



[image: ]










Other Books by Bill Meissner

Learning to Breathe Underwater [poetry]

The Sleepwalker’s Son [poetry]

Twin Sons of Different Mirrors [poetry]

American Compass [poetry]

Hitting into the Wind [short stories]

The Road to Cosmos: The Faces of an American Town [short stories]








Spirits in the Grass



Bill Meissner



University of Notre Dame Press

Notre Dame, Indiana








Copyright © 2008 by Bill Meissner

Published by the University of Notre Dame Press

Notre Dame, Indiana 46556

www.undpress.nd.edu

All Rights Reserved

Manufactured in the United States of America

This is a work of fiction. Any similarity to actual persons or situations is purely coincidental.

E-ISBN: 978-0-268-08670-1

This e-Book was converted from the original source file by a third-party vendor. Readers who notice any formatting, textual, or readability issues are encouraged to contact the publisher at ebooks@nd.edu














For Nate, the original archeo-boy

For Christine, soul mate and spirit mate








Contents

Acknowledgments

Part 1

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Part 2

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Part 3

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39








Acknowledgments

I have many people and organizations to thank for their assistance, advice, and encouragement during the writing of this book. Thanks to Nakoma, Anishinabe (Chippewa-Cree), a teacher, for sharing his knowledge—both spiritual and practical—about Native American culture; to Pastor Dave Uhrich, Christ Community Church, Nisswa, Minnesota, for relating his experience with a Native American repatriation ceremony; to St. Cloud State University for an Alumni Foundation grant to study Native American mound-building history and tribal culture in Minnesota, Wisconsin, and South Dakota; and to the SCSU American Indian Center for its helpful information.

I am indebted to the following organizations for awards that supported my writing:


The Loft-McKnight Foundation, for a Loft-McKnight Award of Distinction in Fiction, a Loft-McKnight Fellowship, and a Loft Career Initiative grant

National Endowment for the Arts for a Creative Writing Fellowship

Minnesota State Arts Board for an Individual Artist’s Grant

St. Cloud State University Alumni Foundation

The Loft, Minneapolis, for support of my teaching and writing

The Jerome Foundation for a travel/study grant



I want to thank my son, Nate, the first family archeologist, for his love and helpful advice during the writing of this book (and for agreeing to hit a few baseballs at all hours).

Thanks to my mother, Julia Meissner, the original storyteller, for her encouragement of my writing.

To Jack Driscoll, writer extraordinaire, for his long-time friendship.

I am grateful to the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point for organizing Native American Student Tutoring as part of Student Youth Volunteers, a group I joined as an undergraduate.

I would like to thank those members of the St. Cloud State University creative writing staff and members of the English Department who have supported me over the years.

This book is written in memory of my father, Leonard Meissner, who nurtured me as we searched the fields of Iowa and Wisconsin for arrowheads.

And, most of all, to Christine, who kept my feet anchored to the ground and my spirits soaring during the writing of this book.

A portion of “Skip Remembers: The Tug of War,” from The Road to Cosmos: The Faces of an American Town by Bill Meissner (Notre Dame, Ind.: University of Notre Dame Press, 2006) appears in a revised form in chapter 10.

Sections of “The Outfielder” and “Freight Trains, Flights of Geese, Shoes, and Homers: The Whole Truth about the Journey of an American Baseball” from Hitting into the Wind by Bill Meissner (New York: Random House, 1994; reprint: Dallas: Southern Methodist University Press, 1997) appear in revised form in chapter 39 and are used by permission.








Part 1








Chapter 1

IT’S NOT THE KIND of thing you’d ever expect to find on the infield of a baseball field. After years of playing ball, Luke Tanner knows the usual things you find: cigarette butts, tarnished pop tops, frayed strips of cloth tape, the husk of a leather cover torn from a ball, or even a darkened Lincoln penny with the date worn off. But this object, partially buried beneath the dirt, looks thin and yellowish.

He drops his paint-chipped rake, kneels down on the dirt, and leans close to the infield. He pulls the object out of its socket in the earth, lifts it, turns it over and over. It’s a small section of a bone, about four inches long; its surface is hardened, as if the sun had dried it for a thousand years. He wonders why it feels heavy and gives him a kind of tingling in his palm as he holds it. He thinks about dropping it, letting it go, kicking the soil with the toe of his worn leather cleats and burying it again. Instead, he just holds onto it, wrapping his fingers around it a little tighter, then stuffs it into the pocket of his T-shirt.

Luke turns and jogs to the middle of the ball field he loves already. It’s a field he’s dreamed of all winter, even though it’s half-finished, just an expanse of bare soil surrounded by mounds of musty dirt, spirals of sod, and a flagpole balanced sideways on concrete blocks, its chain clanking insistently in the wind. It’s a field he loves not for what it is now, but for what it will be when it’s finished. He can’t wait for that day in June when he’ll sprint from the dugout in his Lakers uniform for the first time, the earth buoying him up on its taut green sea.

