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Praise for The End of Vandalism




‘A major figure in American literature, author of a string of novels without a dud in the bunch … Drury gives us the wondrous and engaging stuff of real storytelling’


DANIEL HANDLER, NEW YORK TIMES


‘Brilliant, wonderfully funny … It’s hard to think of any novel – let alone a first novel – in which you can hear the people so well. This is indeed deadpan humor, and Tom Drury is its master.’


ANNIE DILLARD


‘What excellent champagne Tom Drury is. He makes you feel smarter and funnier than you have any real right to. Under his spell you can appreciate both the scary emptiness and the scary fullness of your life, and when you’ve finished the bottle you wish you’d had more. Drury is a big-time American talent.’


JONATHAN FRANZEN


‘Some writers are good at drawing a literary curtain over reality, and splashing upon the curtain all the colours of their fancies. And then there are the writers who raise the veil and lead us to see for the first time. Tom Drury belongs to the latter, and is a rare master at the art of seeing.’


YIYUN LI


‘Here’s an author who sees and hears what others either miss or fail to note the significance of.’


RICHARD RUSSO


‘The always fresh perspective of this one-of-a-kind writer will have you responding like his character who “laughed with surprise in her heart”.’


KIRKUS REVIEWS


‘Although Drury has been compared to Garrison Keillor and Raymond Carver, he’s really in a class of one.’


LOS ANGELES TIMES


‘Drury’s fiction is chockablock with … tiny epics unfurling and resolving in quick, universally funny vignette’


BOSTON GLOBE


‘Extraordinary … This is a quiet book that grows in emotional resonance.’


PUBLISHERS WEEKLY on The End of Vandalism (A Best Book of the Year)


‘An endlessly entertaining tapestry of human comedy and small-town living.’


BOOKLIST on The End of Vandalism


‘Miraculous … reads like life itself … Drury builds a world in rural Iowa where we move in and settle and it feels so real, so plain, yet so absorbing it might be a memory of home.’


MEN’S JOURNAL on The End of Vandalism


‘Remarkable … Every so often a debut novel appears that simply stuns you with the elegance and beauty of its writing … A+’


ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY on The End of Vandalism


‘Breathtaking … A remarkable achievement … At once funny, sad, and touching … Drury’s alchemy draws on the best of Keillor and Carver to produce a new alloy.’


NEW YORK NEWSDAY on The End of Vandalism
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I HAVE LOST THINGS:


An Introduction to Tom Drury’s The End of Vandalism


by Jon McGregor





First, a warning.


If you read The End of Vandalism you will become one of those people who try and foist it upon other people, your eyes shining with the unsettling delight of having lived through it. You will become one of those people who quote the best sentences, flicking through the pages to where you have them underlined. Listen to this description of the vet, you’ll say: ‘His face was narrow, his hair thick, his eyes widely spaced. He’d been working with horses a long time.’ Or this account of someone working on a broken-down car: ‘She had got down on her hands and knees and looked, but this hadn’t fixed it.’ Or the scene with Sheriff Dan Norman painting his own election signs late at night: ‘The signs were nothing fancy. They said things like DAN NORMAN IS ALL RIGHT.’ I could go on. You probably will. But be careful. It’s not enough to tell people that this book is funny. There’s more to it than that.


The advocates of Tom Drury’s work have a problem: his novels look very similar to many other quietly-spoken realist novels of the rural American mid-west, and there’s no easy way of explaining why this one is so different. Grouse County, the setting for The End of Vandalism and the follow-up novels Hunts in Dreams and Pacific, is a fictional location, but one we think we recognise: a flat land, with gravel roads, scattered farmhouses, and the occasional lake. Water-towers. Ditches. Barns. This is unremarkable territory, which has been well-mapped in American fiction of the last 150 years. And yet. There is something a little off-kilter. Drury has talked in interviews of drawing on his own childhood memories – he grew up in Iowa – while setting these stories in the present day. So there is a kind of dislocation; an often 1950s or 1960s sensibility dropped into a 1990s social landscape. ‘Family agriculture seemed to be over,’ the narrator notes at one point, ‘and had not been replaced by any other compelling idea.’ These people seem adrift, uncertain of their place in the world while at the same time all too certain of their own identity. This is realism, then, but a realism jolted just that little bit sideways.


And it’s those sideways jolts – a retiree who takes LSD to ease his aching neck, a man who dies in his attic ‘surrounded by the jars of his jar collection’, the time Dave Green flew to Hawaii by accident – that give The End of Vandalism the vivid come-aliveness which distinguishes it from the other quietly-spoken realist rural novels for which it could easily be mistaken. There is a steady accumulation of unexpected detail, as, page by page, we meet new characters, and are given new information about them, and learn new and more complicated ways in which their lives intersect. There is no resorting to archetype, no easy use of shorthand; these people are, in very particular ways, downright odd. As all of us are. In the stories of our own lives things happen moment by moment, and we keep getting stranger, and this is the truth Tom Drury is leading us to here.


The characters in this novel are in love with storytelling. They launch into wildly tangential stories with little prompting, usually knowing that they will be patiently heard or at the least not interrupted. The stories are often not being told for the first time, and have the air of being honed in the retelling. (As does, of course, Drury’s careful prose.) We learn, in passing, of Lester Ward, who ran the hatchery in Pinville and always wore a hat; we learn why the sheriff’s department has no more than a barbershop’s worth of space (it goes back to 1947, ‘when the sheriff was a popular fellow called Darwin Whaley’); we hear, very briefly, about the failed Mixer cult of Mixerton; and we are reminded of Helene Plum, who ‘reacted to almost any kind of stressful news by making casseroles, and had once, in Fairibault, Minnesota, attended the scene of a burned-out eighteen-wheeler with a pan of scalloped potatoes and ham.’ (Notice the geographical detail, there; an essential part of the story, to those hearing it told in Grouse County. Notice, too, the deliciously impeccable punctuation.)


These stories are both the novel’s subject and its method. We move through the book, from scene to scene, character to character, location to location, by way of story: stories told, stories lived, stories hinted at. It’s been said, by people I wish could know better, that The End of Vandalism lacks a plot. And it’s true that if you’re the kind of reader who can get to the end of a novel where sixty characters muddle their way through a great variety of incident and tangled interaction, and still complain that ‘there wasn’t much of a plot’, this may not be the book for you. But if you live in the real world, where life stalls and lurches forward with little real pattern and where the textures of our relationships accumulate moment by moment, then this is a novel you will recognise as being crammed with narrative. These are not just quirky rural anecdotes Drury is spinning out for us. These are intricate, interconnected stories of the big things that happen in people’s lives; the failures and successes of relationships, businesses and families, the making and thwarting of plans.


