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            The earth was plowing the men under, and the horses under, and the plows. No generation sees it happen, and the broken new fields grow up forgetting … All the living were breasting into the crest of the present together. All men and women and children ran spread in a long line, holding aloft a ribbon or banner; they ran up a field as wide as earth, opening time like a path in the grass, and he was borne along with them. No, he said, peeling the light back, walking in the sky toward home, no.

            —ANNIE DILLARD, THE LIVING
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            (1)

         

         THE LITTLE BOY GIGGLED AS HE RAN HIS SMALL SOFT HANDS down the old man’s furrowed forehead, over his graying eyebrows, eyelids, and eyelashes, and then settled the blindfold just above his nose and ears before running off into the sunlit cemetery to hide.

         “Count to twenty, Grandpa,” the boy called out.

         “One Mississippi … two Mississippi … three Mississippi …,” said the old man loudly, in no hurry, patient as a dusty cabinet clock in a dining room corner.

         The sound of laughter receded. Lyle Hovde continued slowly counting. Pressed against his brow and eyelids, Lyle’s red faded cotton handkerchief smelled of his worn Wrangler blue jeans: diesel, gasoline, sawdust, the golden butterscotch candy he favored, and the metallic tang of loose pocket change. Before six he heard the boy’s breathing, his little footsteps growing fainter, the occasional crunch of a pinecone or fallen white-pine branch under a sneaker, the squeak of long vernal grass in thick shadow, and giggling. By twelve, there was just the sound of a crow caw-caw-cawing in the crown of a pine. At seventeen, he felt his heartbeat slowing. The April sunlight warming his face felt good, his old barn jacket a comfort, like a tucked-in bed blanket. There was the desire to simply nod off, fall into the soft black sea of sleep. His counting slowed nevertheless, and at twenty, he pushed the blindfold up, opened his eyes, and the world was still there in a thousand different shades of fragile budding green and gently faded browns and yellows. There was no traffic on Cemetery Road. Not a single car. No tractors tilling. In the sky, two sandhill cranes descended toward a far-off pond. His back was against his son Peter’s headstone. He stood slowly, heard his knees pop in protest. He steadied himself against the granite slab.

         “Ready or not,” he hollered, “here I come.”

         It was a small cemetery. No more than a couple of hundred headstones. His shadow tipped away from his boots, long in the fading light. This grandson of his, Isaac, the only grandchild he knew, this five-year-old boy, what energy he enjoyed. All day long, while Lyle’s wife, Peg, and their daughter, Shiloh, shopped in Minneapolis, Lyle had been left to entertain Isaac, which was no hardship, no hardship at all. But my lord, did the boy run and run and run…. It was only late afternoon and already Lyle felt as tired as if he’d been laboring all day long, splitting wood perhaps, or throwing field rocks onto a stone boat.

         “When I find you,” Lyle called out, “when I find you …”

         He walked slowly among the headstones. Walked by the graves of old women and men he had known so many years ago, when, about Lyle’s own age now, they populated Redford, filling the pews of St. Olaf’s Lutheran Church, or standing in the narrow, crowded aisles of Hanson’s hardware store, pointing fingers at paint chips, studying cans of insecticide, or slope-shouldering bags of feed. Or there, again, pushing wobbly-wheeled carts through the IGA, the husband navigating while the wife held her long scroll of a list, so much of their life meted out in delicate cursive. Old teachers, farmers, postmen, loggers, milkmen, mechanics, short-order cooks, secretaries, dentists, doctors, firemen, butchers, bank tellers, barkeepers, taxidermists …

         He almost walked right by Isaac, but the boy chortled, and Lyle spotted him in the shadow of old man Egdahl’s gravestone. Part of the fun, Lyle knew, was in being found. So he fell upon the boy, tickling his soft belly, his armpits, and his neck, until Isaac had to catch his little breath. Satisfied, Lyle sat on the ground beside his grandson, and noticing the boy’s shoelaces untied, went about knotting them anew.

         “You didn’t make me take a nap today,” Isaac said, licking his chapped lips.

         Lyle patted the newly knotted shoes, reached into his pocket, and handed the boy a small yellow pot of Carmex. 

         “You’re five years old. You can’t take naps forever.”

         “Grandma says that a person never outgrows naps. She says everyone should take a nap. Every day. She says that in Spain and Portugal, they shut everything down in the afternoon so people can take their siestas.”

