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“Transcendent and down-to-earth all at once, Long has penned an inventive, warm, and funny adventure steeped in quirky, very real American history.”

—Elise A. Miller, author of Star Craving Mad

“A funny, imaginative look at a small Iowa town and what happens when two worlds and cultures collide, Rooville combines meditation, romance, and small-town politics into an enjoyable debut novel from Julie Long.”

—national bestseller Kamy Wicoff, author of Wishful Thinking

“A modern-day tale of Romeo and Juliet with a transcendental twist, Rooville blends fiction with factual tidbits of TM and weather phenomena to create an enlightening and entertaining story. If you’ve ever longed to seek the truth by returning to your roots, make Rooville your new mantra!”

—Andee Reilly, author of Satisfaction

“Anyone who has ever longed to go home again will fall madly in love with this us-versus-them, then-versus-now, mindfulness-versus-midwestern love story. Funny, spellbinding, and smart.”

—Kristin Bair O’Keeffe, author of The Art of Floating

“Long has created a ‘perfect storm’ of a novel: a quirky cast of characters, a town divided, a narrative voice that is wise, witty, and warm. You’ll fall in love with Rooville.”

—Meredith Mileti, author of Aftertaste: A Novel in Five Courses

“Fast-paced and fun. This heartwarming tale of love and self-discovery is set in a wholly unique locale, with an unexpected hero.”

—Kathleen Shoop, author of Love and Other Subjects

“Rooville says as much about the laws of attraction as the principles of yoga. Julie Long’s delightful romp will have you ‘rooting’ for weatherman Owen Martin and the unpredictable storms he faces.”

—Brigitte Quinn, author of Anchored
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To Sara
who brought me onto the yoga mat
and Madhu
who guided me into mindfulness


And to the citizens of
Fairfield, Iowa




“You can’t go back home to your family, back home to your childhood, back home to romantic love… away from all the strife and conflict of the world, back home to the father you have lost and have been looking for… back home to the old forms and systems of things which once seemed everlasting but which are changing all the time—back home to the escapes of Time and Memory.”


—Thomas Wolfe, You Can’t Go Home Again




Part I
Westerly Winds


Most weather systems travel from west to east over the United States. The reason for this is the westerly winds—one of several fairly constant winds circulating the upper atmosphere of the Earth as nature tries to equalize air pressure. The warm air at the Equator rises. The cold air at the poles falls. If the Earth stood still, the upper air would travel toward the poles and the surface air would travel toward the Equator. But the Earth is spinning, and the force of the rotation bends the wind to the right. So whatever is brewing in the west travels east.



Chapter 1


Being a weatherman in San Diego is, I have learned, an oxymoron. There is no weather in San Diego. Not what a Midwesterner would call weather, anyway. It rarely rains (the windshield wipers on my truck were broken for a year before it became an issue), it never snows, and there hadn’t been a thunderstorm in all the years I’d lived there. Every day at noon, I clipped the mic to my tie, stood in front of the camera and forecasted the same thing: “Seventy-five and sunny.” You may think that sounds like paradise, but it was beginning to feel like a remake of Groundhog Day. (“Starring Owen Martin as the TV weatherman caught in a monotonous climate loop.”)

Would it be better once I got promoted to weather on the nightly news? I could only hope the prestige of primetime would offset the monotony. Who are you kidding? countered the voice in my head.

To pacify the voice, which lately had grown increasingly grumpy, I’d taken to showing the viewers what real weather was. It was the middle of January, for crap’s sake.

A glance to the control booth confirmed that Wiley, our producer, had either headed off to get a sandwich or was taking his post-lunch crap. The coast was clear. I clicked the map over to the Midwest to highlight the twelve inches of snow that had hit my home state of Iowa. I felt almost giddy for those Midwestern kids, lucking out of school, the entire day free and clear to play in the snow. I stayed on the Midwest map, giving the viewers at home more details of the weather they were missing by living in sunny southern California. For a moment I pretended the hot spotlights prickling my scalp were flicks of snowflakes. God I missed winter. All four seasons, actually.