I don’t think it would be too much of a spoiler – this is a book about real life, after all – to say that while everyone talks about how outrageously, laugh-out-loud funny this book is, they do sometimes forget to mention that there is a great sadness at its heart. When it comes, after much patient accumulation of quiet detail and story and straight-faced laughter, it hits with the shock of a bird striking a window; a great blue heron, say, gliding into the picture window of a newly-renovated frame house overlooking a peaceful and unruffled lake. There is tranquility, and gentle good humour, and then there is a crash and a bloody mess, and then there is tranquility again and things are changed. It’s a particular, lasting sadness, one from which there is no easy recovery or resolution; one which is in fact still vivid seventeen years later, when we meet these same characters again in Tom Drury’s fifth novel, Pacific. Forget all that stuff about the healing power of time, Drury tells us, quietly. Time won’t heal a thing. This book will hurt you, if you read it properly, and it will make you feel complicit, the way two happy home-owners feel complicit when they step outside to look at the still-warm body of a broken bird and think that if only the house hadn’t been built just there the bird would still be alive.


(I’m wondering, here, if it’s any coincidence that the image I’ve chosen for a sudden shock is that of a bird striking a window, when just such an incident occurs in the book a few pages earlier. I suspect it’s a mark of Tom Drury’s carefully worked sophistication that it is not.)


Complicit? Well, yes. If you read this book properly, with something approaching the same patience and empathy and open-heartedness which Drury has offered his characters, you will become invested in these lives. And this investment will be something you have created, as a reader, in collaboration with Drury. You will have given life to these people, only to let them experience pain. You will have allowed yourself to feel something like love for a group of complicated characters who do messy and regrettable and sometimes unlikeable things. Charles ‘Tiny’ Darling, to take one example, spends most of the book slouching towards trouble for what are often, in his telling, perfectly reasonable motives. And he does these things with such a good-natured acceptance of his own failures that we find ourselves rooting for his future well-being. ‘I don’t consider myself a loser,’ he says, in what I take to be one of his and therefore the entire novel’s defining moments; ‘and yet, I have lost things.’ How can you not love someone with such saint-like humility and self-knowledge?


This is the love that the best fiction teaches.


The best fiction teaches us to be better readers, and to be less tolerant of weaker or softer writing, and The End of Vandalism does that. But the best fictions also make us better readers of the world, and of the people around us: more attuned to the stories lying about the place, more aware of particularities, more likely to see the humour which insists on arising, and the sadness. The End of Vandalism does all of that as well. Brace yourself. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.


 


JON MCGREGOR            


NOVEMBER 2014         



















If you do not attain happiness, always remember that you are on a good path, and try not to leave it.


—the elder Zosima, The Brothers Karamazovv

























PART I


WORLD OF TROUBLE

























ONE





ONE FALL they held the blood drive in the fire barn at Grafton. Sheriff Dan Norman was there mainly as a gesture of good will, but one of the nurses didn’t make it, so Dan agreed to place the gauze in the crook of everyone’s arm. “And I thank you,” he would say.


It was early afternoon when Louise Darling came in. Dan knew her somewhat. Tiny Darling was along too—her husband. Dan thought Tiny had done some break-ins at Westey’s Farm Home on Highway 18. There was no real proof.


Louise had a red scarf over her hair. She removed her CPO coat so they could draw her blood. She wore a dark green T-shirt with a pocket. Dan admired her long white wrists and pressed the square of gauze to her pulse.


“I thank you, Mrs. Darling,” he said.


Then came Tiny. He had red hair, and a tattoo of an owl on the back of his hand. “You ought to be sending this blood to Port Gaspar,” he said.


“Where?” said Dan.


“Port Gaspar,” Tiny repeated. “The Navy sold the Eskimos a load of frozen salmon that turned out to be poisoned. So now they’re sick. They’ve got blood poisoning. And guess what the Navy does. Of course, they send in some lawyers to threaten the Eskimo community.”


“Where is Port Gaspar?” said Dan.


“In the South Pole,” said Louise. She had large green eyes and faded freckles. “We heard the report on the radio. It might not have been the Navy, but they came on Navy boats.”


“As observers,” said Tiny. “They rode on the decks in their own little section, cordoned off with cords. Now the Eskimos need to have their blood flushed out.”


Sheriff Dan Norman released Tiny’s arm and spoke to Nurse Barbara Jones. “Where does this blood go, anyway? All to Mercy?”


“That’s right,” she said, “but I’ll tell you what. One time my second cousin got blood-poisoned. You can’t mess with it. Dan, you know her—my cousin Mary.”


“Mary Ross,” said Dan.


“Mary Jewell,” said the nurse. “Now, her mother was a Ross—Viola Ross. She was first cousins with Kenny Ross, who went to Korea. She couldn’t even walk across the room.”


Louise Darling straightened her coat and tilted her head to the side. “I’m not sure if these were actual Eskimos,” she said.


“It was cold enough to be Eskimos,” said Tiny. “Those lawyers said, Any more complaints, we’re taking down this whole town with a snowplow.’”


“Their houses were made of snow,” said Dan.


“Evidently,” said Tiny.


 


Dan Norman next ran into Tiny Darling at a fight that happened one Sunday night at the Lime Bucket tavern. Dan had especially disliked bar fights ever since the time he got stabbed in the back with a pool cue and ended up going to a chiropractor instead of being outdoors all that summer. The chiropractor kept a bottle of vodka on a big safe behind his desk and insisted on being called Dr. Young Jim because, he said, his deceased father had been known as Dr. Old Jim. This time Tiny had Bob Becker by the hood of a red sweatshirt and was knocking his head against the handles of a foosball machine.


Dan collared Tiny and pulled him outside. The first snow of the year had begun and they could see it falling at a slant all up and down the empty street. Tiny was alert but quite drunk. From what Dan had been able to find out, the fight had been over whether Tanya Tucker was washed up in her career, with Tiny taking the position that she was not.


In the sheriff’s cruiser Dan and Tiny headed southwest on the Pinville blacktop, toward the lockup at Morrisville. About halfway there Tiny took a swing at Dan, and Dan had to pull over, get Tiny out, put the handcuffs on him, and stuff him in the back of the cruiser.


“I always thought you were smart,” said Dan through the cage. “Come to find out I’m sadly mistaken.”


“My arms are going out of their sockets,” said Tiny.


“Just as well be smacking your own head on the handles,” said Dan.


A long silence followed. “You have snow on your hat,” said Tiny.


Dan slowed for a raccoon groping its way across the road. “We know it was you that broke in at Westey’s,” said Dan. “Pretty clumsy on that door, by the way. But it’s beside the fact, since we’re not going to prosecute, so I don’t really know why I bring it up.”


Tiny laughed. “How tall is this cruiser?” he said. “A foot and a half?”


The lights were low at the jail in Morrisville, and inside, the two deputies and some of their friends were projecting slides of nudes onto a map of the county. “I wish I lived on Floyd Coffee’s farm tonight,” said Deputy Earl Kellogg, Jr. Dan told them to cut it out and take Tiny Darling and put him in a cell. Then he sat down to do the paperwork.


“Dopers are out there pushing dope,” said Tiny. “People stabbing that guy in the alley behind the bank. On the other hand is me, who gave blood.”


“What’s your real name, Tiny?” said Dan.


“Charles,” said Tiny. “I’m in the plumbing supply.”


“What a lie,” said Earl Kellogg. “Dan, Ted Jewell’s daughter called. I forget her name.”