         “What do you know about Portugal?” Lyle asked.

         The boy squinted at Lyle, dabbed a finger in the balm and painted it on his lips.

         “You take naps sometimes, Grandpa.”

         “What’s that you say?”

         “You take naps. In your chair. Watching TV. You even snore.”

         “Those aren’t naps,” Lyle smiled, “they’re breaks. Your grandpa is just taking a break.”

         “I don’t think people are supposed to snore on their breaks, Grandpa.”

         “I don’t snore.”

         The little boy laughed. “You do, too. Mom even recorded it on her phone. And Grandma told me once that sometimes you even wake yourself up with your own snores.”

         Lyle mussed up the kid’s blond hair.

         “C’mon now. Let’s clean up your uncle’s headstone and then we can go visit Hoot. He’s expecting us. Bet he might even have some ice cream waiting for you.”

         From an old pipe located at the center of the cemetery they filled two aluminum pails with cold well water and Lyle dripped in a few beads of blue Dawn dish soap from a small plastic bottle he’d brought from home and then circulated his hand about the pail, making bubbles blossom in swirling rainbow iridescence. Lyle carried the sloshing pails to the grave of his lost son, Peter, and together, sun on their shoulders, and shining through the thin translucent skin of their ears, he and Isaac washed the gravestone with steel wool bunched between their fingers. The afternoon was cooling with every passing minute. Their hands grew pink and cold.

         “Tell me again,” said the boy, “how he … what happened to him?”

         Lyle worked his steel wool against the stone, scouring out bits of lichen and dirt. He looked at his grandson then, felt a surge of love for him, for he was such a kind, sensitive, and curious boy, and more than anything, these were qualities Lyle increasingly valued in the world.

         “He just wasn’t healthy,” he said at last, omitting the tragic specifics. “He wasn’t meant to stay, I guess.”

         “How long was he around? I mean, how old was he when …”

         “About nine months.”

         The boy nodded, kept on with his scrubbing, might have thought to himself, I’m so much older than him, then, after a few moments, said, “Grandpa, can we go to Hoot’s now?”

         Rising from his knees, Lyle wiped his brow with the sleeve of his jacket, and emptied the pails of sudsy water in long arcs out and away from the gravestones. “One last thing,” he said. “Fill up this bucket here, will you? We’ll rinse the stone clean and then we can head on out of here.”

         He watched the boy race off with the empty bucket. Watched him at the spigot, water sloshing near his tennis shoes. Watched him lean down and open his mouth as if at a bubbler—some drinking fountain—water splashing against his tongue and lips and down his chin. Watched him turn the tap off, and then return, water spilling copiously from the bucket with every labored step.

         Lyle took the bucket from his grandson and in three graceful motions sent splashes of water glancing off the face of the stone.

         The world, he knew, was divided into two camps of people, as it so often is, or as it is so oftentimes and simply reduced to being: those who find cemeteries places of sadness and eeriness, and those, like him, who felt here a deep and abiding unity and evenness, as if the volume in his life were suddenly dimmed down, the way he imagined it might be, floating in outer space, looking out over everything—the immensity of it all. For Lyle, this was a place to be close to people long gone. A free and quiet place off to the side of things. A place to touch not just his memories, but his future.

         “Come on,” he said, taking his grandson by the shoulder. “Let’s go. Hoot’ll be waiting.”

         “Grandpa, I need to pee.”

         Lyle glanced around, pointed toward a huge white pine on the periphery of the cemetery. “Go water that tree over there,” he said.

         Hustling toward its vast wide trunk, the boy was already tugging his pants and underwear to his ankles. Lyle looked elsewhere: at an untilled field, a nearby dairy farm, the forests that filled the coulees. By and by the boy returned to him.

         “You’re the only person I know who needs to pee more than me,” Lyle said. “But I’ve got an excuse. I think my bladder has a hole in it.”

         “A hole?” the boy asked, squinting up at his grandfather.

         “Must be a hole. Or a few holes.”

         “How did you get a hole?”

         “Shot. An arrow, it was. Passed clean through me. Left this hole right here.” He touched his belly button.

         The boy laughed. “Grandpa, that’s where your umbilical cord was. The one that connected you to the placenta. I’ve got one, too. Everyone does.”

         “Oh,” said Lyle. “I forgot about that. Thought that’s where I was shot.” And how does he know these things? Placenta? Portugal?