Then, from behind the camera, Kevin gave me a thumb-thrust over his shoulder. I glanced up to the control booth. Shit. Wiley was back. How much of my report had he witnessed? Wiley, past experience had shown, was of the firm opinion that people who live in paradise only want the weather for paradise. They do not want the three-day forecast for Des Moines and a detailed explanation of the slow-moving cold front crossing the Hawkeye State. I’d been warned about this. More than once.

Wiley marched out of the booth, dragging his finger across his throat.

I clicked the remote. “And back here in San Diego County, today we’ll see a high of 75, no surprise there.”

Wiley stood next to Kevin, tapping his clipboard against his thigh, monitoring me. I, in turn, tried to ignore the voice, which was now whispering, like a mantra: Go home. Go home. Go home. Then it elbowed me and told me to grow some balls. Screw Wiley.

“But grab your mittens tonight,” I slathered on the sarcasm, “because the temperature will drop down to a bone-chilling fifty degrees.” Ha ha. “I’m Owen Martin and that’s your midday weather.”

The anchorwoman threw to commercial seconds before Wiley threw his clipboard at me. It soared end over end, like a ninja death star. I ducked and it crashed into the blue screen.

“Damn you, Martin!” Wiley stomped toward me. “How many times do I have to tell you? Local weather only. I don’t care what the hell it’s doing in EastBumFuck, Ohio!”

(People in paradise are always confusing Iowa with Ohio or Idaho.)

By now Wiley was in my face, or he would have been if he weren’t five-nine to my six-foot-two. He clenched his fists at his sides and sneered up at me. I tried to argue that showing viewers the bad weather elsewhere made them appreciate the good weather here. He wasn’t buying it.

“NO. No more excuses. Not this time, farm boy.” His face was the reddest I’d ever seen it.

I didn’t want to screw up my chances at being promoted. Yes you do. No! I’d been stuck on midday for a year and had finally heard a rumor I was getting the nod any day now. If I got that slot, the voice in my head would have to shut up. When you got primetime you stayed put.

I held up my hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. It won’t happen again.”

“That’s what you said the last time. Well, guess what? And don’t say I didn’t warn you: You’re not getting the nighttime slot.”

“Come on.”

“Nope. It’s going to Brianna.”

Weather-Babe Brianna. It figured. “She’s not even a meteorologist!”

“Then I won’t have to worry about her going off script, will I?” He flashed me a smug smile before turning on his heel.

“You can’t be serious,” I said after him.

He turned. “I’ve never been more serious in my life. In fact,” he walked back to face me head on. “Not only are you not getting the evening slot.” He poked my chest with his finger. “You’re not getting any slot.”

He waited for his meaning to sink in, and then took great satisfaction in spelling it out for me anyway, the prick. “You’re fired!”

On I-5 traffic crawled. Six lanes, the middle of the afternoon, and still the freeway was jammed. A BMW snaked into my lane, as if the maneuver would speed the driver along. From the cab of my truck I looked down on a bumper sticker that read, “Find your breath at Prana Yoga.” Before that it was probably a sticker for Pilates or meditation or tribal dance.

California was wave after wave of “what’s in.” People caught one fad and rode it until it flattened, then nimbly caught another. I ignored the fads, which in effect left me swimming against the tide. But this latest everyone’s-doing-it directive, the one about breath, made me realize I was holding mine.

I downshifted gears and let out a sigh, resigning myself to the reality that traffic was not going to let up. And right behind that reality was another fact waiting to be accepted: I’d been fired. I was jobless. I fucked up.

I’d hung around the station, hoping Wiley would cool down, and when that didn’t happen I packed up my cubicle and left. I was late picking up Stella at the kennel (I refused to call Pup & Fluff “doggie daycare”) and had to pay a late charge. That was extra money I couldn’t afford to spend anymore. Same with my rented loft that kept me walking distance from the beach and breathing space. My savings could only stretch so far while I looked for a new job. I’d have to break my lease and find a reasonably-priced studio someplace inland, away from the coast, in the sea of stucco-and-red-tiled-roofed planned communities.

