s father, then later, after Mom’s marriage had gone bad, Aunt Alice had taken her and Laura in.  Laura had little memory of any other home.  Selling it was actually painful for her, but she didn’t see an alternative.


"This is no joke.”  Bruce crouched down to Laura’s level and laid two of the documents he carried in front of her.  “This is a will, and this is a marriage certificate with your name on it.  Here, look at this."  With one finger he jabbed at the first document.  "This paper is the last will and testament of Jacob Warren Hendrickson.  Your father, right?"  


Laura started to murmur her affirmative answer, but without waiting for her response, Bruce went on, "It says right here that your father owned a house as well as fifty percent of the High Country Ranch in Idaho and that he left his share, including land, stock, machinery, buildings, mineral rights, and water rights to his only child, Laura Hendrickson.  That's you," he pointed out unnecessarily.


"Let me see that!"  She didn’t remember much about her father, but she was certain he’d not left any property to her.  Jake Hendrickson had died eight years ago and neither Aunt Alice nor her attorney had mentioned a will, property, or even what had become of his meager belongings.  It had never occurred to her to ask.


Jerking the paper out of her reach, Bruce pointed at the second document.  "This is a marriage certificate for Laura Hendrickson and Paul MacPherson Burgoyne.  Who is Paul MacPherson Burgoyne?"


"I don't know.  Give that to me!"  There was a buzzing in her ears as her mind swirled in confusion.

Bruce released a shrill whistle through his teeth as his fingers jabbed the paper without surrendering it to Laura.  "Look at this date!  Talk about a child bride.  You must have been only fifteen years old when you married this Burgoyne guy.  And he was twenty!"


"Bruce, for the last time, I am not married to anyone.  You know that.  There’s been some mistake.  Now who do these documents really belong to?"  She wished Bruce wouldn’t tease her at a time like this.  She’d never appreciated practical jokes even in the best of times.  

"I’m not kidding, Laura.  I think these really are yours---that or really good fakes.  But at least some of the information lines up with what we know is true.  Here's your birth certificate and your father's death certificate.”  Bruce stacked the documents on the pile he was making.  “Based on these dates, you got married just a day before your father died.  This last paper is a copy of the deed to the High Country Ranch.  And see here . . .” He pressed his finger to a spot on the paper.  “This will lists Jacob Warren Hendrickson and Paul Harold Burgoyne as equal owners of the High Country Ranch in southern Idaho and specifies that in the event of either partner's death, that partner's share goes to his only child.  Your name and the Burgoyne heir’s names are listed here.  Hey, the Burgoyne heir is the same guy you’re supposedly married to.  This just gets weirder and weirder.”

  Laura moved so she could look over Bruce’s shoulder to read the paper he was scrutinizing.  She began a tentative perusal, looking for signs that would prove the document to be a fake.  Should either child die before producing children of his or her own, his or her portion reverts to that child’s spouse or designated heir.  The more she stared at the papers the more certain she was that Bruce hadn’t just concocted them as a joke.  And yet she couldn’t see how they could be legitimate either.

"Where did you find these?"  

"I almost missed them.”  There was excitement in Bruce’s voice.  “This box is smaller than the others and it was hidden behind a pile of newspapers and a bunch of junk on the top shelf of Aunt Alice's armoire.  It was like she didn’t want anyone to find it." 


"Well, some of this stuff may be the real thing, but the rest just can’t be.  And even if this will is authentic, I don’t see how it matters now.  Aunt Alice said Daddy was nearly broke, that he didn't even have insurance to help with my medical bills.  She said she had to pay for Mom’s medical care and burial, then my care, and that Daddy’s partner took his body back to Idaho for burial after the accident because she couldn’t afford another burial expense.”


"You were in that accident too, but you never talk about it.  Weren't you on your way to live with your dad when it happened?"


"Yes."  She didn’t elaborate.  She had trained herself a long time ago not to think about the summer of her fifteenth birthday.  Losing both parents and enduring an accident that led to years of physical therapy had left her with no desire to revisit the events of that long ago summer.  Like a soldier with traumatic brain injury, she had almost no memory of the accident or the events surrounding it.  She hadn’t needed Aunt Alice’s admonition that she try not to recall any part of that painful time.


"Why didn't I ever meet your father?"  Bruce leaned back and watched her with obvious curiosity.

  
"I was so young when my parents separated, I barely remember my father.  He didn't make many visits here after the divorce and mother wouldn’t allow me to travel to Idaho alone.  It was like meeting a stranger when he showed up to take me home with him a few weeks after Mom died, he arrived here to get me.  He didn’t want to stick around here, so we left the same day."

  
"I'm surprised Aunt Alice let you go."