         He guided the boy to his old Ford F-150, opened the passenger door for him, shut it firmly. Then he walked around the back of the truck and, turning, looked at the little boy’s head, simply staring forward, waiting for him. He ran his hands along the rust of the tailgate, the scabby flakes of chipped paint. He climbed in, sat heavily behind the wheel, breathed in the cab’s dust and gasoline, its mildewed AAA maps, and … cinnamon.

         He turned to the boy. “You been stealing my gum?”

         But the boy only smiled and continued chewing, giggling just a little.

         “So that’s where all my gum goes. I thought the mice were taking it.”
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         THE TRUCK EASED OFF THE KNOB OF A HILL WHERE THE CEMETERY sat, surrounded by its pickets of white pines and arborvitae, and in every direction, the manifold fields of future corn or beans, the occasional red barn, patches of forests, and a half mile off, the proud steeple of St. Olaf’s church, the place of Lyle’s baptism, first communion, wedding, and somewhere down the line, he knew, his funeral. Farther west ran the Mississippi River, rolling its slow, swirling way just a bit faster than Lyle’s after-supper stroll.

         Hoot lived not far from Lyle, in a smallish ranch-style house on the edge of town. Hoot’s home was otherwise immaculately kept but was dense with the smell of cigarette smoke. Older than Lyle by a few years, and long since retired, he spent his days perusing the newspaper’s grocery store circulars, scissoring out coupons, and later, strolling the aisles of the big-city grocers (in La Crosse mostly, or maybe up to Eau Claire) for “deals,” or perhaps, more accurately, “savings.” His nights were rote—about twenty happy sorties to the refrigerator for a cold can of Old Milwaukee, maybe a T-bone or pork chop to flip in the cast-iron skillet, and burning his way through a pack or two of Camels before retiring to his bed, where he slept fitfully, rising frequently to evacuate all the evening’s beer. Aside from Peg, and perhaps Pastor Charlie, Hoot was Lyle’s best friend. They were different in any number of ways, but they were both kind, and of course, kindness is a great measure of one’s ability to befriend and perhaps love other people.

         Lyle parked in Hoot’s driveway and, scooching across the bench seat, Isaac followed him out of the truck, racing ahead of his grandfather to poke at the doorbell, a little pale yellow glowing O.

         “Well, who the hell we got here?” Hoot croaked out in his deep, sticky voice as he opened the door. “Oh, you two troublemakers. C’mon, fellas, come on in here.”

         Lyle shook his hand. “We won’t keep you too long,” he said. Then, quieter, “Just wanted to swing by and hear about those test results.”

         “Well, I’m still alive. So I’ve got that going for me.” He rapped a set of knuckles against his skull. “Knock wood.”

         “Peg wanted me to check in, see if you needed anything.”

         “Right now, all I need is another cold beer,” Hoot said. “You may as well have one, too.” 

         There are many different kinds of alcoholics in the world, and Hoot belonged to that class of drinkers reliant almost exclusively on cheap, domestic, canned beer. He was not a fall-down drunk, never passed out, became belligerent, mean, or even goofy. Hoot just liked to surf the humble tube of a beer buzz, coasting along with just enough magic in his bloodstream to soften the edge of things a little bit. It was many years since he’d divorced, and the cigarettes and beer—the smoke and wet, cheerful bubbles—were his own best company as he sat in the kitchen listening to a baseball, football, or basketball game through the fuzz of his old radio. He was gentle and lonesome, even shy. Lyle could not count the number of nights Peg had invited him over to their house for dinner and how, without fail, Hoot politely refused. We’re having pork chops, Peg would say. Are you sure you won’t stay? We’ve got plenty. We even have some of that beer you like in the fridge.

         Lyle nodded, took note of the half dozen or so empty cans neatly lined up beside Hoot’s sink, smiled. “That sounds about right,” he said. “Thanks, Hoot.”

         “And how about you, young man? Can I get you a glass of water? Milk? A Coke? I prolly got a can of Coke kickin’ around somewhere.”

         “Grandpa said you had some ice cream,” said Isaac.

         “He did now, did he?”

         “Yes, sir.”

         “You thirsty, too?” 

         “The kid’s always thirsty,” Lyle remarked, and it was true. “Shiloh can’t pump enough water and food into him.”

