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Author’s Note


Although I have based this story on the experiences and stories of ranch families in Montana, the town in which it is set—Lonetree—does not actually exist. Like the characters in this novel, Lonetree and Chance’s Dairy Farm, and the Chance family itself, are products of my imagination, though it is my belief that the feelings they experience and the kinds of hard times they live through are ones many others have known.



One

EVEN IN THE PITCH DARK, NATE FIGURED HE COULD walk this particular stretch of gravel road from the two-lane blacktop to his family’s farm, he knew it that well: the barn, the implement shed, the pond where his sister, Junie, liked to launch her little homemade boats, and beyond it, the four hundred acres that made up Chance’s Dairy Farm. Their land—just a small piece, compared to the ranches on all sides—stretched out almost perfectly flat as far as the eye could see, except for a single rise, at the far corner, where a stand of poplar trees marked the spot his father called the animal burial ground. Off at the farthest end of the property, the skeleton of a long-abandoned windmill pierced the otherwise-unbroken sky.

A long time ago, when he was little, Nate and his dad hiked to the edge of their land together to watch the total eclipse of the sun. They’d buried a time capsule under the poplars that day, with a Matchbox car inside, along with the wrapper from the Mounds bar they’d shared, a handful of plastic Indians, and his dad’s old baseball cap.

Today, as the school bus made its way along the dirt road that curved around the barn to where his family’s house came into view, an unfamiliar sight greeted him. A police cruiser was parked out front, and in the yard stood two officers in uniform. One he recognized as the umpire from last summer’s Little League games. The other was the dad of somebody from school, a kid a few years younger than he was—sixth grade, maybe. He was one of those regular-looking dads you sometimes saw, manning the grill at the annual baseball picnic, that Nate used to wish, guiltily, his own father resembled—his father, as everyone knew, being different from the others.

Nate’s best friend, Larry, sitting next to him, spotted the cruiser too. “Man oh man,” he said. “You think your family got robbed or something?”

“Maybe some convict’s on the loose,” said a girl named Susan, who was always recounting the plots of TV shows like Dr. Kildare and Perry Mason. “And they took your mom hostage.”

Across the aisle from Nate, his little sister, Junie, looked suddenly anxious. “It’s probably nothing, J,” he told her. “I bet they’re just collecting for some fund-raiser. More than likely, they want Mom to make her lemon bars again.”

By the time he stepped off the bus, Nate knew something was wrong. He could see it in the face of his mother, standing outside in her old blue dress and a cardigan, though the February air was cold enough to sting.

“Take your sister in the house, Nathan,” she said, her voice tight and low, as he surveyed the snow-covered yard: the officers, the cruiser, and a second cruiser he hadn’t noticed before. Over by the barn a third policeman held tightly to the leashes of a couple of bloodhounds, barking like they’d caught the scent of a dead animal. Rufus, their farmhand, would normally be heading out to the barn for the late-afternoon milking right about now, but he had set his bucket down and was talking with rare animation while another officer—number four—wrote in a notebook.

Before Nate could ask what was going on, one of the officers took hold of his shoulder and pushed him toward the house. “Mom—,” he started, but she just stood there, motionless, as if she couldn’t hear.

He could make out Larry, staring through a window of the bus. Henry, the driver, was just backing up to turn around. Out the back more kids craned to see as they pointed toward the barking dogs.

“Go on inside, son,” the officer said again. Only it was too late. Nate had spotted them. Two other officers moved slowly toward the farmhouse, with a third figure, bent over and staggering, supported between the uniformed men. It took a moment to realize who this other person was: Nate’s father.

Junie saw too. She started running toward her father, running as hard as she could, until one of the policemen grabbed hold and held her back.

“This isn’t the time to see your dad, honey,” he said. “You’d best go inside with your brother.”

Nate stared at the figure, slumped between the officers, moving toward them. He recognized the work boots and the old blue jeans, the mop of sandy hair. The part that was new was the blood, pouring down his face, and the terrible, crumpled expression. It looked as if the weight of the whole world were pressing down on his shoulders, as if something had broken inside him that could not be fixed. He must have put his hands to his face at some point, because they were bloody too, and on his work pants were splotches of deep red.