As the wind gusts hard, blowing grit into his face, he closes his eyes. When he opens them, he sees a whirlwind begin to spin just behind second base. It lifts ten, then twenty feet. Candy wrappers, sticks and leaves—caught in its skin of brown dust—rotate around its vortex. Impulsively, he dashes toward it from the outfield, wanting to run into it, reach out with his bare arms, and stand inside it for a few seconds, to know what it’s like to be inside a wild, whirling dirt devil. The moment he reaches it, it stops spinning and disappears, paper and flecks of leaves falling around him like confetti. Luke stands there, disappointed that he couldn’t have been faster. If my father had been here watching, Luke thinks, I might have run faster. If he were sitting there behind home plate, watching me, I might have pushed myself a little harder.

But his father’s not there. The only person watching is a small boy of about ten pausing on his bicycle in the parking lot; Luke doesn’t recognize the black-haired boy, who looks Native American.

Back at the infield, Luke picks up his rake again, drags it forward and back, leveling the dirt. It occurs to him that the boy on the bike wasn’t even born when Luke was starting center fielder for the high school team seventeen years ago. He’s probably never heard of Luke’s game-winning homer in the conference championship, or the way Luke could break a brown Hamms beer bottle on the bench with a snap throw from two hundred feet in the outfield. Those days, everything seemed to be ahead of him, the calendar’s outlined white squares stretching to the horizon, a clear, definable grid he could follow. Luke figures his records are forgotten and—for all he knows—probably broken by now. To this boy, he’s just some grounds crew person, some everyday guy working on a field, and that bothers Luke.

When the boy gets bored and pedals away, Luke lifts his old Louisville Slugger with its worn-off trademark, its half-moons of scuff marks. The bat feels almost too big for him. The handle’s tape is torn off, and the dried glue feels rough on the heel of his palm. Still, he wants to hit a couple of fly balls toward left center, toward the place where, once this field is finished, the outfield fence will stand. He takes a couple of warm-up swings, stretching the tendons in his arms and legs, and finally he’s ready. He pauses a moment with a baseball in his palm, flips the ball into the air, then whips the bat around. He misses the ball completely, hears it fall to the ground with a dull thud. The pull of the bat twists his arms and legs around themselves so tightly he wonders how he can untie them. “Damn,” he says, and then lets out a short laugh. What kind of swing was that? Maybe what he fears is true: his muscles and tendons and sinew have lost all memory of what it was once like to be a finely tuned ballplayer.

He picks up the ball, brushes his wavy brown hair back from his eyes, takes a long, slow breath. He swings again, this time hitting the ball too far up the bat’s barrel. With a clunk, the short pop-up carries no farther than second base. He lifts another ball and stands there a few seconds, closing his eyes, focusing. As the breeze falls to its knees, the calmness becomes a sensation in itself, caressing the bare skin of his arms. He opens his eyes, tosses the ball in front of his face, sees its slow rotation, like the earth in space, then swings hard. He brings the bat around to the ball instinctively—not a planned or practiced swing, but powerful and quick, smooth and seamless, as the bat parts the air suddenly. This time his muscles wake from their sleep, and the bat finds the ball in its center, its heart, that exact spot where wood falls in love with leather. A solid vibration resonates through the grains of the bat, into Luke’s hands, up through his wrists and arms to the center of his chest. In that instant, the old feeling comes back to him: a feeling rising from deep inside, a feeling that’s been lost for a long time. The ball climbs high, tracing a towering arc. It lands deep in left center, takes two quick bounces into the pine trees, rolls, and finally comes to rest. He’s a little surprised by how far the ball carries.

Then Luke hears the sound of his father’s gravelly voice calling, as if it’s coming from somewhere across the field. Or is it just the scrape of the freight train on the south side of town as the flat-nosed diesel engine begins to drag the rusted cars forward?

Luke pulls the bone fragment from his T-shirt pocket, studies it again, scrapes the caked dirt off its surface. What kind of bone? he wonders as he peers at it more closely. Dog? Or maybe something wild, like a badger, or a bobcat that wandered from the bluffs down to this broad Clearwater valley. He draws his arm back to toss it into the deep weeds at the edge of the field, back into forgetfulness.

Then he pauses. Maybe later, during a lull at dinner with his girlfriend, Louise, he’ll lower it onto an empty china plate with a clink. Maybe it’ll be a topic of conversation, something besides Louise’s subtle questions about where their relationship is headed lately. He pictures Louise, tucking her long blonde hair behind one ear, leaning her slim frame forward, and, with a voice that sounds intrigued, asking, “So where’d that come from?” Then again, he might not even mention it to her. Maybe there’ll be enough to say tonight, enough to talk about over macaroni and cheese while, in the background, the TV newscasters murmur about war and real estate, about world hunger and the jagged rising and falling lines of the stock market.