         Isaac took a seat at the small circular kitchen table, and carefully explored the contours and ridges of the heavy glass ashtray marking its center. Self-conscious about the smell of his house, Hoot repainted the place every single spring, Lyle knew, throwing open the windows to roll thick coats of white over all those yellow-tinged walls and ceilings. He’d once shown Lyle a bathroom in the basement with a crucifix hanging above the toilet. Hoot took the crucifix down off the wall, and there, left in faded white against a backdrop of yellowy-brown, was the foggy image of the cross, left over. Hoot joked that his house was held together as much by nicotine residue as by wood or nails. Lyle wondered about Hoot’s beleaguered lungs and a recent trip to the doctor’s office, which was about as out of character for Hoot as going for a brisk seven-mile jog, or bragging about a new pink yoga mat.

         “Well, he’s working hard, aren’t you, Isaac?” said Hoot, placing a small glass of water beside the boy’s wrist. Now Hoot scratched at his immaculately combed hair, still very dark after all the years. “Ice cream, you say?”

         Isaac shrugged. “That’s what Grandpa told me.”

         “Well, you know you can’t listen to everything your old grandpa tells you, don’t you?”

         The boy wriggled on his wooden seat, smiled, unsure how to answer. Lyle took a chair beside him. It is a remarkable thing, watching children develop their own sense of humor, that radar that allows us to laugh at our world, our shortcomings, disappointments, even horrors.

         “Huh,” Hoot said, “now I’m gonna have to rummage around in this icebox for a second or two. Don’t mind me. Ice cream, eh …”

         “Icebox?” Isaac whispered to Lyle.

         “Aha! Here we are. Now we’re in business,” Hoot said. “Neapolitan. I like it because a person gets three flavors in one. You ever have this stuff? I’m also partial to spumoni. High-end Italian-type ice creams.”

         Isaac peered at Lyle, any doubt well-eclipsed by curiosity.

         “Well, it’s a goddamn miracle. Three separate ice creams in one container. Like the holy trinity, I’d say. And better than sherbert, for chrissakes. Just a bunch of frozen fruit juice.”

         He ran an old scooper under the kitchen tap, then dug out two rough orbs of tri-colored ice cream, and placed them in a dish with a spoon before Isaac. The little boy began eating, nodding his head in approval. Satisfied, Hoot took two Old Milwaukees from the refrigerator and passed one to Lyle. They cracked open their cans, raising them up to each other.

         “Mud in your eye,” Hoot said.

         “Skol,” Lyle nodded.

         They drank.

         “Well now,” Hoot said, “you two were out to the cemetery, were you?” 

         Lyle took a sip of his beer, nodded. “Yep, I had a pretty good helper with me.”

         They regarded the boy eating his ice cream.

         “How’s it lookin’ out there?”

         “Pretty much the same,” Lyle said. In his mind’s eye he could see the tall trees of today as they had been, thirty years earlier, so much shorter and skinnier. He reckoned many of those trees were about the same age as Peter would have been. In Lyle’s youth, much of the land surrounding the cemetery had been uncultivated; old stands of white pine or oak, walnut or hickory, elm or even pockets of wild apple. He remembered days—not so far off it sometimes seemed—when there were fewer headstones, when Cemetery Road was not yet paved, when the tractors in the fields were smaller and certainly slower … But that was not what Hoot was asking about.

         “Say,” Hoot said to the boy. “You want another scoop? I have to ask your grandpa a question out in the garage. You suppose that would be okay, if I borrowed him a sec?”

         He was already standing to refill the boy’s dish.

         “His mother will kill me,” Lyle said. “The boy hasn’t had supper yet.”

         “C’mon,” Hoot said. “It won’t hurt ’im.” Isaac grinned, holding out his empty bowl. Lyle threw up his hands.

         A few moments later, Lyle followed his friend into the garage, where, beneath separate tarpaulins, not one but two Ford Mustangs sat—a 1965 and a 1969—in various states of disrepair. Hoot’s smallish pickup truck sat out on the driveway, like a least favored, if most dependable, child.

         “You’re the only man I know sitting on two vintage Ford Mustangs, neither of them worth a damn,” said Lyle.

         “Oh, they’re worth something all right,” said Hoot. “That’s why I had to chop ’em up. When Sheila demanded the divorce, I sure as hell wasn’t going to let her have one. Only way I could see to stop her was making ’em not run.”

         “Well, your plan worked,” said Lyle. “Worked a little too well, I’d say.” Lyle rubbed a hand against his jaw, smiled at the cars. “And you’re not a half-bad mechanic either, Hoot. You should’ve had these running years ago.”