What the hell had I been thinking, pulling the stunt I’d pulled with Wiley?

“Misplaced anger,” my mother diagnosed from her Pilates mat when I stopped by with Stella to tell her I’d been fired. She began some kind of stomach crunches, pumping her arms with her elbows straight. She timed her words to coordinate with sets of five quick out-breaths: “That’s—what—this—is—Owen.” She inhaled for five arm pumps, then exhaled again: “You’re—upset—I’m—getting—remarried.”

“That’s ridiculous. I’m happy for you.” She’d been walking on air since she got engaged two weeks ago. Okay, so it was a little annoying. After fourteen years as a widow, my mother had found love for the second time in her life. By contrast, I’d managed to buy a dog. An English bulldog pup with pink skin showing through the folds in her white fur, and a black splotch under her nose. The whiskered softness of Stella’s oversized muzzle flaps reminded me of the cows on my grandmother’s farm.

Mom rolled onto her side and began leg lifts, which thankfully didn’t require the special breathing as she spoke.

“Honey, I hope you know Arthur would never try to replace your father.”

“Mom, I’m thirty years old.”

“Yes, and you’ve yet to find someone. Maybe that’s what you’re angry about.”

Just to be clear, my mother is not a psychologist. She just attends a lot of touchy-feely workshops. And yoga retreats. And whatever New Age class is hot at the moment.

“It’s not like I don’t date,” I told her. Certain women are attracted to TV personalities. “I went out last night, as a matter of fact.”

Mom looked up at me. “And?”

I shrugged. Lately, I’d become less attracted to the women who are attracted to TV personalities. The only thing natural about Sienna was her organic-no-refined-sugar diet. Teeth Chiclets-perfect and bleached blue-white. Voice OMG, like, SO affected.

Mom finished her exercise and the dog and I trailed behind her to the kitchen, where she washed her hands.

“Owen, you find something wrong with every girl you date.”

The voice-with-balls said, Only the girls here. Out loud I rationalized, “You should have seen the restaurant she picked.”

“You hate every restaurant, too. It’s California Cuisine. You’d think you’d be used to it by now.”

It had sounded promising: a diner called Blue Plate. I’d grown up in diners. Burgers with the guys after our basketball games, Saturday morning pancakes with Dad, the never-empty cup of coffee—plain old coffee, not this five-buck grandefrapalattechino crap. But Blue Plate turned out to be a new bistro with a retro theme, a faux diner decked out with booths and fixtures from various real diners that had closed because they weren’t hip enough.

“The meatloaf special was caramelized tofu with cilantro mashed potatoes.”

“It sounds divine!”

“It wasn’t.”

I ended up going home alone (again). And spooning with the dog (again). And then she farted up my nose (a first). I hadn’t realized she’d shifted position during the night so that her butt was mere inches from my face. I inhaled pure methane gas, which shot me awake like some sick form of smelling salts.

When the lightheadedness faded my brain had a new clarity: This was what my personal life had come to. The only female in my bed was a dog. A farting dog. I was the sole Martin male left to carry on the name, and at the rate I was going it would die with me. In frickin’ seventy-five-and-sunny San Diego.

And then I went to work and got myself fired.

To avoid looking closer at that shiny nugget of truth, I busied myself watching Stella squeegee my mother’s ceramic tile with her jowls, looking for crumbs. Her bulldog underbite extended so far beyond her nose that getting her nose on the floor meant practically standing on her head.

When I looked up, my mother was leaning against the kitchen counter, looking at me. No, observing me.

“What?” I asked.

“Do you realize we’ve lived out here for thirteen years?”

“I’m aware of that, yes.”

She said it like it was a joint decision, our moving, when in reality I hadn’t had a choice. I was seventeen when she uprooted us, the year after Dad died. Fucking freak accident. To escape playing the role of small-town widow for the rest of her life, she moved as far away as possible from the town my father’s family had founded and took me along for the ride. We left the summer after my junior year in high school. I went from being a varsity basketball star to being the new kid who didn’t know how to surf.

“Thirteen years — and two years into a new century,” Mom said, “and you still haven’t made it your home.”