"She didn’t let me go willingly.  She objected, but it didn't do any good.  My father had papers giving him custody of me.  The two of them had a big fight, then my dad packed a suitcase for me and I left with him, his partner and another man who had come with him, though I don’t recall them.  Aunt Alice said she had a bad feeling about me going with my father.  It seems her premonition was right. We were driving through Nevada when the driver of a semi truck fell asleep.  His truck crossed the center line, hitting the back of our car where my father and I were sitting.  As you know, Dad died at the scene.  I was taken to a little hospital or clinic in Elko and later I was flown to Primary Children’s Medical Center in Salt Lake City.   I stayed there almost a month.  Then when I was released from the hospital, Aunt Alice brought me back here. The whole experience is hazy in my mind.  The doctor Aunt Alice took me to for follow-up care said I may never remember much about the accident, but familiar places and objects could help me recall a lot of the events in my life before it happened.  You know what I was like---for a while the most common words from my mouth were, “Sorry, I don’t remember."   


"This marriage license was issued in Nevada.  You must have married this Burgoyne guy before the accident.  Maybe y---"  

"I don't think I would forget something like a husband!  All of t his is too farfetched for me.  How about we get back to work and deal with the fictional documents later."  

“Uh, there’s more.”  Bruce looked apologetic.  He removed the lid from the box and set it in front of her.  She felt reluctant to look, but when she finally mustered the courage to glance down, she was surprised to see a ring box, a journal, and more papers.  With shaking fingers she reached for the small box and carefully lifted the lid.  She recognized the rings at once.  They were her mother’s, and she hadn’t seen them for years.  With them was a man’s ring that matched her mother’s wedding band exactly.  

Laura hadn’t recalled much about those years when her mother was still alive, but she remembered Mom had continued to wear her rings until the day she died, even though she’d been separated from her husband a long time. The fact that Dad’s ring had wound up in Aunt Alice’s possession too suggested he was wearing it at the time of the accident.  She wondered why Aunt Alice hadn’t sold the rings to help pay medical bills.  


She picked up the journal and opened it to the first page where she read, This book belongs to April Wilson.  I am ten years old.”    She hadn’t known her mother kept a journal.  She hugged the book to her chest, thinking how little she really knew about her mother and how sketchy her few memories were.  What a wonderful opportunity the journal would give her to learn more about her.


“When I opened the box, this fell out.”  Bruce interrupted her thoughts to hand her two pieces of paper.  She looked at them and read the same words at the top of each one.  Scanning the page she read, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Baptism and Confirmation.  The top certificate had her mother’s name on it and a date several years earlier than the one with her name on it.  She smiled as the words on the page brought back a distant memory.  


“When I was little, Mom sometimes took me to church. Just now I remembered the day she took me to be baptized.  It was right after I turned eight.  She bought me a white dress and she made me promise not to tell Aunt Alice.  I think it was the only secret we ever managed to keep from her, though it seems she found out eventually, since she had this in her box”


“I can see why your mother didn’t want Aunt Alice to find out.”  Bruce rocked backward, laughing as though he were enjoying a great joke.  “It’s pretty funny, really,” he spluttered.  “You’re a Mormon!  And you’ve kept it a secret for almost sixteen years, even from me.”


“A Mormon?  No, see right here.  It says The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.  Mom used to talk to me about Jesus and she said it was important for me to be baptized into His church.”

  
“I always knew Aunt Alice sheltered you from the real world, but haven’t you ever heard that this church you joined not only has an official name, but a nickname more people recognize?  The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and the Mormon church are the same thing.”  


“No, that can’t be.  Why would Mom be a Mormon?  Why would she want me to be a Mormon?”  She couldn’t help feeling betrayed.  Aunt Alice had hated Mormons.  She said they weren’t Christians and they did secret, evil things.  She had devoted much of  her life to writing anti-Mormon pamphlets and films.  Mom had refused to take part in any of Aunt Alice’s ventures, but she had never explained to Laura that they themselves were Mormons.  Surely Mormons couldn’t be as bad as Aunt Alice claimed if her mother  had become one.  She wondered, though why her mother had stopped taking her to church.  Did she discover she had been tricked into joining?  Somehow Laura doubted that.

“I wonder if my dad knows you’re a Mormon.”  Bruce said, a wide grin creeping across his face.


“I don’t know who knows or why it even matters.  Obviously even I didn’t know.”  


“It matters because a long time ago our ancestors left Norway to become Mormons in Utah.  Those old immigrants crossed the plains in covered wagons and did the whole pioneer bit.  Aunt Alice lived in Salt Lake City when she was young and was even baptized.  But then her father got in a big fight with one of the leaders over a piece of property Great Grandpa sold for the Church.  He had invested the money he received for it and made a fortune.  It seems his leader---apparently called a bishop---thought the money belonged to the Church while Great Grandpa said only the fair market value of the land belonged to the Church.  He became angry and left the Church because he thought the bishop was trying to cheat him out of money he earned through his own ingenuity and investing skills.  