He places the bone in the bottom of his blue canvas duffle, among the sunflower seed wrappers and his curled high school batting gloves, then leans into a run across the field. There’s no grass in center yet, and the soil, wet from a recent spring shower, has soft spots that pull his cleats down an inch or two with each step. But he keeps his stride, crossing at an angle through the row of pine trees and into the clearing at the far end of the park. There the rolling wave of green grass is cut off by a city street.

He jogs down Fifth, where the asphalt crumbles into a dead end, sees his yellow bungalow with the white trim. When he reaches the uneven sidewalk chalked with hopscotch games, Luke slows to a walk, hands on hips, trying to catch his breath. Before bounding up the wooden steps to the porch, he pauses in the front yard, seeing the bare dirt spots where he tossed some grass seed the other day. He shakes his head at the cluster of sparrows, pecking and pecking at the last of the seeds.








Chapter 2

All heads turn in unison as Luke Tanner swings open the door of the Rainbow Café. Lined up at the counter on red vinyl stools, the customers are like dummies, their heads on mechanical swivels, turning to look at him and then turning back to their coffee or morning special. It’s the same way they had rotated each time, thirty years ago, when he and his father walked in the door every Saturday morning. It was just a local custom, the patrons’ way of checking on the comings and goings in the café. Luke makes his way toward the counter amid the low murmur of voices, the clatter of silverware on plates, and the steady voice of the livestock report crackling from the portable AM radio perched on the stainless steel milk dispenser. “Wheat futures down,” the bored nasal voice announces. “Hogs and cattle up slightly.” The clock on the wall, circled by a pink neon tube, reads 8:21, and Luke knows he’s still got time for breakfast before his nine to five shift at the sod company.

“Hey there, Luke,” Cyrus says.

Luke nods to him. Cyrus, a retired railroad worker who used to lay track for the Burlington Northern, is an old friend of Luke’s father. He has an odd twitch that makes his head wag side to side slightly, like a man forever saying no. Luke often wonders if that’s why he retired, finally—because when he bent his knees and peered at the track, he couldn’t quite tell whether it was straight or not.

“Workin’ on the field this morning?”

“Yeah. For a while.” Luke slides onto a sighing vinyl stool at the far end and plants his elbows on the Formica countertop.

Ruth sidles up to him. “What’ll it be, Tanner boy?” she says, smiling at him with a spunkiness in her voice, strange for a woman in her early seventies. Luke orders a bowl of Ruth’s chicken dumpling soup, which is on special today, though it seems to be on special no matter what day you stop in.

“Coffee?” she asks. Some days Luke can hear the flirtation, even when she says that one word.

“Just give me a root beer.”

She wrinkles her pug nose. “Root beer? Isn’t that a kid’s drink?”

“Well, that’s what I want.” The boy in Luke climbs up and grins.

“You’re too cute.” She writes his order down on a small notepad, as if she might forget, even though it’s the only order she’s taken lately. She attaches the slip on a stainless steel clip above the kitchen window, where the rest of the orders hang like yellowed laundry.

Through the layer of haze from the grill that sizzles with eggs and sausage, Luke spots the regulars—several tables of retired farmers, their broad foreheads anchored by faded red, green, or blue feed caps. Puffing on Camels or Luckys, the men are surrounded by an island of smoke. In a booth, one man wears a green and tan camouflage outfit, suitable for duck hunting, while his buddy, dressed in blaze orange overalls, looks as if he’s ready to grab a deer rifle, though it’s the middle of March.

Hans cracks two eggs and tosses a frozen, centipede-shaped slab of hash browns on the griddle. Behind the counter, bicentennial plates adorn the dark wood paneling, along with a cheaply framed photo of Eisenhower and a small rack of antlers poised over a bronze plaque from the Clearwater Businessmen’s Club commemorating 40 Years of Service. Below is a row of parfait glasses, sharing the glass shelf with Hans’s three skeet-shooting trophies, a tarnished hunter taking aim atop each one. The reflection in the mirror behind the shelf makes the three trophies appear as six. A few of Jeannie’s Daylite Bakery cinnamon buns that will—as everyone proudly claims—be gone by nine A.M., sit on the shelf next to a white box filled with orderly rows of powder crème donuts, a close second to the cinnamon buns. Luke feels a sudden aching nostalgia come over him as he looks around at this place; it’s as if he’s six years old again. For a fleeting moment, he looks for his father’s reflection in the big wall mirror, expecting to see the man he never understood sitting next to him on the red stool.