“What’s going on?” Nate called out, his voice as choked as if a pair of hands clutched his throat. The officer was holding him by the shoulders.

His mom was there too, putting her arms around him, or trying to. “It’s going to be okay,” she said, but she didn’t sound like she believed it.

“I need to see my dad,” Nate yelled, louder this time.

From one of the cruisers, Nate could make out the crackling sound of the dispatcher on the radio and one of the policemen answering in the clipped tone Nate had heard on Dragnet, where whatever terrible thing was going on that week on the show was boiled down to a few flat syllables.

“Victim of a gunshot wound over at the Chance farm,” the policeman said into the microphone. “Guy’s been missing since this morning, but the dogs finally located him, wandering the back forty. From where the bullet entered his head, you’d never think he could’ve survived.”

“I have to see him,” Nate yelled. More desperate now.

“Daddy!” It was Junie this time. They were putting her father in the back of an ambulance that had pulled up, and she was wriggling and crying, trying to get free of the police officer’s grasp.

“Bullet must’ve missed his brain,” the officer said into the transmitter. “That’s the miracle of it. Unclear exactly what happened. The guy isn’t making any sense.”

For a long minute Nate didn’t move. He heard one of the officers, calling again to get the kids in the house; the barking of the bloodhounds; the police car idling out front; Aunt Sal’s car pulling onto the gravel drive next to them. He could hear the faint, muffled weeping of Junie—who seemed to have gotten the impression the blood came from the dogs biting their dad. He heard the cows, overdue to be milked, lowing in the barn and Rufus muttering, “See what I mean? Crazy.”

From his mother, no sound.

Nate smelled sweat and realized it was his own. He could feel the thick arms of the police officer, wrapping around his waist and lifting him off the ground, as he bucked to free himself.

“Get your hands off me,” he yelled. “Just leave me alone.”

“Easy, honey.” Aunt Sal this time, her cool hand pressing hard on his jacket, like she was easing an ornery bull back into the stall.

“Let go of me! I want my dad.”

He flung his whole body down, scrabbling his fingers in the frozen ground. Hands pulled at him—Aunt Sal and two of the policemen. He could see the feet of the dogs as they pawed against the sides of the police van, hear the scratchy sound of the dispatcher on the radio and, quieter, the voice of his father as he was eased into the ambulance. Not words, just a low moaning.

He tried crawling on his belly. He had to get to his dad, but the hands kept him back. The door slammed and the ambulance pulled away.

One of the officers lifted him up. “Easy, kid. You don’t need to be seeing this.”

“That’s my dad inside. I have to see my dad.”

“Your dad’s in no shape, son. We’re bringing him to the hospital. Your mother’s coming along to answer some questions. You’d best let the adults take charge and go on in the house.”

Nate kept kicking, so hard one of his shoes came off. He watched the boot sail past the tire swing their father had put up for them and land in a mud-encrusted snowdrift along the gravel.

“Come on now, honey,” Aunt Sal was saying. “Let’s you and me and Junie go in the house and fix ourselves some hot chocolate.”

As he watched the ambulance disappear down the driveway Nate took a last look at the figure in the back—his father. By the time he reached the back door, he was quiet. He even knew to take off his one remaining boot, along with the wet sock, so he wouldn’t track mud onto the linoleum.



Two

EVEN JUNIE KNEW THAT THEIR FAMILY’D BEEN HAVING hard times. Poppa—their mom’s father—whose adjacent ranch was four times the size of their own small dairy and hay operation, was always criticizing his son-in-law for not being a good enough farmer. But to Nate, it seemed like his dad had just had a bunch of bad luck: milk virus taking five of their best heifers two years back, followed by a drought that wiped out half their feed crop. Then came the new regulations from the dairy association that required them to buy expensive refrigeration equipment if they wanted to keep selling their cream. For as long as Nate could remember, they’d kept the cream jugs chilled in the wooden box his dad had rigged up in the creek that ran behind the barn. Now the county health department said that wasn’t good enough, and the Meadow Gold truck, which used to come by once a week to buy their thick, rich Jersey cream, hardly ever stopped at Chance’s Farm.