You don’t want it to be your home. “It’s not like I haven’t tried.”

I had. I’d tried because being here made her happy. And because everyone here told me I’d love California. And because everyone back home assumed I did. I’d tried to make this place home. But after a decade, my resolve waned. By 2000, I’d quit trying to make California home, and instead I’d been trying out resentment.

“It’s not my fault I’m a meteorologist in a city with no weather. Or that I coach basketball but all the kids play soccer. And call me crazy but I like my burgers made of beef, not tofu.” I was on a roll now. “Spare me the fro-yo fruit smoothie and give me a vanilla shake. And a girl who looks natural and talks naturally, who isn’t afraid to eat a processed carb—not that I even know what that is!”

My rant trickled out and I was left with the realization that, even more than a decade later, the corners of my squareness were still sharply evident. I felt like the farm boy from EastBumFuck who couldn’t adapt.

“Why is it so easy for you?” I asked Mom. She moved breezily from one cool thing to the next, just like everyone else. “I mean, you’re a Midwesterner, too.”

She sighed and walked over to me. Reached up and gave my chin a little wiggle. “Sweetheart, I may be from the Midwest. But you are the Midwest.”

Head buried in the fridge, Mom handed me celery, spinach, kale, carrots, blueberries and apples. I set the produce on the counter next to a behemoth silver contraption called the NutriBlend 2000. Mom was fanatical about smoothies.

She began washing and chopping the produce, her back to me. Stella planted herself at Mom’s feet, staring at the floor as if she could will a morsel miraculously to appear. When a piece of carrot dropped she snarfed it up, then promptly spit it out.

“Owen,” Mom said over her shoulder, “it’s important to learn to embrace new things, because nothing stays the same. Even in Iowa.”

Ah, now we’d moved onto platitudes.

“You know,” she continued, “a visit might do you good. You haven’t been back in years. You may discover it’s not this idyllic, happily-ever-after place you’ve built up in your memory.”

Of course it is.

I’d gone back once, during my senior year of high school and it’d been so painful to leave that I decided it’d be best to stay away. Cold turkey. It didn’t help. Every once in a while I’d think about throwing in the towel and moving back, but I always stopped short because I knew my father would want me to be here for my mother, so she wouldn’t be alone.

Of course now, newly engaged, she wasn’t alone. Whereas I seemed destined to be. I was like a single cloud adrift in an otherwise spotless California sky. A solitary mass of vapor under growing pressure.

My mother paused in her chopping, looked out the window, then nodded decisively. “Yes, I think a visit would give you closure.”

Mom was big on closure. It was a requirement for personal growth.

She resumed chopping. “And I’m sure you’d like to see the farmhouse, since it might be sold soon.”

“Sold?” The tightness in my throat made the word warble. “What are you talking about?”

She glanced over at me. “Didn’t I tell you? I called your Uncle Phil last week. I know we hadn’t spoken in years, but I felt as your father’s brother, he deserved to know I’m remarrying. He was very happy for me. He said Esther was, too, though I can’t imagine her ever approving of anything I do.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I waved my hand to hurry her along, “but he and Aunt Esther want to sell the farmhouse? And the farm?”

“No, not the farm. Just the farmhouse, if we agree.” She went back to chopping. “He said it’s hard to find renters anymore—my guess is he means the ‘right’ renters, ones that Esther approves of—and they don’t want the place sitting empty. Phil and Esther like their place in town, it’s one level—gads, remember those steep farmhouse steps?”

I felt my heart soften. Grandmother Martin’s farmhouse was a yellow clapboard with a deep wrap-around porch. In the bathroom off the kitchen there was a claw-foot tub and a pump at the sink instead of a faucet. It was the kind of house you could never find in San Diego. If it ever had existed, it would have been knocked down decades ago to make room for a development: identical stucco houses standing only a few feet apart. Not a single front porch among them.

Mom scooped up the pieces of produce and dropped them into the blender, then continued.

“And your cousin Lisa and her husband have settled in Des Moines—with another baby, by the way. So no one in the family wants to live in the farmhouse.” She brushed the remaining remnants from her hands. “Anyway, I told them of course we’d agree to sell it.”