“There’s Shea and there’s Antonia,” said Ed Aiken, the other deputy.


“All right,” said Earl. “The junior class there at Morrisville-Wylie is having a dance against vandalism, and this Shea Jewell said they want you to be a chaperon. They had Rollie Wilson from the EMTs, but you know Wilson’s had that fire.”


“We’ll see,” said Dan.


“It’s semi-formal,” said Earl.


Dan unplugged the projector, took the slides, and left. It was still snowing. He took a roundabout way back to Grafton and found himself coming up on Tiny and Louise’s place. Their yard light blinked through the trees. Tiny and Louise rented the white farmhouse that used to be the Harvey and Iris Klar place and was still owned by the Klars’ daughter Jean, who lived thirty miles away, in Reinbeck, and had a job that had something to do with the brick and tile company there.


Dan pulled in the driveway and got out. A white square-headed dog bolted from the toolshed and came leaping over the fine blue snow. The dog hardly made a sound, and Dan talked him into going back to the shed. Meanwhile, Louise Darling had opened the front door. Dan walked over to the house. Someone had lined the foundation with hay bales—that was good. Louise wore jeans and a white sweatshirt. Dan stepped inside, closed the door, and noticed that Louise had no shoes or socks on. The living room was dark except for the violet TV light.


Louise turned on a table lamp. “Where’s Tiny?” she said. She had long full brown hair parted on the side. Over in the corner a black camera stood on a tripod—Louise worked for Kleeborg’s Portraits in Stone City.


“Tiny got in a fight with Bob Becker at the Lime Bucket,” said Dan. “Tiny’s fine, but he’s drunk, so I took him to the Morrisville jail for overnight.”


“He’s not hurt,” said Louise.


“No,” said Dan. “As I say, he won the fight.”


“What’s he charged with?” said Louise.


“I’m not bringing anything,” said Dan. “I wash my hands of it. What are you watching?”


“What does that mean,” said Louise, “if you wash your hands?”


Dan stared at the TV. “He’ll be let go in the morning,” he said. “At eight o’clock in the morning they’ll let him go when they go off their shift.”


Louise went and drank something amber from a small glass. “God damn it,” she said. “Why can’t people leave Tiny alone?”


Dan sat down on the arm of a chair. “Louise,” he said, “in all fairness, people might ask the same of Tiny. He can be pretty obnoxious.”


Louise picked up a pack of cigarettes and sat down on the couch. “This is true,” she said.


“What is this?” said Dan, gesturing toward the TV.


“KROX Comix Classix,” said Louise. “There’s this tired priest, see, and this moth is driving him crazy in his room. The priest had to ride a bicycle over rocks all day.” Louise lit a cigarette.


“Huh,” said Dan.


“It’s a comedy set in Italy,” Louise said.


They watched that for a minute. Dan took off his hat and hung it on his knee.


“My face aches,” said Louise.


Dan went home in his cruiser. He had a fried-egg sandwich and a bottle of Miller beer. He lived in a turquoise and white mobile home outside of Grafton. He looked at the nude slides, but they were too small.


Louise painted her toenails—Dan had noticed that. She painted her toenails dark red. He imagined her dabbing away in some empty room of that drafty farmhouse.


 


An unusual series of thefts began in February. There were still waves of snow on the ground. The stolen items were huge—combines, feed trucks, even a yellow road grader from the county shed outside Wylie—and seemed to up and vanish. Soon the rumor started that a gang was involved, a possible gang that people called the Freight Haulers. There was much discussion but no consensus.


In the midst of this, old Henry Hamilton had a tractor stolen from his machine shed. When Dan arrived to take the report, Louise Darling was there as well. It was Sunday morning. Louise had blue earmuffs on. Henry kept chickens, and Louise nestled a gray egg carton in the crook of her arm.


They all three went into the machine shed, trailed by Mike, Henry’s part-shepherd. The shed had tin sides and a corrugated ceiling of translucent green plastic. There was a blue Chevy pickup, an ancient silver corn picker, and a place where the tractor had been. It was quiet. Henry brought up the Freight Haulers.


“They’re supposed to take everything to Texas in secret railroad cars,” he said. “This was an Allis-Chalmers, orange in color, with a radio. I put an umbrella on for shade in the summer. Of course, that’s put away now.”


“Did you lock the shed?” said Dan.


“I never have locked,” said Henry. “I have all my keys confused in a drawer.”


“Might want to rethink that,” said Dan.


“I wonder if it was these freight guys,” said Louise.


Dan walked around scuffing the dirt floor with his boot. “The whole idea is three-quarters myth,” he said.


“What?” said Louise, lifting the blue fur off one ear.


“My opinion, it’s overblown,” said Dan.


“Not according to the fellow from the extension office,” said Henry. “He said there are some things you can let go by, but not when they throw it in your face. He wouldn’t go beyond that. Now, what a guy ought to do, is slip over to the railroad yard and do some asking around with them.”


“I thought they just wanted great big items,” said Dan.


Henry lit his pipe and fanned out the match. “That was a good-sized tractor,” he said.


Mike slowly raised his head and barked once at the lime-colored light through the ceiling.


“Mike’s trying to say it was guys from space,” said Louise.


“No, Mike sees that swallow poking out his head,” said Henry.


Louise and Dan left the shed and walked over by the hog pen in front of Henry’s barn. It was cold. Louise’s cheeks were red. She slipped the toe of her boot through the rail, and some pigs came over to chew on it.


“You’re not missing anything, I hope,” said Dan.


Louise pulled her earmuffs from her head, the blue pads coiling together. “There were lights going by last night,” she said. “That’s all. I thought it could be Tiny—these lights going up and down the wallpaper. Tiny and I got separated, and it occurred to me he might be mad about that.”


“You and Tiny?” said Dan. “No kidding.”


Louise wiped her nose with the back of her glove. “We weren’t getting along,” she said. “We would talk but it wouldn’t be about anything.”


“What makes you say he might be mad?” said Dan.


“Who wouldn’t be?” said Louise. “It was seven years, practically. You begin to wonder what you had in mind the whole time.”


“Did he ever threaten to or actually hit you?” said Dan.


“No,” said Louise. “He might have taken a swing but it never would hurt.”


“Because there’s no reason you have to sit around living in fear,” said Dan. “That isn’t written anywhere.”


“Not mad like that,” said Louise. “Tiny would never hurt the individual person. More frustrated kind of mad.”


“But you’re still on the farm,” said Dan.


“I still am,” said Louise. “Tiny went to live with his brother Jerry Tate in Pringmar. It’s good in the sense that Jerry racked up his snowmobile on New Year’s Eve. He was wearing a scarf that got caught in the belt thing.”


“God damn,” said Dan.


Louise opened and closed the egg box. “Jerry is lucky to be alive,” she said. “It’s a trial separation.”


“We can give you what we call special attention,” said Dan. “We can come by your place on our patrols. It’s not really the height of security, but it’s still something.”


“All I have is the rusty Vega,” said Louise. “The whole bottom is about to shear off. They could haul that freight right now—it’d be O.K. with me.”