Last year their Mercury needed a new radiator, only there was no money to buy one. This year it was the washing machine that gave out. Nate didn’t know the particulars, but late at night he’d hear his parents talking in the kitchen, and where once there’d been laughter and his dad’s deep bass voice, now it was arguing, and something worse: a sound, from his mother, of disappointment and defeat.

“It’s not Dad’s fault we’re having troubles,” Nate told his grandfather the day he’d come by the house a couple of summers back to find Nate’s mom bent over the books, crying.

“Where’s Carl at this time?” Poppa asked. When his mom explained about taking Junie to the rodeo in town, Poppa had just shaken his head. Poppa never said much, but Nate knew his grandfather disapproved of his dad. It was Poppa who’d given them their land, and in his opinion, his son-in-law hadn’t done a very good job with it. Even with the money their mom made teaching piano, they were just barely getting by.

But Dad had said all of that was going to change. Back in the spring he’d borrowed a lot of money from an old friend of Poppa’s, Sam Carter, who’d struck it big in cattle. With the cash, he’d bought a new baler and eighty additional acres for haying, and for a while there he had seemed almost happy. The plan was that they’d hay the alfalfa to sell. Dad had never worked so hard as he did on that grain crop—digging the new irrigation ditches, fertilizing and reseeding the alfalfa.

“This is the one that will turn things around for us, Helen,” he’d told Nate’s mother. Nights when he came in from the field, he’d set a single stalk of alfalfa on the table, so they could study the progress of their crop. “Pretty soon now the kernels will start plumping up,” he told them. “And so will my wallet, honey.”

If things went well, he said, they could pay Sam Carter back within the year. From then on, it would all be gravy. Nate could get a bike his own size instead of the old red Pee Wee lowrider he’d had since he was seven, and Junie could get a regular horse she could actually ride instead of the crazy pony they had now, and maybe a saddle to boot. They’d fix the suspension on the Mercury station wagon and the four keys on his mother’s piano that had stopped sounding, making odd little gaps in the music when she played. Maybe they’d even get a telescope.

“Come harvesttime, even your father will have to say I did something right,” Dad told Mom, the two of them standing on the edge of the field one late June evening, watching the sun set over the Crazy Mountains and the hawks circling above their plump and golden crop of grain.

The last week in July that year, a strange, heavy stillness came over the farm. “High pressure area,” his father said. “Looks to me like a summer storm brewing. One last good rain—just what we need before harvest.”

All day the sky was the flat, dull gray of a battleship, but then it suddenly grew dark as mud. The wind grew still, and a strange, eerie smell seemed to hang over them. Even the cows in the field behind the barn sensed something was coming, milling around like restless schoolchildren during a fire drill. The weather vane didn’t rotate even half an inch.

Then it happened: a freak storm, with hailstones big as baseballs pounding down so hard that one dented the Mercury. Theirs was the only place in the whole county that was hit.

Fifteen minutes later it was over, but the damage had been done: Their entire precious crop was pummeled, while just ten acres over, Ben Landry’s crop of wheat and barley stood untouched. Dad had stood upright as a pitchfork, surveying the damage. But that night Nate had gotten up and seen him through the doorway, shoulders hunched, filling a glass with whiskey. “We’re finished, Helen,” he’d said to Nate’s mom the next morning. “Sam Carter will end up with the deed to our land. Your father will never let me live this down.”

When it was over, they went out to survey the damage— he and Rufus, and even his mom, bending over the stalks and studying them. The buds were knocked off the plants and lying on the ground, mostly. Only bare stems and a few battered leaves were left. There was no choice but to sell what they could for a fraction of what they’d been counting on.

Christmas, there had still been presents under the tree, but just one for each of them. By New Year’s, Nate’s father was spending most of his days sitting in the big chair in the kitchen, staring out the window.

Seeing him that way, a sinking feeling would come over Nate. Something awful was happening, and nothing he could do would make it stop.



Three

AFTER THE POLICE CRUISERS AND THE AMBULANCE pulled away, Nate figured Aunt Sal would tell him and Junie what had happened. But as she set the hot chocolate down in front of them, she didn’t say anything about police cars or barking dogs or their father and all that blood. “Go watch TV,” she told Junie. “Isn’t it time for your favorite show?”