And with that she punched a button on the appliance. It came to life with a deafening whirl, the large pieces of produce flung about until they were pulverized.

What if whoever bought the farmhouse decided to tear it down? The house my folks and I had lived in had been sold to strangers when we moved, and who knows what they’d done to it. The same was true of my father’s drugstore. My grandmother’s house had been my second home as a boy. The heart of the Martin family. It felt like the only thing left from a past I never wanted to leave.

Go home. Go home. GO HOME.

All at once I felt it. The full force of the nothingness I’d unconsciously created since my mother’s engagement. No girlfriend. No job. No ties. In the boundless sunshine and blue sky I’d purposefully created a void. A vacuum. I’d let it build and build, not realizing I’d simply been waiting for a way to release the pressure. A reason to go.

I reached over and shut off the machine.

“Owen, it’s not finished.” She pushed the button again.

“We need to call Uncle Phil,” I shouted over the motor.

“What?”

I hit the off button again. “Call and tell him not to sell.”

She surveyed the contents of the blender and, deeming it sufficiently liquified, lifted the container off its base. “Honey, I know how many fond memories you have of that house.” She grabbed a glass and began to pour.

“I do, that’s why—”

“But we just can’t let it stand there empty—”

“I know, but Mom—”

“Honestly honey, kids will start throwing rocks through the windows and—”

“MOM!”

“For heaven’s sake, dear, what?” She lifted the glass to her lips.

“I’m trying to tell you it won’t be empty.” I could feel the smile spreading across my face.

Slowly she brought the glass back down to the counter. “What exactly are you saying?”

“I’m saying,” I reached down to pet Stella, including her in my plan, “I’m moving in.”

While my mother framed it as my own personal vision quest, everyone else in paradise thought I was crazy. My conversations all went something like this:

Me: I’m moving back to Iowa.

Kevin: Dude, what’s there to do in Iowa besides pick potatoes?

Me: That’s Idaho. Iowa is corn.

Kevin: Whatever. The point is, it’s just a bunch of land.

Me: You act like I’ll be living in the Australian Outback.

Kevin: Now that would be cool.

To hell with cool. I wanted Iowa.

I’d move into the farmhouse and save it from ruin. I’d get a job as a weatherman where there was real weather. And I’d find the kind of woman I was meant to love. I’d reclaim the simple life in my old hometown—and yes, God damn it, I’d live happily ever after.

I left California on the first of February, and after two days of driving I crossed into Nebraska at dawn. Dark, dormant farmland stretched endlessly on either side of the highway, cornstalks picked clean and cut down. I watched the sun break the flat horizon line and realized I hadn’t seen a true sunrise in over a decade. California had been too overcrowded to allow such perspective.

But here the earth met the sky in every direction, with only the occasional silo breaking the plane. Daybreak was streaked with low-slung clouds, nimbostratus and stratocumulus. They captured the sun’s rays and turned them pink and purple, blanketing the land—and me—in comforting softness. For the first time in a long time, I felt my breath ease and my body relax. And the voice in my head finally shut up.

I stopped in a diner (a real one) and ate a hot roast-beef sandwich with gravy and mashed potatoes, and a slice of banana cream pie. When I filled up at the gas station across the street, where “pay at the pump” meant the old guy in greasy coveralls, he eyed my eight-year-old Ford and gave me a nod.

“Nice truck,” he said.

“Thank you.”

“Thank you for buying American.”

From hick to hero in five states. I’d officially returned to the Midwest.

When I was a boy, my father liked to share with me various weather rules of thumb. For instance, if a jet airplane doesn’t leave a visible trail, you can be fairly certain it won’t rain the next day. If it’s snowing hard enough that you can’t see while driving with your high beams, you can figure the snow is accumulating at a rate of at least an inch per hour. If you feel a chilly downdraft when you see an approaching thunderstorm, the storm most likely will break overhead instead of blowing over.