“So how’s Louise these days?” Cyrus asks. Cyrus is friends with Louise’s dad, so he takes it on himself to check up on her. “You know, I used to live next door to her when she was just a little shit.” By now, everyone in the café knows the story of how Luke moved into a rental house with Louise last year. It seemed like a big step, but Luke talked her into it, and one spring day her El Camino backed over the curb, and Luke hauled in boxes of her things while Louise, rocking slightly on the porch swing in her faded jeans, smiled at him.

“She’s good.” Luke nods. He thinks about last night, when he and Louise parked in his pickup on a back road below the bluffs. She wore a gray T-shirt with the red letters Wisconsin on it, the letters o and n dipping gracefully with the curve of her breasts as she leaned against the passenger’s side door. When he slid over to kiss her, it seemed that all the stars from the night sky had fallen and landed in her eyes.

Not getting enough of an answer, Cyrus prods, “What’s good?”

“Good’s good,” Luke says, avoiding his question. He notices Ruth’s prying stare; she’s waiting, along with the rest of them, for the details Luke doesn’t want to give. He knows this crew at the Rainbow can take one sentence of gossip and spin it on its end like a china plate, then watch as it drops to the hard tile floor and breaks into a thousand pieces.

Seeing Luke’s tight-lipped expression, Cyrus eases up on the subject. “So, how’s things going with the ball field?” Cyrus smells faintly of booze, and Luke can’t tell if the guy has been drinking in the morning or if it’s just hangover breath from last night. After the railroad job, Cyrus had worked for a few years on city planning with the mayor. Now that he’s retired, his main jobs seem to be reading railroad history books at the Carnegie library by day and hanging out at the Water-in Hole with his whiskey in the evenings.

“It’s little by little. We’re getting there.”

Ruth brings his order over and slides the bowl of soup in front of him on the Formica with oval worn spots where patrons, over the years, have anchored their coffee.

“Think she’ll be ready by the time the season starts?” Cyrus’s International Harvester cap is tilted slightly, exposing a purplish birthmark on his forehead that looks like the state of North Dakota.

“Hope so.”

“I hear this year’s team can beat the tar out of the rest of the league,” Cyrus says. “Just about everybody in town’s talking about it.”

“So,” Ruth pries, “Is Louise working somewhere these days?”

“Casino,” Luke replies.

“She working up at Spirit Island?” Ruth looks surprised and folds her arms beneath her bosom, which sags under her pale blue blouse. “Since when?”

“Since a few weeks ago. She’s getting better pay than at the gift shop.” Then he adds, just to show this isn’t her dream job, “She’s still thinking about going back to grad school, though.”

“So since when are them Indians up at Spirit Island hiring whites?” Cyrus asks.

“Since they got a big goddamn business going,” Walter’s high voice pipes in from down the counter. Walter, a small, spidery man in blue overalls, is retired but still tough and wiry. He used to work in the grain elevator on the north end of Clearwater, the big gray corrugated tin building with the sign Farmer’s Co-op of Clwtr. Wisc. He slides a couple stools down so he’s next to Luke.

“Yeah?” Cyrus says, eyes darting to Walter.

“You bet. No taxes,” Walter says with a knowing nod. “Heap big profit.” He chuckles at his own comment.

Luke just spoons the steaming soup to his mouth, irritated by the tone of this talk but still opting to stay out of the conversation. The broth tastes a little like beef instead of chicken.

“I hear they’re going to do a new addition up there, remodel the place,” Cyrus says, shaking his head ruefully.

“That so? I can’t imagine them getting all that done. Them Indians are lazy, you know.”

“They’re not all lazy, though,” Cyrus concedes. “Not the ones who are part American.”

“Oh come on, fellas,” interjects Ruth. “Tone it down. I know some decent people from up on the reservation.”

“By the way,” Bob Sewell says, trying to sound knowledgeable, “they’ve applied for a couple of building permits.” He hasn’t contributed to the conversation yet, but as city attorney with Mayor Butch Sobieski, he feels it’s his civic obligation to jump in now.

“So I hear,” says Cyrus. He shifts his weight on the stool, his high-waisted polyester slacks sticking to the vinyl. “There’s even a plan to put in a big hotel across the road, so people can stay all night and gamble their brains out.”

“That ain’t all the hotel room’s for,” Walter smirks. “It’s not just for gambling your brains out. You know what I mean?”

Ruth whacks him with a towel she’d been using to wipe the tables. “Let’s keep it clean here, boys.”

“Okay, okay.” Walter sniffs the air and raises his index finger, his red shirt pulling loose. “My point is, they got too damn much money, that casino. And that’s a fact.”

“But it gives the Indians jobs,” Cyrus muses. “That ain’t a bad thing. Whites, too, I guess, judging by Louise.”

“Yeah,” Walter shakes his head. “But it takes away from our downtown, is what it does. I mean, people go for the buffet at that Papoose Restaurant up there. Instead of goin’ over to Elmer’s, like they used to, they head over for drinks at the casino bar. Plus, them Indians live rent-free on that land. No taxes or nothing.”