         “What I should’ve done is dissect them a little more organized like,” Hoot said, shaking his head. “Hell, I just started selling off parts, hiding parts, throwing parts in the garbage. There was no way I was letting that woman drive off in one of my Mustangs.”

         “You ever hear anything from her?” Lyle asked, though he was fairly confident he already knew the answer.

         “Nah, that ship sailed a long time ago. I got no quarrel with her now. If she’s happy, I’m happy for her.”

         “I can’t remember now, where’d she end up?”

         “Key West. Tends bar down there. Met a nice fella, I guess.”

         “Huh,” Lyle grunted. “I’d always be afraid I was one hurricane away from sinking into the ocean. Like Atlantis.”

         Hoot surveyed his cars in the light of the single bare bulb hanging from the garage ceiling. “Mark my words, I’m gonna get around to fixin’ one of ’em up though. You’ll see. Hell, we could get ’em both fixed up, drive around together. Maybe start a club. Get us some special silk jackets—scarves, those gloves with the ventilation holes. Drive all the way down to New Orleans along the River Road. Drink cold beers, eat fresh jambalaya, look out at the Gulf.”

         “No club would have us,” Lyle said.

         “That’s why we’d start our own, see,” Hoot countered, withdrawing a pack of Camels from his breast pocket and lighting one, scratching at his temple, and blowing out a jet of smoke, “very exclusive.”

         Lyle flapped up one of the tarps, ran his hand along the Mustang’s smooth cherry-red hood. Behind him, Hoot coughed.

         “I thought you were going to quit,” Lyle said.

         “I did, for a little while. It didn’t take, I guess. You ever miss it?”

         Back in his twenties, Lyle had smoked cigarettes on those nights when he was at a tavern and perhaps already in his cups. He could see that younger version of himself in a smoky barroom mirror: a cigarette bobbing between his lips as he yelled over the barroom din, ordering a beer, or standing at the jukebox, nodding his head to the pounding bass of Johnny Cash’s “Folsom Prison Blues.” Or there again, on those infrequent nights when he and Hoot would arrive back to work after a long day of delivering and installing appliances, those nights when they’d sit in the break room with a six-pack of beer and a bag of pistachios or pork rinds and bullshit for an hour or two before bidding each other good night and returning to their respective homes. Lyle was always careful on those nights to either hang his clothes out on the line, or quickly throw them in the wash; Peg felt cigarettes were a foolish waste of money and loathed the smell of smoke.

         “No,” Lyle said easily, “I don’t miss it. I guess I don’t think much about it.” They were silent several moments before Lyle spoke up again. “So, what did the doctors tell you?”

         “Just pneumonia. I’m supposed to stop again. This is the last one, I promise. Christ, I was worried, Lyle. Dodged a real bullet.”

         “Just pneumonia,” Lyle repeated. “Come on, Hoot. You gotta start taking better care of yourself. I know it’s a goddamn terrible habit, I do. But, jeez, buddy …”

         “I’m seventy-one years old,” Hoot said. “You know how many times I’ve tried to quit? More than I can count. But I’ll tell you what: this time I might be scared straight. You know me. You imagine? Me going to the doctor? Taking myself to the doctor. Truth was, I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t catch my damn breath. Felt like a goddamned fish out of water. I swear—this is it, amigo. Last one. Finito.”

         From the kitchen, they heard the boy’s voice calling out, “Grandpa?”

         “Hold on, kiddo,” Lyle said absently. Then, “Look, you need anything—anything at all—you let us know, Hoot. I can buy you that gum, if you want. Nicorette? Or the patches. I’ll take you to a hypnotist, or acupuncturist. Whatever you think might help.”

         Hoot took a final drag from the cigarette, let the smoke pool in his lungs, deep and dark, and then exhaled slowly, letting the butt drop to the garage floor, where he stubbed it out with the toe of his off-brand sneaker.

         “No need. I got my marching orders. The doctor even said I could try chewing tobacco if it’d help. But it’s time. A new leaf.”

         “I’m glad,” said Lyle, not looking at his friend. “We want you around for the long haul.”

         “Me too,” said Hoot. “I ain’t ever had the life of the rich and famous, but it sure beats a long boring dirt nap. Anyway, I’m like those batteries, you know: die hard. Or maybe it was everlast. Naw, I’d rather die hard than be everlasting, I think. Point is, I don’t give up.”