These aren’t myths. Here is a weather myth: Cracking your windows during a tornado will equalize pressure and may save your home. In fact, it’s a useless waste of time—time you could be using to get to a safe place. Myths and folklore, like six more weeks of winter if the groundhog sees his shadow, are not reliable. (The groundhog, by the way, has only been correct 25% of the time over the last half-century.) But a rule of thumb, by definition, is based on experience.

Midwest living has its own rules of thumb. Particularly in a small town. The most exciting thing happening on a Friday night is the high school basketball game. When you sit down to a meal, the main ingredient will be meat and there’ll be a good chance the salad contains Jell-O. And when you’re ready for a serious relationship, you’ll choose a nice, down-to-earth girl who believes in the same things you do.

These were the rules of thumb when I grew up in Iowa. They were the rules of thumb I was counting on when I decided to return. I never should have left in the first place. My father certainly wouldn’t have.

Of course, I should have remembered another rule of thumb, the one about going home again: namely, you can’t. Not really. Not even when the hometown is named after your family. And especially not if that town is Martinville, Iowa.



Chapter 2


I rolled into Martinville on a half-tank of gas and a grumbling stomach. I slowed the truck at the stoplight where the highway turned into Main Street, one of the two main roads in town. On the right stood the IGA grocery store. Across from it sat the McDonald’s. (When the Golden Arches came to town, during the summer I was sixteen, it was a huge deal: the town’s first national chain.)

I was hungry, but I wasn’t about to settle for fast food when Martinville had a particular delicacy you couldn’t find outside of the Midwest: the Maid-Rite sandwich. Like a sloppy Joe without the tomato sauce, a Maid-Rite was just salty browned beef on a bun—but its greasy simplicity was delicious. Now it felt like I’d been craving a Maid-Rite for the last thirteen years.

As I neared Town Square I slowed the truck, trying to remember exactly where the restaurant was. I inched along, mouth watering, scanning the storefronts. There, I recognized the big front window, the way it angled in to the door. But instead of the simple red block lettering on the glass, there was this loopy purple script: “The Healthy Hearth.” And beneath that, words that made my mouth go dry: “A Vegetarian Café.”

A vegetarian restaurant in the middle of Iowa? This was a state where the ad slogan “Beef: It’s what’s for dinner” was taken as gospel. No wonder the sign on the door was flipped to CLOSED.

I must have the wrong building, I thought, and I gently pushed my foot on the gas as I continued to search for the Maid-Rite.

“Watch it!” someone yelled.

I slammed my foot on the brake, sending Stella tumbling to the floor of the cab, and looked ahead to see a kid in a pink jacket with short spiky hair banging her hand against the hood of the truck. I threw the gearshift into park and hopped out.

“Are you all right?” I rushed around to the right front bumper where she stood.

“You almost ran me over!”

When she flattened her free hand to her chest, I noticed two things beneath her unzipped jacket: First, she was wearing a name tag. Second, she had breasts (okay, so maybe I noticed the second thing first). She wasn’t a kid, I realized, but a petite woman, lithe, like a ballerina.

“I’m really sorry—” I glanced at the name on the tag—“Trisha.” I looked to her face and was met with green eyes nearly the color of spring grass.

“It’s Trish-na, with an N.” She tapped her name tag then raised an eyebrow. “Maybe that’s the problem—you need glasses.” Her tone was somewhere between a barb and a tease.

“Sorry. Trishna.”

I bent down to retrieve the shoulder bag she’d dropped. As I stood, I surveyed her body, looking for injuries, I told myself. She wore some sort of tights that showed off her toned legs, and a clingy top that wrapped around a slim waist. She was waif-like and sexy at the same time—the opposite of the sporty buff babes in California.

I handed her the bag. “Are you sure you’re not hurt?”

“Are you sure you’re licensed to drive?” she quipped.

“I guess I deserve that. I wasn’t watching the road.”

“Well,” she bit her lip, “since we’re being honest, neither was I. I was running late. Am running late.” She started walking backward. “I’m always running late.”

She was smiling now, and I smiled back at her. Out of habit, my fingers moved to the crown of my head, trying to flatten my cowlick. (“You may have the face for TV,” the stylist at KWSD had once told me, “but your hair has other ideas.”)