“You know,” says Sewell, who grew up in Clearwater and then went to Milwaukee for law school, “the city’s looking into that whole operation, Walter.” He anchors the elbow of his gray polyester suit jacket.

Both men look up at Sewell. “Oh?” Cyrus grunts. “That so?”

“Yeah. Nobody’s really clear about property lines between the casino’s land and Clearwater Township.” He gives the men an authoritative nod, then punctuates his sentence by poking a toothpick in the middle of his teeth. “The city’s thinking of filing a lawsuit.”

“A lawsuit?” Luke asks.

“Sure. The county would get a lot more revenue if the disputed land was turned over to them again.”

“How much disputed land?” Luke asks.

Sewell wiggles his nose, takes a sip of his black coffee, then sips it like he’s swallowing a fine wine. “Quite a few acres on the northern tip. That’s all I can say. Quite a few. Some of it’s real good farmland. And besides, Rock Lake is up there,” he says knowingly, “and right now, the tribe has spear fishing rights.”

“Damn well should be a lawsuit.” Walter leans toward Sewell, slapping his palm down. “Try fishing on a lake where the Indians netted every goddamn fish out of it. Hate to say it, but they’re suckin’ the life out of this town. They’re all getting rich, while Clearwater’s dying out. Pisses me off, is what it does.”

Cyrus nods with a wheezy laugh, his voice always a little hoarse from too many cigars.

“Hey,” Luke finally interjects, having heard enough, “They have a right. It is their land, isn’t it? The government gave it to them.”

“Yeah, but that don’t mean shit,” barks Walter. His voice is loud for such a small, wiry man. “The government can just as well take land away. Happens all the time with farm foreclosures, don’t it, Bob?”

“It does. And,” Bob Sewell says, pausing for emphasis and gnawing on the toothpick a few seconds, “nobody’s really sure whose land is whose. That’s the thing.”

Luke takes a few sips of soup, still so hot it scalds his tongue. He sets his soupspoon on the edge of the saucer, and it teeters off, tumbling to the black-and-white tile floor below. When he leans over to pick up the spoon, the bone he found on the field slides out of his shirt pocket and onto the floor.

“What the hell’s that?” asks Cyrus as he watches Luke pick it up.

“Don’t know,” says Luke. “Found it on the field.”

“No kidding. Lemme see.” Cyrus reaches for the bone, studies it with a wagging head.

“Pass it down here, will you, Cyrus?” Walter squints at the bone. “Yep, must be turkey.”

“Not turkey, deer,” Cyrus’s guttural voice counters with authority. The high court is in session this morning, and Cyrus is the self-appointed presiding judge. “They come into town at dusk, you know. Right through the churchyard, I heard Rollie say.”

“Turkey,” Walter repeats, straightening up on his seat and pinching his small mouth shut. Years ago, he used to bowl against Cyrus on the Co-op bowling team. It seemed like his team was always competing with Cyrus’s railroad squad, the De-Railers, for the city championship. From what everybody remembers, the wins were about even. “I seen turkey bones like this on my farmland. They come out of the brush, get killed by badgers.”

“Deer,” Cyrus insists.

“Turkey,” Walter says, his voice raised above the twanging Dwight Yoakam song on the radio.

Cyrus stands and faces Walter as though this is a prelude to a WWF wrestling match.

“Okay boys, settle down,” Ruth says, making the peace. She waves both arms as if she’s treading water in a swimming pool. “It’s a turkey-deer then. Or a deer-turkey. Whatever the hell. Walter, why don’t you just hand that thing back to Luke?”

Walter studies the bone a few seconds, giving it his best scientific gaze, then passes it down the row to Bob Sewell and toward Luke. When it reaches Luke, Cyrus reaches out to intercept it with his thick fingers. The bone drops, with a yellow splash, into Luke’s soup.

There’s a long pause while Ruth glares at the spilled soup, then at Cyrus, then back at the soup again. “For cryin’ out loud,” she sighs, wiping her hands on her stained Rainbow apron. Luke fishes out the bone with his spoon and dries it on a napkin.

“Not the first time someone’s found a bone in their soup,” Cyrus chuckles. Then, pleased at his own joke, he repeats it, chuckles again, louder. “That’s bone soup now,” Cyrus muses. “Yup, bone soup.”

Ruth shoots him a dirty look.

“Could I get another bowl?” Luke asks.

“Who’s buying?” asks Ruth, her scowl showing that she’s more than a little tired of the jokes. “Cyrus?”

“Don’t worry, I’m buying,” Luke assures her. He knows Ruth scrimps to keep up with the new Happy Chef that opened up along the highway a few miles from town.