         Lyle could not remember having ever touched Hoot, but he did so now, laying a hand on his old friend’s shoulder. “Just, you heard what I said, right? You need anything, you won’t be too stubborn to ask, now, all right?”

         Hoot stared at the garage floor, a small splotch of oil. “Let’s go in and check on that boy,” he said.

         They found Isaac at the kitchen table, holding his ice cream bowl up so that the melt could run into his open mouth. Both men pulled up chairs and sat beside the boy, simply looking at him. 

         “You want a cookie for the road?” Hoot asked.

         The boy nodded his head.

         Backing out of Hoot’s driveway, Lyle glanced at Hoot’s house and saw his friend standing at the small kitchen window, coughing into the sink, where he was likely washing the ice cream bowl, warm water running over his hands.
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         LATER THAT EVENING, PEG AND SHILOH CAME HOME, SHOPPING bags under their arms, smiles on their faces. They kicked off their shoes and then kissed Lyle on the top of his head, each of them, where he sat in his recliner half-dozing, as he absently watched TV. He was, he realized, relieved by Hoot’s news, a weight removed from his shoulders, the dread of losing one of his only friends in the world.

         “Well,” he said. “How’d you do?”

         “So many good deals,” Peg replied. “We found some nice pants and shorts for Isaac, and this cute little suit jacket for church. Oh, he’s going to look handsome.”

         The boy went first to his grandmother, and she hugged him against her, and kissed his forehead, and rubbed his ears, and he stood there, absorbing her love and attention the way a cat lies and rolls in the embrace of the sun, resplendent.

         “Did he behave himself for you?” Shiloh asked, flopping into a chair and tucking her feet beneath her butt. She motioned for the TV remote, which Lyle underhanded to her.

         “Oh, he always behaves himself,” Lyle said. “The boy is a prince.”

         “Well, you spoil him, Dad. That probably plays a role.” She eyeballed Lyle with suspicion. “You didn’t give him too much junk food, did you?”

         “Hoot may have given him a dish of ice cream.”

         “Italian-type ice cream,” Isaac offered helpfully.

         “Dad … I don’t want to be the fun police, but promise me you’ll cool it on the crappy foods, okay? Please. You know better.”

         “Of course, sweetheart. I’ll try. But someday you’ll see. If it were all up to me, I’d serve the kid ice cream three meals a day. It’s what we grandparents do. It’s our job. If I wanted the boy to hate me, I’d pump him full of brussels sprouts and kale.”

         She shook her head at him and the room was relatively quiet: the low murmur of the TV, Peg humming happily in the kitchen, Isaac idly leafing through a year-old National Geographic. Lyle sighed, peering out the window into the darkness.

         “Are you all right, Dad?” Shiloh asked, sitting up in her chair and shutting off the TV.

         He shuffled through some old newspapers on the coffee table beside his recliner. “Just … you know. Thinking about Hoot. He’s got pneumonia. Said it really gave him a scare. Going into the doctor, and all.”

         “Pneumonia? That’s terrible. But, I mean, how long’s he been smoking? Since he was what, sixteen? Eighteen?”

         “Nine,” Lyle said. “Nine years old if you can imagine. Told me he used to steal cigarettes from an uncle of his and go hide in the hayloft. Accidentally set the barn on fire one time.”

         “That’s … Dad, he’s been smoking for over sixty years.”

         Peg, who had been washing lettuce in the sink, came into the living room, hands dripping. “What was that?”

         “Hoot has pneumonia,” Lyle said. “Scared him pretty bad. He’s giving up cigarettes, he says.”

         “Such a sweet man,” Peg murmured. “How’d he look? How does he feel? Does he need anything? Can we take something over there for him?”

         Lyle shook his head. “He seemed okay. Complained about his breathing, I guess.”

         “Well, is there anything we can do?” Peg asked.

         “We can pray for him,” Shiloh said, and without hesitating, drew down to her knees in the dated olive green shag of the living room, reaching for her parents’ hands. Then, looking up, her face forceful and serious, she called out, “Isaac, come here and pray with your family.” When the little boy moved to her side, both of them dropped their chins to their chests and closed their eyes.

         Lyle glanced quickly at Peg. 