“You know, though,” said Dan, “sometimes you drive by a pickup and it might be parked on the shoulder with the flashers on. Now, say there’s baled straw all over the road, maybe there’s a man, there’s a woman, picking up the bales. Well, it’s easy to see what happened. But it’s too late to tie them tighter, obviously.”


“O.K., I’m lost,” said Louise, and she blinked. Dan was quiet for a moment. He could almost hear her eyelids going poink, poink.


“When the bales fall off,” he said.


Henry came around the corner of the barn with a bucket in his hand. “That’s right, you needed eggs,” he said. He led them into the low red chicken house. The room was warm and hazy and full of straw. The chickens beat their wings and ran like mad in every direction.


 


Dan got the crop duster Paul Francis of Chesley to take him up to look for the stolen machinery. They got off from the Stone City airport and headed south. The county had its winter colors—gray and bark brown shot through with strips of pale white. After a while, Paul, like all small-plane pilots in Dan’s experience, wanted Dan to try the wheel.


“Look left,” said Paul. “Look right. Look up. You even have to look up.”


The sun came out. “Where would you put a road grader?” said Dan.


“Keep your eyes moving,” said Paul. “Where could you bring her down if an emergency happened?”


“Back to you, in that case,” said Dan.


The small plane droned into the blue air. The engine roared and the heater blasted, but the cold was like a brilliant curtain all around them. When Dan tested the responsiveness of the wheel, the wing tilted and the plane headed into the watery space above.


“Level, level,” said Paul. Dan scanned a row of black instruments leading to a red and gold medallion that said, “The Sky Is Thine, O Lord.”


“You’re not looking,” said Paul. “Disregard the panel at this stage. I’ll tape them gauges up with masking tape.”


“I hate this,” said Dan. “I don’t want to be the pilot. That’s what you’re for, and how about taking me over Martins Woods? I mean it. Lesson over, king’s ex.”


“All right,” said Paul.


They said nothing for a while. Dan watched the snowy fields, the shimmering creeks, the cars on slick blacktop.


“Have you given any thought to joining our Methodist prayer group?” said Paul.


“No,” said Dan.


They flew for another hour. When Paul came in to land at Stone City he didn’t like the set of his wings, so he pulled up and went around again. They flew right into the sun, and Dan put his hand over his eyes. Paul still wasn’t overly pleased with the setup, but he brought the plane bouncing down on the runway. Dan banged his ear against the door of the plane. Dan met Louise at Kleeborg’s Portraits at the end of the day. They took the cruiser out to a tuxedo shop on Old Highway 18. There was one green car in the parking lot.


“It looks pretty closed,” said Dan.


“No, because it’s Thursday, and all the retail stores are open until nine on Thursday,” said Louise. “Is this like a date?”


“Is what like a date?”


“This right now.”


“I don’t know. More or less.”


Dan got out of the car, and Louise joined him on the sidewalk, where they stood looking at the rows of shiny jackets. “You can’t tell me this place isn’t closed,” said Dan.


But he pushed the door, and it opened. A small barrel-chested man in jeans and pointy sideburns and tiny cowboy boots stood looking at a cummerbund. “The lady left,” he said. “There was a lady here a while ago, but now she’s left.”


“Are those flares?” said Louise, pointing to the cuffs of the man’s jeans.


“They’re boot cut,” he said, and then he was out the door.


Louise watched him drive away in the green car. “Boot cut, my ass,” she said.


Dan looked into a little room in back. “Hello?” he said. A woman lay on a green vinyl davenport with her eyes closed.


“Is she dead?” said Louise.


Dan shook his head. “Her stomach’s moving,” he said. “I think she’s asleep.”


“Well, what should we do?” said Louise.


“I have a black coat,” said Dan. “And I have black pants. So all I need, pretty much, is a tie.” He picked out a narrow bow of red plaid, held it under his chin, and cleared his throat.


“Wait,” said Louise. She found a white shirt in cellophane and pressed it to his chest. “I don’t think you’re supposed to wear plaid unless it’s the actual tartan of your clan.”


“Keep in mind this is only semi-formal,” said Dan.


“It was on National Geographic,” said Louise. “They had a special about Scotland.”


“I forget which tartan my clan does favor,” said Dan.


“Get the shirt, too,” said Louise. She went over and tried on a powder-blue jacket with winged lapels. Her fingertips barely cleared the cuffs as she turned before a three-way mirror. “Check out this ugly son of a bitch,” she said.


Dan slipped the tie in his pocket and came over. Louise looked into the planes of the mirror, her hair tucked into the jacket collar. Dan lifted Louise’s hair and laid it like cloth on her shoulders. He saw a row of her in the mirror. She pressed the back of her neck against his hands. Her eyes closed, then opened: poink.


“You hurt your ear,” she said. They began to kiss.


 


At the End of Vandalism Dance, held in the Grafton gym, Dan stationed himself near the punch table to watch out for spikers. He spoke with Mrs. Thorsen, the small, strangely high-waisted science teacher. A band called Brian Davis and Slagheap played their own songs plus covers they had customized to reflect the theme. Every now and then Dan would go to the lobby doors and look out, to chase away the drinker kids hanging around the street lamp in their cars.


The gym was dark except for stage light, and the music rattled through it like sheets of tin. When the dancing was fast it reminded Dan of the Pony, and when it was slow it reminded him of people wandering in the cold. In the center of the floor the shop class had built a mysterious display. It was a row of tall, pointed wooden slats with a double-hung window built in and a flashing yellow light bolted to one side.


“It’s a collage of the different vandalism things,” said Mrs. Thorsen. She wore a yellow dress and her eyes were exaggerated by mascara. “You have the fence, the glass, the construction light. They were going to make another one and go ahead and break the glass and paint on the fence, and show the before and the after. I’m not sure why they didn’t, because probably it would have been better.”


“Probably,” said Dan.


“But I’m not going to say anything,” said Mrs. Thorsen, “because the shop class always takes such intense shit. Every dance is the same. You should have seen their Stairway to Heaven.”


After the intermission, Brian Davis came back with Slagheap and played “Rikki Don’t Throw That Lumber.” Mrs. Thorsen started telling Dan about the chinchillas she was raising with her husband. She practically had to shout. Something was wrong with the chinchillas, Dan couldn’t quite understand what. About this time Tiny entered the gym with a blue wrecking bar. Later everyone would say it had been like a music video, with dancers parting as if by hypnosis and the band playing “China Grove.” Dan had his back turned, but Mrs. Thorsen in her yellow dress was watching as Tiny moved past the punch area. He glided to the vandalism collage and swung the head of the crowbar through the window, spraying glass toward the stage. He exploded the orange light and splintered the planks of the fence. Then Dan got to him and tried to enclose him in his arms. “Whoa, whoa, China Grove,” sang the band. Tiny set his shoulders and shrugged out of Dan’s hold. Somehow Dan caught the head of the crowbar on the temple. It was probably not intentional, just a little whack on the temple. Dan fell back against the fence, and Tiny ran out.