Ruth dumps Luke’s soup in the aluminum sink, sets his bowl in the dishwasher, ladles another bowl from the bin. She slides it toward Luke, the steam rising in wisps. “On the house,” she says, her voice lowered so Hans doesn’t hear.

“Appreciate it,” Luke says.

After he finishes his soup, he stands and glances at the clock, which hasn’t shifted from 8:21. Luke realizes that time stops here—it never moves forward, no matter when you walk in or out. The same smoke that circled the clock in a halo a half hour ago still circles it now. But no matter how much time stops in this café, it never brings back what’s gone.

“Hey,” Ruth calls out as Luke reaches the door. “Forgot something.” She lifts the bone from the napkin, waves it in the air. “Want me to dump it?”

Luke pauses, then steps back and takes the bone from Ruth.

“Put that in your front pants pocket and give Louise a hug for me, will you?” Cyrus says, then bursts into guffaws.

Luke pushes through the warped screen door and lets it clack shut behind him as he heads to his pickup truck. He passes Walter’s low-slung ’78 Bonneville with rust spots the size of fists and a bumper sticker that reads Gun control is being able to hit your target. He glances up and notices that his meter is expired. “Shit,” he mutters, wincing at the bright yellow ticket placed securely beneath his windshield wiper. Then he shakes his head as he sees scrawny, self-important Sheriff Rollie down the block. He’s making his morning rounds, pulling his spotlight-adorned squad car up behind the next lethal offender. Luke yanks the ticket from the windshield, lets the wiper snap back with a thwap.








Chapter 3

Louise Stiller closes the door of her Chevy El Camino and drives to the casino for her shift. As she passes the city limits sign, she sees the fields on both sides of the county highway, the gray scaffolding of the irrigation pipes ready for spring.

The two-story brick buildings and white wood-frame houses of Clearwater seem to be closing in on her, day by day, ever since her messy divorce three years ago from Denny Wilkenson, son of Andy Wilkenson, the assistant to the mayor who owns half the town, including Grand Irrigation Systems. As manager of the business, Denny knew everything about irrigating topsoil. He knew about water pipes, nozzles, and water pressure, but nothing about women.

“Hey, let’s go out in the field and get rained on,” he said on one of their first dates, a couple years after high school. When Louise hesitated on that hot, humid August night, he opened the car door, held out his hand, and pulled her out there, carrying a quart of Colt 45 in his other hand. As they sat on a stadium blanket, the water was cool and refreshing on their skin, a steady sprinkling from those big water jets a hundred feet away that tossed the water, like translucent wings, high into the night sky. Before she started dating Denny, she remembered being awed by those large sprinklers, their aluminum scaffolds disappearing into the morning fog of the field. That night, her pink T-shirt got soaked, and so did Denny’s green and gold Packers jersey; he smiled at her romantically, his hair wet and matted. When her lips began to feel chilled, he leaned into her for a long, warming kiss. That night, in that field, she learned what it meant to be rained on gently.

Two years later they were married, and stayed married for what became three long years. Denny would go out drinking with his buddies—sometimes three nights a week—to the Wildlife Tap, and he’d come home late, turn up the stereo, playing his Metallica or AC/DC or Pink Floyd albums way too loud. He’d lean against the dark doorway at three A.M., and once Louise, still awake, whispered, “Where were you?” and he just slurred, “Told you. Over at Curran’s. With the guys.” Curran Schaff was one of Denny’s buddies from high school, an all-state quarterback who now worked with him at Grand. Denny and Louise had just turned thirty, but Denny and his friends started hanging out with a burnout crowd in their early twenties.

“So, the guys stay up ’til three on a work night?” she asked, lifting herself from the double bed and standing. Her silky nightgown felt too thin on her skin.

“Yeah. So what?” She took a step closer to him, slid her arms around his neck languidly, her long blonde hair grazing his shoulder. The back of his short-cropped hair felt damp.

“I missed you,” she said, and that’s when she smelled it: the stale odor of smoke mingled with the faint scent of perfume. The scent stung her nose; it surprised her, and hurt her, too. She’d heard from her friend Andrea weeks ago that Denny was at a bar making out with a woman, but when she confronted Denny, he denied it, said he and the woman were only talking.

“Missed you too,” Denny replied, but his words were emotionless, flat as paper.

“I don’t think you did.” She felt the pressure of the tears beneath her cheeks. “I don’t think you were thinking of me at all.”

Denny pushed away from her. “What the hell?” he said, backing away. “What are you accusing me of?”

“I just want to know where you’ve been.”

“So I stopped for a few beers. So what? So freakin’ what?”

She brushed a few strands of hair away from one eye. “So freakin’ what? I want the truth, that’s freakin’ what.”

“I told you,” Denny said through clenched teeth, as he turned and started down the hallway. She followed close behind him, insisting on an answer. “Just leave me alone!” Denny’s shouting voice echoed against the sheetrock walls.