“I was looking for the Maid-Rite,” I told Trishna. “Did it move?”

Her smile vanished. “That place was gross. Thank goodness it’s gone.” She scrunched up her nose, as if the Maid-Rite had been a slaughterhouse and the smell of it still lingered.

“I happen to love the Maid-Rite. Everyone does.”

Her hands flew to her hips. “Obviously not everyone, or you wouldn’t find a vegetarian restaurant in its place, would you?”

“Well, if you don’t mind my saying,” I nodded toward the building, “this place doesn’t seem to be doing much business.”

She rolled her eyes. “We close from five to seven.” She zipped up her coat and started across the street. “Come back later and you’ll see how busy it is.”

“No thanks. I think I’ll stick with meat.”

“Try a tofu burger,” she called from the far curb. “You’ll live longer.”

I opened the truck door. Stella, who had scrambled back onto the seat, barked at the woman. “You tell her, girl.” But I saw the dog’s nub-tail wiggle like crazy as she stared after her.

“She’s not for us, Stella.” I climbed in the truck and slammed the door, shifted into drive. “She probably feeds her dog a vegan organic-no-processed-carbs diet.”

Dusk settled as I continued down the street, and I felt melancholy at the loss of the Maid-Rite. What else was gone? I held my breath as I looked over my left shoulder, to the northwest corner of the square. Was it still there? I let out a sigh when I spotted the sign: Martin Drug. Red script letters stacked down the corner of the building, each in its own square of cream-colored plastic. The background of the “n” square was a bit lighter than the others; it must have been replaced at some point. Which meant whoever had bought the pharmacy after Dad’s death was still running it, in some fashion. That drugstore and the Martin farm had been the founding enterprises of Martinville, each handed down through the generations, ending with my father and his brother. Uncle Phil had gone the farming route while Dad took over the pharmacy. And now there was only the farm.

I began to take a mental inventory along my route to the farmhouse. With relief I spotted the white bandstand in the middle of Town Square, where a carousel of Santa and his reindeer had circled during the Christmas season when I was a boy. Further down Main Street I passed the old Dickson mansion, its lavender-painted turrets now nearly covered by the treetops.

For its small size of ten thousand inhabitants, Martinville had a prosperous history, boasting several farm-implement manufacturing companies in addition to the surrounding corn and soybean farms. Industry and agriculture had provided a diversity that had kept the town healthy, if not exactly growing. In Martinville’s heyday there’d also been a small college. But shortly after we moved, it had lost its accreditation (in an effort to increase enrollment they’d relaxed standards, a move that backfired) and had to close its doors.

If I took a right at the Dickson mansion and headed south on D Street a few blocks, I’d first pass the spot where my old elementary school once stood (torn down years ago) and then, up D Street hill (or as much of a hill as you’ll find in Iowa), I’d reach the little ranch house in which my parents and I had lived.

But I didn’t turn right. No, I’d save that for another day. I didn’t want to find it painted some hideous color or remodeled or—God forbid—torn down entirely.

Instead I continued past the shaded houses that lined Main Street, past the wooded park where Dad used to take us to roast wieners and marshmallows in the fall, past the ball field where I played Little League. All still intact, just spaced closer together than they’d seemed to a boy traveling mostly by foot and bicycle. After more than a decade in the suburban sprawl of southern California, the entire footprint of Martinville felt pleasingly miniaturized and manageable. I turned right at the corner where the roller rink stood, no doubt still bolstering young love in its dimly lit domain.

Soon the paved road gave way to gravel.

“Almost home, girl,” I told Stella.

She pressed her face against the side window and I cracked it so she could get a whiff of her new surroundings. The air was crisp and cold and seemed to tease us forward. A log fire burned somewhere in the distance and its smoky scent mixed with the sweet wool fibers of my father’s barn jacket that I’d pulled from storage.