By the time the glass and the other mess had been swept up and Dan had convinced Mrs. Thorsen to go on with the dance, Tiny was gone and the drinker kids had strategically moved their cars to the ball diamond across the street. Dan slipped on his suit coat and got into the cruiser carefully. He knew he had been hit on the head but thought it was not bad. He tried to radio in about what had happened, but when he turned the knob to tune the frequency, the light went out behind the dial.


He drove east on the gravel road to Louise’s house, where he found her sitting at the kitchen table, with a camera taken apart and neatly laid out in front of her.


“I must be psychic,” she said. “I saw a show about police to-night, and here you are in my kitchen.”


“Has Tiny been here?” he said.


“A couple days ago,” said Louise. “It was funny what he wanted. He wanted this old shot glass he got one time at the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas. ‘Where’s my little Sands glass?’ he said. ‘Where’s my little Sands glass?’ I had no idea what he was talking about. I’m going, ‘Which glass, Tiny? A glass with sand in it?’ But he had to have that glass.”


“What did he want it for?” said Dan.


She shrugged, examining a small red-handled screwdriver in her hand. “I guess to drink out of,” she said. “He wanted some other glasses, too. I guess his brother Jerry doesn’t have much for the kitchen.”


“Are you all right?” said Dan.


Louise nodded. “Except for this camera,” she said.


Dan looked at the camera parts on the checkered tablecloth—springs and mirrors and pins.


“Give me your hand,” he said. She did. Her fingers were strong and warm. “Thanks,” he said. They held hands across the table.


“You’re welcome,” said Louise.


Dan called Deputy Ed Aiken on Louise’s telephone and arranged to meet him at Tiny’s brother’s place in Pringmar. Jerry Tate lived in a gray bungalow on land that sloped down from the road. Heavy bushes surrounded the house, and Christmas lights still burned in the windows. Jerry Tate invited them in to sit but said he could not make coffee because he wasn’t supposed to move around after nine o’clock.


“I had a run-in with a snowmobile,” said Jerry. “Seven little plates have gone out of kilter. I might not come back one hundred percent. But the doctor says it shouldn’t interfere with my plans.”


“What plans are those?” said Dan.


“It’s a figure of speech,” said Jerry.


So Ed Aiken made coffee, and they drank it, and after a while Jerry said it wasn’t his business but it seemed to him that Tiny might keep going if he saw the cruisers out front. Dan and Ed went to move the cars and talk things over, and when they came back Jerry had locked the house up and turned off the lights.



















TWO





LOUISE DIVORCED Tiny that spring and found herself unable to watch television in a satisfying way. She could not settle into a show but had to keep drifting from station to station. On Jeopardy, as soon as there was a question that she could not answer, she would guess blindly—“Fiji? What is the island of Fiji?”—and change the channel to one of those phony crime shows, which she wouldn’t watch for long either.


One Sunday afternoon, after watching parts of a basketball game, Fishing with André, and How Steel Is Made, Louise drove the five miles into Grafton to see her mother. A sack of groceries occupied the seat beside her, the road was blank and empty, and the radio station played three Evelyn “Champagne” King songs in a row.


Mary Montrose lived on the west side of town in an L-shaped green house with white shutters. Louise pulled into the driveway and noticed an orange plastic bucket on the ground by the willow tree. She walked up the sidewalk, singing, “Get loose, get funky tonight.”


Louise went in the front door and down the hall, and just as she entered the living room the sun filled it with green light through the green curtains. Louise shifted the groceries from one arm to the other. “I’m going to make you spaghetti bake,” she said.


Mary Montrose lay reading a book on the davenport. She marked her place and sat up, a tall woman with silver-gray hair held back by a network of barrettes. “I thought I heard somebody in the driveway,” she said.


“What are you reading?” said Louise.


“Oh, some mystery,” said Mary. “I got it from the bookmobile. I don’t know whether I like it or not. There’s an awful lot of killing. They just killed some people at a picnic.”


“That’s no good,” said Louise. She carried the groceries into the kitchen and put them away. There was vodka in the freezer, and she made herself a vodka and cranberry juice, and returned to the living room.


“Pretty drink,” said Mary.


“It’s called a Twister,” said Louise. “Would you like one?”


“You know,” said Mary, “I wish I had a dress of that shade.”


Louise took a drink. “You know what I wish?” she said. “That I was a rock singer. I really mean it. I wish that.”


“You can carry a tune,” said Mary.


“Maybe I should go on a concert tour,” said Louise. “Say, why is there a bucket in your yard?”


“There shouldn’t be,” said Mary. She got up and walked to the window. “Oh, look at that,” she said. Then she checked the thermostat and came back to the davenport.


Louise sat down in the chair facing her mother. It was a recliner, and Louise reclined. She picked at the dark, star-shaped leaves growing along the arm of the chair. “Have you given any thought to cutting this back?” she said. “Look what it’s doing to the arm of this chair. Look what it’s doing to the davenport. I’m not saying to get rid of it. I’m saying get rid of some of it. Look at this. The arm of this chair is returning to the soil.”


Mary looked sadly at the magnificent ivy plant, which began on the coffee table and coiled its way around the room. “It would be too hard,” she said.


“Oh, Christ,” said Louise. “It would not, Mom. It would not. Do you want spaghetti bake or what?”


“Well, before they all died, they were grilling hamburgers at this picnic in my book,” said Mary, “and it made me hungry for a hamburger on the grill. Why don’t we run up to the lake and get a hamburger from the Lighthouse?”


“I can put hamburger in the spaghetti,” Louise suggested.


“I never get out of here,” said Mary. “I wouldn’t think it would be the end of the world if we ran up to the lake. Your problem is you sit out at that farm and you get isolated. You do, you get isolated.”


“I don’t get isolated,” said Louise.


“I don’t know what else you’d call it,” said Mary.


“Don’t call it anything,” said Louise.


“Besides,” said Mary, “wouldn’t you guess that sooner or later Jean Klar is going to get married and want to come back and live in that house? Sweetie, you’re a renter. You rent.”


“I know I rent,” said Louise. “I’m very aware of that.”


“They have Jimmy Coates’s house up for sale,” said Mary. “They want eighty-five hundred dollars, and I’ll bet you could get it for six thousand.”


“The problem with Jimmy Coates’s house is it would smell like Jimmy Coates,” said Louise. “And I don’t have six thousand dollars.”


Mary sighed. She went to the front hall and retrieved a brightly shellacked walking stick. Louise brought her chair upright and finished the Twister. “Where’d you get that?” she said.


Mary handed the stick to Louise; it had a snake’s features wood-burned into the handle. “Hans Cook,” she said. She put on a maroon jacket and zipped it up to her chin. “He was bringing his truck back from Ohio and he stopped to see some caves. They had a museum and little huts showing panoramas of Indian life.”


Louise examined the stick. “What are you going to do with a cane? You run across the room when the phone rings.”


“The phone doesn’t ring.”