She reached out and grabbed the back of his T-shirt.

“Goddamn! Let go of me!” Denny growled, and before she knew it, his hand was rising up in the air and swinging back down, the same way he used to swing bales of hay at his uncle’s farm. When the slap stung the side of her face, she felt it—not just the icy needles stinging her cheek, but that other pain deep inside her, that wouldn’t stop aching.

That was just the first time he hit her. For months, she endured the arguments, the mental and physical pain. Then, in mid-January, she filed for divorce. The bitter proceedings dragged on for months, with Denny protecting his earnings and investments in the irrigation company, even hiding some of his assets under his father’s name. Bob Sewell represented him, and the county judge was duped by his wily maneuvers. “I don’t have liquid funds,” Denny had expressed in a sympathetic plea. “I guess I’m just money-poor right now.” On the courthouse lawn there were shouting matches, with Louise accusing and Denny acting innocent and defensive. At the ending of one argument, Denny snarled, “You’re so goddamn greedy, you know that?”

A year later, after the divorce was final, Louise—who had gotten only a small settlement—backed her El Camino into the drive. She packed her things in hard-sided boxes that irrigation motors and generators came in. The irony didn’t escape her.

She loaded the boxes, knowing she had lost more than money and a husband during the whole battle—she lost part of her self. Her self-esteem melted away as quickly as a cherry Popsicle on concrete in the August sun. Cross-examining herself, she wondered just how she ever got mixed up with Denny in the first place, and then let him dominate her. She had always had dreams about a career and, eventually, a family, and had always felt she was independent enough to achieve both. I always felt like I was a strong person, she thought, but how strong am I? She pulled up to the stop sign at the end of the block and wondered what happened to that confident, goal-driven girl she used to be in high school. Where did she go? she asked herself as she stared into the rearview mirror. But all she saw was the neighbor woman in sweatpants leading her three kids across the street.

She moved to an apartment on the other side of town, vowing that she wouldn’t tangle herself up in any relationships for a while, that she’d let things settle, like the silt at the bottom of her aquarium, where the colorful betas and angelfish flickered. Still, the town wasn’t big enough to avoid Denny. She heard from Andrea that he was down at the Wildlife shooting off his mouth about Louise getting a pile of his money. Sometimes Denny would be driving in his dad’s Grand Irrigation truck, and Louise would spot him from behind the bug-stained windshield of her El Camino. He smirked as he pulled out from the intersection, a young, red-haired woman giggling beside him on the seat, one strap of her tank top sliding down her shoulder. Louise wondered what kind of perfume she wore.

“You son of a bitch,” she whispered, but then it would comfort her a little as she thought how that woman would get rained on, too. With guys like Denny, sooner or later women were going to get rained on.

Louise cashes a check for the middle-aged male customer—dressed in a red tie-dyed Wisconsin Dells T-shirt—and sighs as she watches him march up to the poker table. After working at the cashier’s counter for a few months at Spirit Island Casino, she knows everything boils down to luck. She’s seen it all: one customer drops a nickel in the slot and wins five thousand bucks. Another gambler saunters in, gets five hundred in chips for the blackjack tables, and leaves without a cent. There’s always just enough hope—just a little tip of it—to keep people going. It’s all a gamble, she thinks, everything’s a gamble, from moving into the bungalow with Luke after her divorce to taking this temporary job at the casino.

She had dated other men after Denny, but two years ago she fell in love with Luke because of the way he looked at her on their first date, his face seeming to be lit by a glow from within. It was a thirty-five-year-old man’s face, with strong cheekbones and piercing brown eyes, but the clean features of a boy’s face were still visible beneath. He had a handsome aspect, with his spontaneous grin and his tousled brown hair that slanted across the corner of his forehead and curled around his ears, but she fell in love with him because of his passion for life and, she admits, even his passion for baseball. He talked about that game like a kid. She fell in love with him for the way he dropped her off after their first date. There was no heavy panting, no forcing her into something in the parked car, no fast moves like you might expect from a guy already in his thirties. Like a shy teenager, he gave her a quick kiss on the cheek and said, “Next weekend?”

“What about it?” she replied.

“How about if I see you then?” he asked. In the darkness of the car, it almost looked as if he blushed.

Though she loves Luke, lately she’s begun to hate this little town of five thousand. She hates the potato farms that surround Clearwater, with their irrigation machines, their arched backs, and the maze of twisted, hollow pipes. The sprinklers, hooked up to motors, always rolled, ever so slowly, on their dull rubber wheels across flat, black soil. The town used to seem friendly, in a simple way. But she senses the talk going on around her after the split-up with Denny, whose dad was the big Lions Club president. You hear? the voices whisper. She married and divorced Denny just to get his cash. Denny fooled around a little, sure, but there was no harm in that. Louise suspects that there are rumors about her being unfaithful, too. Some days it takes all her strength just to pull free from the tangled net of gossip.

