
Reaching the Horizon 

by Mark Pavlichek 

It was a sweaty August Sunday in Minooka. I was ten, and from my hiding spot behind 

the hall door I saw it all—casket in the parlor, grown-ups in their stiff church clothes crowding 

the kitchen, and Aunt Elsie in her high backed chair at the big farm table.  

 “Suicide,” Aunt Elsie said, in that dusty, prairie flat drone that can paint yesterday with a 

patina of weary antiquity.  

She leaned back as the word scythed through the room, cutting the rumors and gossip 

down as I expect she knew it would.  

 “I was settin’ right here—at this table, shelling peas,” she said.  

I watched her hands fill with the memory, hover over the table, then collapse to the linen 

cloth. She set her mouth and started again. 

“I’d been listening to the tractor most of the day.” Aunt Elsie tilted her head and I believe 

we all heard the sound fill the room. “It was always a comfort to me, just knowing my man 

Clayton was out there.” 

She closed her eyes, then asked, “Don’t you know?” 

Our heads bobbed in Baptist affirmation. Yes. We did know.  

Aunt Elsie looked down, away from the memory. “But, truth be told, it gave me an itch I 

couldn’t quite scratch.” She paused. One of the aunts brought her an iced tea. She took a long sip 

and a deep breath.   

 “When Clayton came home from the war,” she said, “it was hard times.”  More nodding 

as um-hmms of agreement fanned out around the kitchen. “Some of us right here got the knock 

on the door and the folded flag.”         



 Aunt Elsie cupped her tea in both hands. The condensation broke into icy rivulets that 

pooled against her fingers. “Death is a cold thing,” she said, “but there’s some things can be 

worse. Especially for a man.”  

If any of us thought otherwise, we didn’t say it. 

“They had that recession on right after the war. All those men coming home. To what? 

Families busted up. Main Street boarded up. People just used up, period. I lost track of how often 

I heard my Clayton say ‘God bless Mr. Roosevelt and the G.I. Bill.’ That extra twenty dollars a 

month made all the difference though—I’m not complaining,” Aunt Elsie said. “But when they 

asked us to be patient—well.  I never saw a banker patient to foreclose some widow, or any 

standing in line for public assistance either!” 

Aunt Rose offered up a soft amen to that and Cousin Patrice placed her arm around her 

shoulders and said bless the lord.  

“Folks ‘round about called Clayton a hero for what he done in that war. But if he talked, 

it was only to say that all he needed now was to be a farmer again, left in peace to get on with his 

life.”   

We breathed in together like in meeting. Need was something we understood! Cries of 

that’s right, and praise be, sang in the kitchen. 

 “When I heard his tractor in the barnyard, my mind eased a bit.”  

She heard him stomp the clods off his boots and climb the steps to the high summer 

porch. And as her fingers flew—pods piling on one side, peas in a bowl on the other, she recalled 

being dimly aware of her husband surveying his crop as he always did this time of year.  

“He stood for a long moment,” she said, “maybe a bit longer than usual.”  



Aunt Elsie brushed at some invisible crumbs and her voice went low. “Two years back—

Lord has it been that long—Clayton took to stopping in afternoons for a glass of water. But it 

wasn’t the water he wanted. When he crossed to the sink he seemed tired—no, not just tired—

but showing it.”  

He got his water, she said, then gently squeezed her shoulder, and walked past without a 

word. That didn’t trouble her since Clayton was never much of a talker, but his dirty boots on her 

freshly vacuumed throw rugs always set her teeth on edge. 

“When he turned and climbed the back staircase to the bedroom , I was…” she said, a 

puzzle in her voice, “well, I thought he must have forgot something.”  

 “Then I heard the springs groan as he got into the bed,” she said, her voice wrinkling like 

crepe. The rest of the story came in pieces; the endless quiet followed by an unholy sound that 

ripped her from her chair. The blind stumble up the stairs. How she’d found him—fully dressed, 

blankets pulled neatly across his lap, nightstand drawer ajar, box open beside him, colored 

medals pinned in perfect rows to his overalls. And the twelve gauge, smoking at the foot of the 

bed where the recoil had carried it.  

Aunt Elsie shivered and clasped her arms across her breast. “Funny,” she said, her eyes 

fixed on the rug by the stairs, “how outside it’s soil, and inside it’s dirt.”  

She stood, wavered a bit, then crossed the kitchen to the windows. The afternoon sun had 

dropped onto the fields setting them ablaze with August light that framed her in red.  

“I knew.”  

She said it simply. Softly. Like words in confession or the last breath of a dying man. 

And the warmth went out of us. She stared through the polished windowpanes. We stared with 

her. It was impossible not to. 



The once geometric perfection of the corn was now a crazy quilt of broken and tangled 

stalks, and crisscrossed furrows. Uncle Clayton had laid low the one thing that had held the 

horizon at bay, and Aunt Elsie was all that stood between us and the immensity.  

“I just knew something warn’t right.”  

Aunt Elsie’s shoulders slumped, but she remained at the window, staring out over the 

wreckage toward the only thing Uncle Clayton hadn’t tractored—the family plot with two small 

graves in it. 

Suddenly she drew herself up and spun toward the grim faces, her fists tight, head proud. 

“There was a lonesome in his eyes, don’t you know?” she said, with blood in her voice. “And 

mine too, though we neither of us spoke it. And now I wish to God that I had!”  

Then she broke down. Two sisters swept in shielding the tears and weakness while 

another pulled the curtain across the windows. Someone’s baby began to wail, and that was the 

signal the mothers needed. They leapt to round up all us spies and banish us to the barn. I crept 

out then ran hard until I found myself breathless at the edge of the fields. 

	  