In fact Mary’s phone rang often. She held the so-called widow’s seat on the Grafton town council. The seat, of course, was not strictly for widows. But Mary had been preceded on the council by Dorothy Frails, whose husband had been electrocuted while doing what he thought was going to be simple wiring on their back porch. And before Dorothy Frails there had been another widow, but not many people remembered who that was or how she lost her husband. (It was Susan Jewell, whose husband, Howard, took a nap in the attic, surrounded by the jars of his jar collection, and never woke up, on October 4, 1962.) Mary had been on the council nine years. She considered dog issues her specialty, and once, at a convention in Moline, had given a slide presentation on the history of the muzzle.


Louise and her mother walked outside. Mary headed for the willow, speared the orange bucket with the walking stick, and tossed it over the hedge into Heinz and Ranae Miller’s yard.


“I thought that was your bucket,” said Louise.


“No, I believe it’s Heinz’s,” said Mary.


 


They went up to Walleye Lake on Route 33. Louise’s Vega made a huge racket. It had a piece of metal sticking out of the muffler. Louise knew this because she had got down on her hands and knees and looked, but that did not fix it. Summer was more than a month away, and the sky had an anxious pale color. Mary rode with one hand on the dashboard and the other on the edge of the seat. Louise stubbed out a cigarette in the ashtray.


“How is Hans Cook?” she said.


“Oh, Hans Cook is all right,” said her mother. “But I’ll tell you, we went to a movie in Stone City, what, two, three weeks ago, and the way he laughed really embarrassed me. The movie was supposed to be funny. I know that. But you have to draw the line somewhere.”


“What movie was this?” said Louise.


“Oh, with Carol Burnett,” said Mary. “Annie. I was about to crawl down the aisle and out the door. There again, I know he takes drugs.”


“Oh, right,” said Louise.


“Well, he takes LSD,” said Mary.


Louise stared at her. “Hans Cook takes the drug LSD?” she said. “Big fat Hans?”


Mary pointed at the windshield. “You never mind. Keep your eyes on the highway.”


“I see it,” said Louise. “Are you kidding me about Hans Cook?”


“His neck gives him trouble,” said Mary. “He’s always driving someplace, and he says his head kind of pushes down on his neck. He’s not built right. He has an extra vertebra. He has something extra, anyway. Well, this is what he says. He claims the LSD makes his neck feel better.”


“What does he take for a headache, crack?”


Mary took off her glasses and cleaned them with a tissue. The glasses had square lenses and dramatic arms, and Mary’s eyes looked small and tired without them. “No, I don’t think he takes crack,” she said.


“Maybe he’s been spiking your wine cooler,” said Louise, and Mary didn’t say anything, so Louise said, “Jesus Christ, you’re not taking it, too.”


Mary glanced at a windmill going by outside the window. “I don’t doubt that Hans would give me some,” she said. “But I wouldn’t take any, and Hans knows this. The drug is paper. It would be like chewing a receipt from the store.”


They drove into the town of Walleye Lake. A woman in an oncoming station wagon began to turn in front of them but slammed on the brake when Louise leaned on her horn.


“That’s right, honey,” said Louise. “I’m coming straight.”


 


The Lighthouse was across the street from the Moonview Inn in town. It was a drive-in restaurant built around a bleached-orange tower. A green neon tube circled the top of the tower, and the light was on although it was not yet dark. In full season, waitresses in white sailor hats would circulate among the cars, but in the spring customers had to line up at the counter under the tower, and on this evening the line was long. Directly in front of Louise and Mary were a father and a little girl carrying a stuffed horse. The little girl had light blue eyes and long brown hair. Mary said hello to her and asked the name of the horse.


“Can’t touch this,” said the girl. “Hammer time.”


“Hammer, how ferocious,” said Mary. “I used to have a horse, her name was Velvet. That’s right, a big old lady like me. I was chosen from all the girls in all the riding clubs to bring my horse Velvet to opening day of the Iowa State Fair. I had white leather gloves that rode high on my arms, and who do you think was on the horse by my side? Well, it was Tim Thompson. He was the best barrel racer in the nation, and he was from California.”


The father had turned to listen. He wore a cardigan sweater with a bowling pin on it, and had the same spooky eyes as his daughter. Together they reminded Louise of the kind of peaceful, doomed space aliens you might see on Outer Limits. The girl chewed on the neck of the stuffed horse, then raised her head. “What’s a barrel racer?” she said.


“That’s someone who rides around barrels like they did in Western times,” said Mary, leaning thoughtfully on her walking stick. “Anyway, this Tim Thompson—”


“Why did they ride around barrels?” said the girl.


“Sweetie, I guess they were in their way,” said Mary. “But you can disregard the barrels. They really don’t have much importance to the story. Anyway, everyone knew Tim Thompson. So we rode up the midway and onto the racetrack, and when we got to the grandstand Tim Thompson turned to me and said, ‘Mary, you ride better than the women do in California. You ride much better than they do.’ See, he was tickled by my riding, and he said he was going to give me a present. But then the fair got going, and there was a rodeo that he had to be in, and he forgot about the present. Well, I didn’t forget, but I rode home in a dream anyway. The only other thing I’d ever done was walk beans. It was a long time later when a delivery boy brought a package to my dad’s farm. This boy worked for Supersweet in Grafton, and his name was Leon Felly, and he had freckles over every bit of his face. He gave me a cardboard box, and I opened it, and it was an ivy plant from Tim Thompson.”


“Did you hear that?” said the father. “The lady got her present finally.” He rubbed his forearm absently, and soon he turned his daughter and himself away from Mary.


“She has a crutch,” the girl said.


Louise looked sideways at Mary. “That ivy is from your mother,” she said.


Mary scowled. “What ivy?” she said. “You always just assume you know what I’m talking about. There’s a big world of ivy out there, Louise. You’ve never seen the plant from Tim Thompson. It died that winter—the winter following the fall when I rode in the fair. It was one of the worst winters we ever had, and a big frost came and tore up all the hollyhocks and all the ivy, including the ivy that Tim Thompson gave me.”


“He never gave you no kind of ivy,” said Louise.


Mary laughed bitterly. “We walked out the windows onto snowdrifts that year,” she said.


“You never walked out the windows,” said Louise.


 


Meanwhile, a commotion had developed at the head of the line. The father picked up his daughter, and Mary and Louise stepped away from everyone to see. A customer wearing a red letter-jacket that said “Geoff Lollard School of Self-Defense” in white flannel letters was shouting at the man behind the counter. The customer was a big guy with a butch haircut and kept smacking the counter with his hand. The counterman was young and heavy, with a green apron, and a fearful smile plastered on his face.


“You’re in a world of trouble, you smiling son of a bitch,” said the customer. “I know where you live! I know when closing time is! I know where you work! You work here! Stop smiling, god damn it! I’ll cut you. So help me I will.”


“Oh, Pete,” said the counterman. He had a hollow, sad, sing-song voice that seemed to rasp a nerve in the man in the red self-defense jacket. “Oh, now, Pete, settle down.”


Pete kept cursing the counterman. He seized a gleaming napkin dispenser and began stalking him down the length of the counter.


“You don’t want to do this, Pete,” said the counterman, and Pete threw the dispenser viciously. The counterman dived and the dispenser knocked a deep-fat-fryer basket off its peg on the back wall.