Each day, Luke gives her the strength to do that. When he first looked into her eyes, it was as if his nourishing gaze could make her feel like herself again. He was a gamble, she knew, but even on their first dates, she didn’t mind letting him know her innermost feelings.

She’s come to understand that Luke—complacent as he is about his future—could be what ever he wanted to be. Sometimes at breakfast she’s noticed him staring in awe out the back door, as if each new sunrise—which to Louise has begun to look just like every day before it—was something to be relished, another chance. Mornings, when he wakes and kisses her, Louise thinks she can taste sunlight on his soft lips.

She knows he loves her, but he also loves this little town with his heart and soul, just like his father did. With his grandfather and father growing up here, his roots are planted deep down, too deep for Louise to ever understand. She knows him, yet there always seemed to be something more to know. He once told her a story about being a kid on his grandfather’s farm and about how, each spring, he’d push his hands into the mud of a fresh-plowed field.

“And why’d you do that?” she asked.

“I was listening,” he replied.

“To what?”

He seemed to ponder a few seconds, then said innocently almost, and as though she’d know what he meant, “The earth’s music.”

Now he wants more than anything else to make a comeback with the baseball team, and she’s trying to understand that. She realizes he’s doing it just for himself—to convince himself that he isn’t getting older. She knows he’ll be good at it simply because he wants to be. The truth is, Luke is good at so many things. He has so much potential that it disappoints her to see him, after three years of college, delivering rolls of grass around the county, then spending his spare time working on the new ball field. Each morning he seemed to reach down into the Clearwater topsoil, plunge his arms deep into it. He didn’t care if the soil was musty or if it clung in half-moons under his fingernails; it was as though he wanted its fertile embrace to cover him to his elbows.

One afternoon they sat on their front porch, watching the neighborhood kids racing each other on Big Wheels on the cracked sidewalk. The kids waved enthusiastically as they passed, as they always did. Cute and impish—a boy of five and a girl of four—they often came dashing across the yard when Louise was outside, and they stayed with her a while to play and chat. She’d always loved children, and sometimes watching those two playing gave her a pang of emptiness, and she yearned for children of her own.

“Have you ever thought about just picking up and leaving?” Louise asked him.

“You mean move? Luke seemed a little perplexed by her question. “Where to?”

“I don’t know.” She shifted her eyes to the boy, who had stopped to adjust the small flags he’d put on his handlebars. As his face squinted in concentration, tongue out to one side of his mouth, she thought about what a great close-up photo it would make. “Madison. Milwaukee. Or somewhere. The East Coast, maybe.”

“Guess I never thought about it.”

“Well I have.”

“What makes you think any of those places would be better than this place?” The way he asked it made it seem like a rhetorical question, and she didn’t really have a comeback.

Luke had a way of holding on to things: his job, his faded pickup. His habits were like old T-shirts in the dresser drawer he couldn’t part with, no matter how stretched out and moth-holed they became. Ever since his father’s sudden death, he had been afraid of losing things. “Something’s here one day, and the next day, it’s gone,” he told her. “You just can’t count on anything.”

Honest as it might be, his attitude was starting to bother her. Sometimes she felt as if both of them were caught here in a place called Clearwater. Clearwater, Louise often thought—what a misnomer. There was nothing clear about this town: it was as murky as any place on earth, the waters of the town so muddied and opaque that, if you dove under them, you’d never know which way was up or down.

The middle-aged woman steps to the cashier’s desk, interrupting Louise’s thoughts. Louise musters a smile for the woman, a friendly face from Clearwater she’s seen here fairly often.

“You know, honey,” the woman lowers her voice as if telling a secret, “I had this dream.” She digs into a cheap white vinyl purse and pushes two bills toward Louise. “Quarters,” she says. “Yep. Had me a dream last night.”

“Oh?” Louise replies, reaching into the change drawer. “What about?”

“Dreamt I won that Whirlwind drawing. Can you believe it?” She gives Louise a wan smile. If the customer’s ticket number gets drawn from a tumbler, they get to stand in the Whirlwind Money Machine—a sealed glass booth rigged with high-powered fans in which the players try to grab as many circling bills as they can in thirty seconds. They step out of the machine with anywhere from five dollars to two hundred. Louise has, at times, entertained the thought of dropping her name into the tumbler, but she knows employees of the casino aren’t allowed to enter drawings. The lady waves her stash of ticket stubs in front of Louise’s face. “Maybe this’ll be the day,” she says, the words almost singing.

“Yeah. Maybe it will.” Louise pushes rolls of quarters toward the woman and recites the rote phrase she’s been prompted to say after each transaction. “Good luck.”
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