“Great Grandpa forbade his wife and children to have anything to do with the Mormon Church. Aunt Alice sided with her father, then her fiancé broke their engagement because he didn’t want to marry someone who wasn’t in good standing with the Church.  As time went by, Great Grandpa and Aunt Alice got angrier and began devoting their time and the fortune he had amassed to denounce the Church.  Eventually they left Utah and moved here to San Francisco.  Alice’s brother---our grandfather--- didn’t get involved in their campaign against the Mormons, but he never had anything good to say about them either.  As you know, he and his wife died young leaving your mother and my dad orphans to be raised by Aunt Alice.”


“How do you know all this, but no one ever mentioned any of it to me?”  Laura’s resentment of her quiet upbringing rose to the surface.  Her mother and Aunt Alice had home-schooled her and she’d had little contact with children her own age other than her cousin, Bruce, as she’d grown up.  As a child, she’d both loved and resented Bruce.  He was only a year older, but he’d always seemed to know things she didn’t.  Still, without him, she would have been without any playmates and without him and his parents now, she’d have no place to live.  Sometimes his protectiveness and teasing annoyed her and sometimes she was grateful that he seemed to like her even though she wasn’t like his other friends.

“Mother told me as much as she knew about Dad’s family in spite of Aunt Alice’s desire to keep us both in the dark,” Bruce admitted.  “Mom believed it was wrong to shelter you so much.  She thinks---and I agree---that going to college was the best thing in the world for you.  It helped you come out of your shell and broadened your viewpoints.”

“Does Uncle Alec feel the same way as your mother does, or did he side with Aunt Alice?”  

“Dad doesn’t have any use for religion, but he refused to go along with his aunt’s views on education or anything else.  He said that when he and your mother went to live with Aunt Alice was the most miserable time of his life.  He was glad he was only there for a couple months, he just wishes he could’ve taken April with him when he left.  Dad always referred to his aunt as “dingy” and---forgive me for repeating this--has said your mother must have been too, or she wouldn’t have gone back to live with Aunt Alice when she left Jacob.  He said even if her marriage didn’t work out, it would have been better for the both of you if she’d gotten her own place.”


“I don’t think she could have afforded to rent an apartment.  To stay close to me she refused to travel, so her concert schedule was limited which, in turn, reduced her income.  She and Aunt Alice always insisted on nice clothing and excellent music teachers for me, but otherwise I always got the feeling money was tight.”
  
“Dad offered to pay your tuition at the school I attended and buy your uniforms, but Aunt Alice wouldn’t hear of it.”  

Laura had certainly never heard about that, but there was no sense in worrying about it now.  She took a deep breath. “So, are you going to hate me for being a Mormon?”


“No.  It doesn’t matter to me.”  He paused, then asked, “I suppose you know your father was a Mormon?  That was one of the reasons Aunt Alice hated him.  He was most likely the reason Aunt April became a Mormon and why she wanted you to be one.”


“Are you sure?”  She could tell from the pitying look in his eyes that he wasn’t teasing and she felt a sudden surge of anger.  “It wasn’t fair that everyone kept so many secrets from me.”  Hearing her own whining voice she decided she sounded like a petulant child, which she immediately scolded herself for.  It was important to her that Bruce see her as mature and ready to be on her own, even though she’d accepted his parents’ offer of a home after Aunt Alice’s death and she wasn’t entirely on her own.  The thought of living alone frightened her, but she wasn’t a helpless child---even if Aunt Alice had always treated her like one.  She had a bachelor’s degree in business but had been working only part-time for a non-profit performing arts foundation so that she could take care of her aunt. She hoped that someday soon, she’d be able to both support herself and get an apartment of her own.

“I’ll read this later,” she said as she returned the journal to the box.  Perhaps it would give her some of the answers she needed to the questions she had about her past. 

“I don’t think so.”  Bruce reached past her to pull the journal from the box once more.  He flipped through the pages revealing that more than half of the pages had been torn from the book.

Laura was shocked and disappointed by the mutilation of the book.  “Why do you think Mother removed all those pages?” she asked.


“Your mother might not have been the one who tore them out.”  Bruce watched her, appearing uncertain what reaction to expect from her.  
Admittedly she hadn’t been entirely happy living with Aunt Alice, but a sense of loyalty had her flying to her great aunt’s defense each time Bruce made a negative comment about her.  She bit her tongue, to hold back a protest.  

Laura’s head felt as though it were about to explode and her legs were cramped from sitting on the floor so long.  She might have to quit sorting for today; she could hardly read the papers any longer 
Bruce lowered his voice, speaking gently as though cushioning his words.  “I think we need to make an appointment with Wayne Sylvester, Aunt Alice’s old attorney.  It appears to me that you need a lot more answers than I can give you.”

“Aunt Alice’s attorney isn’t named Wayne Sylvester.”

“I know he’s not the current attorney, but he was her attorney for most of Aunt Alice’s life and he drew up her will.  I think he’ll have far more answers than we’ll get from the lawyer we’ve been meeting with.  He started representing her when she sued the trucking company responsible for your accident.  But I have a feeling we should talk to Mr. Sylvester.”