The counterman got up. “Well, great, Pete, you cracked it,” he said. “I hope you’re pleased with yourself, because you really have cracked it.”


But Pete had already left the counter, and now he stormed past the line of customers, tilting his head, swearing at the sky. His features were delicately arranged in the center of his big face, and he had a Band-Aid above one eye. As he passed Louise and Mary, he veered close, and his boot struck the butt of Mary’s walking stick. The stick was pulled from Mary’s hand, and as she stepped backward into the blue-eyed father and daughter, Pete and the stick seemed to wrestle briefly before falling over on the asphalt. It was apparent that Pete had scraped the heels of his hands, and the people in the line gasped and touched the heels of their own hands protectively. Pete scrambled to his feet and began to run, as if the stick were after him. He made it to an orange Volkswagen bus that was parked under a herbicide billboard, and he got in and drove away.


“Do you want help?” the man with blue eyes asked Mary. His voice was constricted by his daughter’s arms around his neck. “I guess he tried to steal some candy. My understanding is, he put a roll of candy in his pocket.”


“Him and the other guy must know each other,” said Louise.


“Oh, yeah!” said the man. “I’m sure they go way back. I guess this Pete guy thought the other one would just play dumb while he made off with the candy.”


Mary took out her barrettes, brushed her hair, and put the barrettes back. “So you think the guy in the red,” she said, gesturing at the herbicide sign, “knew the cook beforehand?”


Louise took her cigarette case, unsnapped it, and bent to light a cigarette. “He just said he did, Ma,” she said.


“Oh, yeah!” said the man. “No question but what they know each other. Ease up, honey. You’re strangling Dad. I would definitely call 911 if I was that guy. I don’t know why he isn’t calling them right now. I would be. You bet I would.”


“You know what, though,” said Mary. “I’ll bet that guy got away with the candy anyway.”


The man nodded. “Pete did,” he said.


“Well, wait,” said Mary. “Pete, or the one in the red coat?”


“Pete is the one in the red coat,” said the man.


“Pete got in the van,” said Louise.


The man nodded. “That’s right,” he said. “Pete got in the van.”


“Be quiet about Pete!” said the little girl. She touched a hand to her forehead. “I’m sick.”


“You’re fine,” said the father.


“Put a Band-Aid on my eye,” said the girl.


Louise and Mary ordered the California hamburgers, and French fries, and mugs of root beer. Louise gave the counterman a cigarette and reached across to light it for him. His fingers trembled as he formed a shield around Louise’s lighter. Then he set out two red and white cardboard baskets for their fries. Louise and Mary ate in the car, returned the heavy glass mugs to the counter, and drove home to Mary’s house. They watched a television show about murder; Louise discovered a large flaw in the plot, and Mary had a glass of milk and sat on the davenport. During a commercial, Louise looked at the clock on the wall and turned to Mary.


“Do you really think I’m that isolated?” she said.


Mary looked at her blankly, touched by something profound. She walked out to the hallway, speaking to Louise from the dark.


“I didn’t get home with my stick,” she said.


 


The next day Louise helped the portrait photographer Kleeborg with high school graduation photos. She applied makeup, tilted and adjusted lights, put film holders in Kleeborg’s old hands. The day went normally except for one girl who did not look very promising from the start. She had short, straight blond hair, but her eyes were red and her clothes crooked. She was supposed to have her portrait taken in the outdoor setting. This was in the corner of the studio and amounted to a section of rail fence with plastic leaves and an evergreen backdrop. While Louise was trying to get some Murine drops in the girl’s eyes, however, the girl just hunkered down with her back to the fence and moaned.


“I don’t want to go away to school,” she said. A drop of Murine spilled from the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek. “I don’t want to go away to school. And I’m so hung over. I will never pick up another glass of wine in my life.”


“Why is she on the floor?” shouted Kleeborg. He lifted the cloth from his head and stood beside the camera. “Your whole life is in front of you!” he said. He had been using this expression all week, but now it sounded like a threat. Louise helped the girl up, took her into the bathroom, and got her some Alka-Seltzer. The girl’s name was Maren Staley, and it turned out that she had been accepted at the University of Oregon but didn’t want to go there and leave her boyfriend, Loren. But her mother, who hated Loren with a passion, had her mind set on Oregon and had gone as far as forging enthusiastic letters to the college and signing Maren’s name.


Maren threw her head back and drank the water with the Alka-Seltzer. She set the glass on the toilet tank and, panting softly, said, “It’s just that I don’t want to go away to school.”


Louise put an arm around her shoulder. “Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad,” she said.


They went out in the hallway. There was a brass bed that had been used in advertisements for Brown’s department store, and Maren lay down on it. Then she got up, went in the bathroom, and threw up. She came back drying her face with a towel and lay down again. “Whatever made me think I could drink,” she said. “Whatever, ever made me think I could drink.” Louise knew the kind of hangover the girl had—it helped to say things more than once. Soon Maren fell asleep, and she did not wake up for about two and a half hours, when she went out and bicycled slowly away.


 


On Wednesday night after work, Louise drove over to Walleye Lake to pick up her mother’s walking stick, which someone at the Lighthouse had leaned against the counter near the lost-and-found shelf. The stick was ugly to Louise, and she dropped it in the back of the car and buried it with old newspapers. She decided to drive by the lake on her way out of town. The street to the water was narrow and flanked by bars, a barbershop, a small park, and a consignment store with a broken window. Some old men in fishing caps looked up, and one of them waved at the sound of Louise’s car, and Louise got the impression that he was toothless, although she did not get that good a look.


She parked and walked down Town Beach. The water was choppy and gray, and Louise’s hair swirled around her face. She stopped at the edge of the water to wet her hands. The lake was sparse and wild, like a place where TV scientists would go to find blind fish from the beginning of time. The sand was covered with black weeds and tiny gray rocks. Up the beach, someone called her name and waved from the corner of the stone picnic shelter. It was Johnny White, who had graduated with Louise from Grafton High School in 1974.


Louise had seen him a few times since then. Once she saw him at a car wash, wrestling a towel from a coin machine. Once she saw him sitting on a bench in Grafton with a large black Afghan dog. She and Johnny had dated in high school. She remembered watching from the bleachers as he performed in the class play, a musical about labor conflict in California. He sang a ballad called “Peaches (Find Me a Girl).” He flung his strong arms wide. “Peaches! Peaches! These two arms grow weary of peaches.” Louise had had some Wild Irish Rose before the play, and she remembered thinking that she didn’t know anyone else with the sheer guts to get up and sing that song. Johnny sang in a smooth tenor voice that sounded very false to Louise, but somehow that did not take away from the accomplishment. Now Johnny worked for the county, and he was wearing a knee-length denim coat over a green shirt and tan pair of pants. When he was in high school his face had had a boyish appeal, but now he looked heavy, and on his head he wore one of those puffy leather caps that rock stars wear when they go bald. But his eyes were still sort of handsome.