Then Aunt Sal picked up the vacuum cleaner and plugged it in. She turned the machine on, the roar making it clear: No point in talking further.

“You go on too, stay with your sister,” she said to Nate over the roar. “I’ll put on water for macaroni and cheese.”

Junie was curled under her TV blanket with her model horses when Nate came in. The room was dark, except for the flickering blue glow of the set. Cartoon Cavalcade was over and Andy Griffith was starting, with the familiar whistling that marked the start of the show. There was the boy, Opie, walking down a sunny dirt road, a fishing pole resting on his shoulder.

In Mayberry—where Andy Griffith lived with his son, Opie—you had mountains with quarries and caves and moonshine stills hidden away and fishing holes where the fish practically jumped onto your hook. Life looked nice and happy. But the thing Nate loved about his own home, Lonetree, Montana, was the vast open space of nothing but sky overhead, the fields stretched out flat and golden as far as the horizon. On this piece of land, his dad used to tell him, a person could spot every star without a single house or treetop blocking the view. From the safe spot out behind the barn, with the moonlight casting a ghostly silver light on the tractor, the night always seemed magical.

Nate’s dad had started taking him to look at the stars when he was younger than Junie, even, telling him the story of how the universe was made and teaching him the constellations. Cassiopeia first, the Big Dipper, Orion the hunter.

“See the proud way he’s standing?” His dad had pointed out Orion to Nate. “Look how his legs are spread apart, like a cowboy facing down some cattle rustler. Big and bold.”

Nate could remember his dad big and bold like that— up on the barn roof replacing shingles, with his shirt off in the sun, or flying one of the amazing kites he used to make for Junie when their mom thought he should be doing the farm accounts.

Afternoons when the two of them finished their milking in time, he and Nate would play ball out behind the barn. His dad had hung a mattress on the back side of the barn wall, painted with a circle for the strike zone. He’d call out pointers on Nate’s curveball and his slider and the pitch that had been his own specialty, the screwball.

Over one long stretch of days last summer, the two of them had worked on that screwball. Nate could still see his dad, standing by the barn in his old blue overalls, as he bent to demonstrate the grip. “You start out like you’re throwing a fastball,” he had told Nate. “Only when you release the ball, you snap your wrist in. That’s what makes the ball break. Pitch to a righty, he gets it down and in. The beauty’s when you’ve got yourself a left-handed batter.”

All summer—right up to the hailstorm—they’d worked on that screwball. Nate never really got it, but his dad said to keep at it. “It’ll come,” he said. “One day you’ll snap your wrist just right and there it’ll be. Your secret weapon. One day, mark my words, you’ll be out on the mound, in a tough situation, and it’ll be your screwgey that saves your hide. Goofiest pitch there ever was.”

This was the dad he was so proud of, the dad who could recite the first 136 digits of the number pi and do the Mexican hat dance in the barn, who could build anything, rattle off any batting average, answer any science question, not to mention throw a perfect screwball. This was the same dad who had shuffled across the yard this afternoon, weeping, with blood pouring down his face.

Sometime later—after Aunt Sal had served them macaroni and cheese on tray tables, to eat in silence—Nate heard Poppa’s truck pull onto the gravel drive. He could hear voices in the kitchen that told him Poppa had brought Nate’s mother back from wherever it was they’d taken her in the police cruiser. If he listened closely, he could even pick up fragments of their conversation—“hospital,” “police station,” “gun.” But when he walked into the kitchen, the room went quiet.

“Hey there, son,” Poppa said as Nate set down his dinner dishes. In the fourteen years of knowing his grandfather, Nate doubted he had ever heard Poppa put more than a dozen words together at a time.

“Your grandfather, Aunt Sal, and I are talking, Nathan,” his mom said. “Go do your homework, please.” Her face, always thin, seemed in the space of a few hours to have shattered. Deep lines creased her forehead. Her shoulders seemed barely able to hold up her dress, and her red hair hung lank over her face.

Nate closed his eyes and drew in his breath, as if he were at bat with a full count in the ninth inning and the game was tied. Summoning his power.