         Shiloh had moved away from home at eighteen to attend college in Milwaukee. She’d never asked for a dime from them, had waited tables, washed dishes, and tended bar to pay for her own clothing, a used car, spring break travels. Somewhere in her midtwenties her faith seemed to have taken on a newfound importance and vitality. She became enthusiastically devout, though it was hard for Lyle to identify her denomination; the churches she attended met in strip malls, failed restaurants, and other defunct retail spaces. She’d grown up in the Lutheran church, yes, but her faith had grown in ferocity since her childhood. She no longer drank even so much as a light beer, a margarita, or a Bartles & Jaymes, and insisted on prayers before every meal. She wore more conservative clothing, quoted scripture frequently, and challenged Lyle and Peg with questions of their own faith.

         On those Sundays since she and Isaac had moved back home, she politely attended church with her parents, only to visit another church later, this one in La Crosse, in an old movie theater. And she would spend her entire afternoon and early evening there, in fellowship, she would explain. Lyle understood churchly fellowship, but only in the context of two or three mugs of wan coffee and polite chitchat, after which, wasn’t it time to head home and mow the lawn? Or rake some leaves? Perhaps clean the gutters or pull weeds?

         The truth was, Lyle did not believe in God—or at least, wasn’t sure he did. It began after Peter passed away. As if the will to believe, the energy to believe had been sapped from him.

         The summer after they buried Peter, there was a family reunion in a park pavilion beside an algae-choked lake. The old people hunkered down at picnic tables, gossiping and recycling stories, trading small-town news, avoiding politics, and drinking scalding coffee from white Styrofoam cups despite the hot afternoon air. Children scampered and scuttled about a nearby playground, sneaking sodas and juice boxes, cookies, ice cream, and dessert bars. Lyle stood listlessly, nursing a beer, lost in the world. He could see Peg, surrounded by a group of wives, no doubt trying to cheer her up, asking if there was anything they could do. For months, relatives and friends from St. Olaf’s Lutheran Church had been dropping casseroles and lasagnas at the house. Just ringing the doorbell and leaving food on their stoop. So much food it crowded their refrigerator. So much food for just two people, both heartbroken and utterly lacking in appetite.

         Setting his last can on the top of the overflowing trash, he grabbed another and strolled down to the lake to stand at the grassy shore. Which was where his cousin found him. This cousin, Roger, was a thin man with ever-unfashionable glasses and a wispy mustache who for the next few decades would be a missionary in Côte d’Ivoire. During that time, his skin never seemed to tan, seemed, in fact, to miraculously grow paler yet, more sallow. Lyle would see Roger every five years or so, when he returned to St. Olaf’s to brief the congregants on his mission in Africa, how their tithes were being used to drill new wells, to buy textbooks or mosquito netting.

         So with beer and sadness coursing through him, the sun hot on his face, and feeling angry, alone, and betrayed, Lyle said to Roger after some polite small talk, “Tell me about your relationship with God. Please.”

         Roger laughed. “Are you serious, Lyle?”

         Lyle took a long slug of beer. “Yup. Dead serious, cuz. Lay it on me.”

         And the missionary, smiling earnestly, looked out over the fetid, stagnant waters, and said, “Okay … So, one day, back in college, a friend asked me to visit his church. I didn’t much want to. I mean, this was college. There were other things to be doing. You know—Frisbee, girls, partying and staying up all night. But I went … And I just remember, sitting there in a pew, singing a hymn, and feeling like God had suddenly filled me up with love. Like I had waited my whole life for that moment to come. Like I was a lantern, and He was the light. It felt like that, like being remade into light. And after that, I began talking to God, and waiting for His direction. That was how I knew I’d been called to go to Africa. To become a missionary.”

         “He called you?” Lyle asked over the aluminum shine of his beer can as he lifted it up to his lips again.

         “That’s right.”

         “And, how did he call you, exactly?” Lyle pantomimed a telephone in his hand, bringing it to his ear. He wanted very much to mockingly sneer, Hello, Roger? This is God speaking. Do you have a minute, son?

         “It was just something I felt. Like a nudge. Or, I don’t know, maybe I felt pulled? It was all those things, I guess, but it was also this all-encompassing impulse. This conviction. I knew I had to do it. And I’d never experienced anything like that before.”

         “Pulled?”

         “That’s right. Lyle, are you okay? Are you in pain? Would you like to pray with me?”