Louise and Johnny sat under the wooden rafters of the picnic shelter. It turned out that these days Johnny lived in the former First Baptist Church in Pinville. (Pinville was a very small town on a back road between Grafton and Morrisville.) The church had been purchased from the Baptists several years before by Johnny’s father, a wheeler-dealer farmer who was often said to be “rich on paper.”


“Dad was going to make it a supper club,” said Johnny. “It could still happen. Probably not, though. He just bought a quonset full of auger parts from a guy in Sioux City. He thought he could turn them over fast. But there’s something wrong with them. I’m not sure what. I think they might be impounded.”


“Is that right,” said Louise.


“It’s like when I went to Cleveland,” said Johnny. “This was after Lisa and I had been married one year. We rented her uncle’s house in Cleveland, and we started a restaurant on East Superior. We took a Sinclair station and converted it into a restaurant. But they put out the word on us. They said our hot dogs tasted like gasoline.”


“Did I hear something about this?” said Louise. “Was there an explosion or something?”


“No, there wasn’t any explosion,” said Johnny. “There wasn’t even any gasoline by that time. We had emptied out the tanks, and the man from the county came down and watched us empty out the tanks. But we were ruined by this gas rumor, because hot dogs were the mainstay of the restaurant, hot dogs and franks.”


“I’m sorry,” said Louise.


“If we hadn’t gone bankrupt, I bet Lisa and me would still be married,” said Johnny. “Once I accidentally put my hand on the grill, and she just watched. You can’t really see the scar in this light. Wait. Here it is. It’s sort of like the whole hand is a scar. I don’t know. We have two kids, Megan and Stefan, and I will say I miss those goddamned kids.”


“They stayed in Cleveland?” said Louise.


“Well, Parma,” said Johnny. “Same thing.”


Louise and Johnny talked for a while longer, and then Louise left him sitting under the picnic shelter and walked to her car. Leaving Walleye Lake, Louise turned on the radio. Johnny Cash was singing about an auto worker who built himself a car out of parts he had smuggled out of the factory over a period of many years.


The lighter popped out, and Louise put a cigarette in her mouth. She looked at the orange ring of the lighter. “Give me that car,” she said.


 


The town council met in the lunchroom of the former Grafton School, which had been built out of brick in 1916 and left mostly vacant since 1979, when the Grafton School merged with Morrisville-Wylie. The official name of the resulting school district had been Morrisville-Wylie-Grafton, but that was too long, and although people suggested taking some of the first several letters from each town and calling the district Mo-Wy-Gra, this was plainly foolish, and so the district went on being Morrisville-Wylie, as if Grafton had floated off the map. Louise, who had stopped by the meeting in order to return her mother’s walking stick, came in just as four firemen were finishing a request for new axes. They had brought some of the old ones along to show their decrepit condition, but the council said to wait until the state money came in, to which Chief Howard LaMott said, “What state money? There is no state money. I’ve been chief four years now, and guess how much state money there has been in that time. None,” and the four firemen picked up their axes and left, looking dismayed enough to go out and chop something down.


Louise watched them go, and noticed Hans Cook sitting two rows back. The chairs were small, especially in relation to Hans. He wore a red Tyrolean hat and smoked a Tiparillo, the ash of which he deposited in the cuff of his gray pants. He seemed to be rocking slightly in his chair. Next up was the issue of Alvin Getty’s dog biting Nan Jewell. Nan Jewell was a good eighty years old and made her way to the front of the room wearing a dark blue dress with a white lace collar—a beautiful old dress, a dress a Jewell would wear. Alvin Getty stood among the chairs with his German shepherd, King, on a leash. King wore a red bandanna, kept his head down, and moved a chair around with his tail.


“King is not a bad dog,” said Alvin Getty. “He bit you the one time—O.K., that’s true. But you were in his garden. That makes no difference to me, but this is a dog. Wrong, yes, it was wrong. This is why I’m willing to do what I’ve been saying all night, since six-thirty and it’s now nine-thirty, and that is, I will build a great big cage and stick him in it.”


“That’s no garden,” said Nan Jewell. “It’s an empty lot strewn with tires. I hardly think I would be walking in such a mess. I walk down the middle of the sidewalk, because if I don’t, I could get dizzy and fall. And this is well known.”


“You show me a tire on that property and I will swallow it whole,” said Alvin Getty.


Hans Cook laughed heartily. Louise’s mother stood. She wore a black turtleneck and a green jumper with large pockets. “Thank you,” she said. “There’s only one thing you can do with a German shepherd who bites, and I don’t think it’s any great secret. The idea of a cage does not impress me. Jaspersons’ dog was supposedly kept in a cage, and we know how that turned out. Looking at King here tonight with his pretty scarf, naturally we all want to scratch his head. But I say put him to sleep. Who’s with me?”


“Wait,” said Alvin. “I have a witness. Mrs. Spees owns the pet store in Stone City. And that store has a good selection, too. Go ahead, Mrs. Spees.”


But before Mrs. Spees could begin, Louise stood and raised her hand.


“What is it, honey?” said Mary.


“The floor yields to Louise Montrose,” said Alvin Getty.


“Darling,” said Louise. “It’s Louise Darling. Mom, I got your stick back from the lake.”


“Oh, thank you,” said Mary. “Just leave it by the door. That’s my walking stick, everybody.”


“I also have something to say about the topic,” said Louise. “I think you should give the cage a try. I don’t think Jaspersons’ dog is a fair comparison, because they never made a sincere effort.”


“Thank you for your opinion,” said Mary. “Nobody wishes a cage would work more than I do.”


Louise went home and had spaghetti and asparagus for supper. She took a bath, turned on the TV that was perched on her dresser, and got in bed. The wind came up and seemed to lift the windows in their frames. Louise fell asleep and dreamed that ivy was growing over the top of her. When she awoke, it was that late hour in which they play the strangest commercials. Here was one for a 900 number you could dial in order to talk to people with serious illnesses. On the screen a beautiful young woman sat wrapped in a blanket with a telephone in her lap. Louise got up and turned off the TV. She got back in bed. The wind blew, the house made one of its mysterious cracking sounds, and the phone rang.


“I’ve been trying to sleep,” said her mother. “I can’t sleep, and it’s your fault. I know I’ve made mistakes, but please tell me what compels you to stand up in front of people and say I’m wrong.”


“Well,” said Louise, “you were being so mean to that dog.”


“You care more about a dog than you do about your own mother,” said Mary. “Why can’t you be on my side? I stand up there all alone, and all you’re concerned about is a dog.”


“The topic was a dog,” said Louise.


“You leave me stranded among strangers,” said Mary.


“I’m on your side, Mom,” said Louise. “I’m on your side. What did happen with King?”


“This is what I mean,” said Mary. “King, King, King, King, King.”


“Why don’t you make a drink and calm down,” said Louise.


“What happened to the almighty King,” said Mary.


“Why don’t you fix yourself a drink,” said Louise.


Mary sighed. Then she was quiet for so long that Louise began to wonder whether she had put the phone down and walked away.


“That pet shop woman talked for one solid hour,” said Mary. “They had to table my motion and adjourn just to get rid of her.”
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