“I need to know what’s going on,” he said. “Where’d Dad go? Is he okay?”

Silence. Then, at last, “Your mother’s been through a lot today.” As Poppa spoke Nate’s mother disappeared through the door.

They stood there in the kitchen, Aunt Sal sponging off the counter, Poppa rinsing water over the plates.

“Please,” Nate said. “I need to know.”

This time it was Aunt Sal who spoke. “Listen, honey. You have to understand that what’s happened is real hard for all of us. But it’s a grown-up problem.” She untied her apron and hung it on the hook by the stove. “Your grandfather and I will stay over tonight, to sort things out. Don’t worry. Now go on and tend to your homework.”

How am I supposed to concentrate on a bunch of math problems when I don’t know what’s going on? he wanted to yell.

“Best thing you can do right now is look after yourself and your sister, Nathan,” Aunt Sal told him. “Everything’s going to be fine.”



Four

JUNIE DIDN’T HAVE HER BATH THAT NIGHT. NATE LET her wear her summer baby-doll pj’s that their mother had told her were too lightweight for February.

Nate read her a story—Norton Hatches the Egg. “What do you think Horton does when he needs to go to the bathroom?” Junie asked. “Who sits on the egg then?”

“He can leave it for a minute,” Nate explained, wishing she would just go to sleep.

After he finished the book, she lay back on her pillow, holding on to her favorite horse, Midnight. “Natie,” she said in a low, husky whisper, “you think Dad’s going to be all right? You think they got the blood off him?”

“I hope so, Junie.”

“He’s coming back soon, right?”

“Soon. Probably.”

“On TV, when someone’s hurt bad, they can’t walk by themselves. They have to lie on a stretcher. It was a good sign, right? Him walking.”

“Probably so, J.”

She lay there braiding Midnight’s tail, though she didn’t ever get it right. “Remember that time Dad took us to the stampede? And that cowboy fell off the horse and there was blood all over him? Only it turned out he was okay in the end?”

“I remember.”

“Remember that time we built the igloo and carried out our sleeping bags and made a fire inside and roasted potatoes in aluminum foil?”

“And you got scared in the night and made Dad take you back to the house.”

“I wasn’t scared,” she said. “I just didn’t want Mom to be lonely, all by herself inside.”

“Oh.”

“You think Dad’s lonely without us tonight, Natie? You think he’s wondering why we don’t come see him?”

“We’ll go see him soon,” Nate told her. “Tomorrow, I bet.”

Back in his own room, small as a closet, Nate could hear the little record player that Junie listened to, to help her get to sleep. She owned only two records—“Surfer Girl” and “Mrs. Brown, You’ve Got a Lovely Daughter.” Tonight it was “Mrs. Brown” by Herman’s Hermits. Junie’s high, thin voice sang along, then faded out at last.

Nate lay in the dark, restless. Living on a farm, he had seen accidents and injuries plenty of times before—times when his dad or Rufus or himself had cut his hand on a blade or gotten kicked by a cranky heifer. Once, rough-housing with Larry in the hayloft, he’d fallen through a hole in the floorboards, but the lucky presence of the manure pile had kept him from getting hurt. Another time Junie had broken her arm. But something felt different now. Worse.

The picture came back to him of his dad in his chair in the kitchen, as he’d been all winter, looking out the window. His mother, laying a hand on his shoulder, saying, “Talk to me, Carl. Can’t you just talk to me?”

Nate thought about the way he’d treated his father, back in December, when that flyer had come from Sears with pictures of all the new bicycles and his dad had said they couldn’t afford one. He thought about the drive to town they’d made the week before for feed and grain, how his father had looked over at him and said, “I know I’m not much good for you and Junie these days. You’d probably be better off without me.”

Don’t say that, Dad, he should’ve said. He should’ve told his dad how much they loved him, how much faith he had that sooner or later his dad would turn things around.

I don’t even need a dumb bike, Nate could’ve said. / just want you. Instead of the words that actually came out of his mouth: “You promised.”

The way Nate’s bed was placed, a person could look out the window without getting up, but to see the sky, you had to open the window and stick your head out. Cold as it was, he did. “The one thing that never changes is the constellations,” his dad used to tell him. “If you ever get to feeling shaky, you might try looking up at them, see if that doesn’t set things right.”