         Lyle looked at Roger. A man so removed from Lyle’s day-to-day life he was almost a stranger. He took another swig of beer, crushed the can, and said, “Sure. Let’s pray.” For a moment he thought, he even relented, he hoped. Please, Lord, fill me with light. Please just let this hurt go. Please be with my beautiful baby boy in your heaven. He felt his body surging with sorrow; felt that he could explode into a fountain of tears.

         And so Lyle had stood hand in hand with his cousin in the thick July grass, gnats and mosquitoes and blackflies harassing his ears, the air still, the sound of children at play, the smell of hot dogs and cheeseburgers and bratwurst grilling, the eyes of all their family staring down on them from the packed pavilion, and he listened as Roger prayed for him, prayed for Lyle to allow the Lord access to his heart, prayed for the Lord to lift up Lyle and Peg, out of their sadness and mourning for their lost baby boy, prayed for the Lord to be their compass, and to lead them out of a wilderness of sadness, and then, Lyle was not holding hands with Roger anymore, but instead, their sweaty foreheads were pressed together, and Roger’s right hand had found Lyle’s chest, and his left hand took a grip of the back of Lyle’s sweaty head and he was quiet, save for a low hum, and the gentle squeaky swaying of his Rockports, back and forth. And for a moment, Lyle felt something very powerful—only it was not God, or Jesus, or the Holy Spirit, but rather another human being’s fervent, ecstatic belief in the supernatural—and then Lyle remembered his boy, remembered saying good-bye to that little baby at the hospital. Holding his baby with strong, suntanned arms, and touching his little white-pink fingers and toes, and marveling at the length of his eyelashes, his soft fingernails and toenails, and then it was time to pass his body to a nurse, and it was just he and Peg in an afternoon hospital room, and he remembered that so clearly, that anger and defiance, and thinking about God in that moment, and thinking, Damn you, damn you. Because what good could come from taking a baby from its mother’s arms? What good could come from welcoming an infant into the universe only to steal it away again a few short months later? Why? What kind of a god would do such a thing? And the only answers that Lyle could glean were these: either there is no God, or, God is cruel. And he could not bring himself to believe in a God so cruel.

         Finally he and Roger separated and Roger said, “God bless you, Lyle. I hope you can make space in your heart for Jesus.”

         Lyle was silent a moment. “Thank you for praying for me,” he said finally.

         He supposed he meant it, supposed that, in that moment beside the lake, his family staring down at him, he would have tried anything, anything in the world to feel whole again, to be with his boy, to not feel angry. But nothing had changed, in fact; nothing stirred and nothing disappeared. He walked up the incline to the pavilion, where voices were only now rising in volume again as folks pretended like they hadn’t just been eavesdropping, spying on him. And what he remembered, years later, was plunging his hand into a very cold cooler to reach for another beer, and holding his arm in that painful ice water for several seconds, and feeling his fingers go numb, and then the cold of an aluminum can in his fist, and someone slapping his shoulder as they guided him over toward the horseshoe pits where a few men were standing, watching him carefully, and then someone handed him two horseshoes, heavy in his hand. That steadied him somehow, the warm iron of the horseshoes in one hand, and the cold aluminum beer can in the other.

         Peg moved past Lyle and took hold of Shiloh’s hand, and at this Lyle turned away from the living room and instead walked into his bedroom and closed the door, and shut off the light, and sat down on his side of the bed with his eyes wide open and down the hall he heard his daughter say, “Dad?” and his wife say, “Lyle?” then a brief and heavy silence before the sound of their voices resumed, low and beseeching, “Dear God …,” they prayed.

      

   


   
      
         

            (4)

         

         SHILOH WAS ADOPTED, THREE YEARS AFTER PETER’S PASSING AND after they’d suffered a handful of miscarriages and endured dozens upon dozens of doctors’ appointments. Their marriage had taken on a new hue since the baby passed away. A shade of blue that seemed to color every room they inhabited, a cloud that smothered the sun. When they made love, it felt accidental, apologetic. When they kissed, it was with cool, tightly pursed lips. Peg’s presence at St. Olaf’s, Lyle sensed, was as much in mourning as in observance or celebration. Other parishioners, kind, well-meaning people, would stop her as she and Lyle left the narthex for the parking lot. “Oh, darling,” they would say, “we just feel awful for you, for you both. How terrible.” And Peg would bravely suffer their sympathy, only to release her sadness in the car as they drove home, bawling into a Kleenex and stomping her feet against the rubber floor mat.
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