Most times Nate loved the silence of the night—when the tractor lay still and even the cows were quiet, and all you could hear was your own breathing. But there was nothing reassuring or peaceful about the silence tonight. Nate looked out over the field—the expanse of unbroken white snow, illuminated by a sliver of new moon—and tried to imagine his dad out there someplace, the same stars shining down on him, through some window, wherever he might be.

He thought about Junie—the tight fist her hand had made around Midnight’s midsection as Nate read to her. He tried to think about a great project for him and Larry to make for the science fair. The baseball tryouts in April. The tree house they wanted to build, as soon as the weather warmed up, if they could just find the right tree. Dumb things, even: a knock-knock joke his sister loved to tell people but never got right, with the punch line, “Orange you glad I didn’t say banana?” What Larry had told him today: “You know that weird girl, Naomi? She likes you.”

But the picture kept coming back, of the barking dogs. The policeman with the notebook. His mother, shivering in her sweater. His dad and the blood.

To quiet his brain, Nate began to run through the digits of pi, like he and his dad used to do together. He had memorized up to 111 digits now. Picture a good time, he told himself. Picture someplace different from here.

What came to him was the summer before last. He and Larry had spent all of June after school let out riding their bikes up and down the dirt road between their houses, building jumps, having races. Behind the implement shed, they’d built a lean-to clubhouse out of lumber scraps. They’d piled a bunch of old pillows and blankets on the floor, where they’d read Hardy Boys novels from the library on hot afternoons. By mid-July they’d read them all and played enough games of cards and checkers that they were sick of that, too. The days that had once seemed thrillingly long had taken on a sameness. Nate and Larry didn’t use the word “bored,” but they were starting to feel that way.

They were reading a new library book together—The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn—when Nate hit on the idea of building a raft. There was no river to float it down, exactly, but the catchment pond at Larry’s ranch was substantial enough to launch a boat on and feel like you were actually going someplace.

Larry’s dad had shown them a bunch of old oil drums. “You kids are welcome to these,” Mr. Kowalski told them. “Just keep out of trouble.”

All one day and most of the next they spent strapping the drums together with heavy rope and twine. Nate made the bowline knots that his dad had taught him, and used wood scraps to make a platform to sit on.

They hadn’t bargained on how heavy the raft would be, but one of the great things about Larry was that he never got discouraged. Even when they hit on an obstacle like not being able to budge the raft they’d spent two days building, he’d just grin at the challenge. In the end, they had to borrow Mr. Kowalski’s tractor to haul the raft up to the catchment pond. Then they nudged it into the water and held their breath.

The raft bobbed neatly at the water’s edge; it even kept afloat when they hopped on board. For a couple of minutes the two of them just stood there on the lashed-together barrels, laughing. Then, with the pole Larry had found in the barn, they pushed off and set sail.

All afternoon they floated their raft. There weren’t that many places a person could go on a pond, and within half an hour, they had explored them all. This wasn’t the Mississippi River, that much was for sure. Still, when Nate closed his eyes now and thought back to that day when he and Larry had lain, shirtless, on the wooden deck of their oil-drum vessel, drifting on the water, looking up at the sky, the memory of happiness filled his chest. He could see Larry holding out a piece of gum to share, remember the corny jokes they’d told each other, and the two of them singing “Ninety-nine Bottles of Beer on the Wall” all the way down to one.

“Let’s raise something really neat on our farms when we grow up,” Larry had said. “Like popcorn. Or sassafras trees, and we’ll sell the roots to A&W for root beer.

“No more milking for me,” he went on, chewing his wad of gum. “Only animal I’m having on my ranch is hogs.”

“Hogs! Who wants a pen full of big old muddy hogs?” Nate answered.

“See if you still feel that way when I invite you over for a nice ham dinner, cooked by my beautiful wife, Hayley Mills.”

“Well, anyway, I’m going to be an astronaut,” Nate told him. “Either that or a ballplayer. Major league, hopefully.”

“And I’ll come to see you in the World Series,” Larry said, making their special handshake. “Friends forever. Sink or swim.”
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