I turned into the gravel drive of the farmhouse my great-great-grandfather had built. The clapboard house, complete with a storm cellar, was just as I remembered. A little smaller, perhaps, and the wraparound porch a bit saggy, but still the same welcoming yellow, soft and warm like sun through an old garage window. My father had chosen the color. We’d painted it together, the summer I’d turned sixteen. His last summer.

The porch light glowed, and through the kitchen window I could see that Aunt Esther had left the light on above the stove when she’d come by to leave the key (and, if I knew my aunt, stock the fridge). I imagined that light as a twinkle in the eye of some dormant being coming back to life.

On the right side of the drive sat the outbuildings, the barn and toolshed. Towering behind them were two silos and a corncrib. Beyond that lay a thousand acres of fertile land that had been farmed for five generations. There’d been no suggestion from my uncle that we sell off the acres. If you were fortunate enough to own land in Iowa, you damn well kept it.

I stood by the truck, stretching my shoulders while I let the dog wander, sniff and do her business. She chose a patch of grass next to the wooden utility pole on the side of the drive. I was pleased to see the basketball hoop still hanging there (though the net was long gone).

I took in a deep breath. Though cold filled my lungs, the February air was still heavy with the richness of Iowa soil and trees and all things deeply rooted.

I was home.

They say smell is our greatest sense for memory and I can attest that it’s true. All the next day I kept being transported back to my childhood as I settled into the farmhouse. Opening a dresser drawer, the whiff of antique wood and contact paper took me back to my grandmother pulling out a fresh pillowcase when I spent the night and got a bloody nose. In the cast iron bathtub, the slight eggy smell of sulfur in the well water made me feel ten again, my mom and dad scrubbing skunk off my skin before they’d consent to put me in the station wagon for the drive home. In the parlor the doilies were gone from the arms of the old nubby-fabric couch, but I swear their starched linen scent still lingered, along with the memory of Dad napping with his head on one after a big holiday meal.

That evening I headed to Uncle Phil and Aunt Esther’s house for an early supper. When I walked into the kitchen, I was greeted first by the smell of my aunt’s glazed ham and scalloped potatoes—a sugary, buttery breeze—and then by my aunt herself. She hugged me and then held me out at arm’s length so she and my uncle could size me up.

Esther was a tall, robust woman. Like Julia Child, only with a June Cleaver perfectionism. Uncle Phil was gray at the temples and then some, but still sported a full head of hair. Now more than ever he reminded me of Fred MacMurray on My Three Sons, cardigan and all.

After we’d exchanged hellos, I asked what I could do to help with dinner.

“You can get the butter out of the cupboard over the toaster,” Aunt Esther said. “Delbert will be here any minute and we’ll sit down and eat.”

Delbert Fulton’s farm was adjacent to the Martin farm, and there were times, especially at busy harvest, when our families farmed the two as if they were one. Even before he became a widower, Delbert was considered part of the Martin family.

I set the butter dish on the table next to the plate of white bread. It was the little things like this—bread and butter at every meal, the butter stored at room temperature to keep it soft—that I hadn’t realized I’d missed.

It was a supper scene I had often participated in as a boy. And though my father’s presence was still missed after all these years, I felt proud to be grown and home and sitting in his chair. We passed the peas and swapped stories. Said we couldn’t eat another bite and then polished off the second helping my aunt heaped on our plates. I imagined looking in on this scene from outside through the window: the warmly lit room, the family gathered around the table. It was a Norman Rockwell painting, and I was a part of it.

And then, over chocolate Bundt cake, the paint began to chip.

Delbert asked me if I still wanted to be a meteorologist, which of course I did. I was already contacting local stations.

“If I can’t find anything right away,” I said, “maybe I’ll go back to school, take a couple classes.” There was a community college the next town over. As I cut my fork into my aunt’s blue-ribbon Bundt, I heard a faint gasp and looked up to catch a glance between her and my uncle.

“What?” I asked around a forkful of cake.

“Do you mean classes at Roo U?” Aunt Esther said.

“Esther, now,” my uncle said, “that’s none of our business.”

“He brought it up! It’s time we get the whole thing out in the open. It has me worried to death. Why, I practically burnt the Bundt cake.”

Aunt Esther has never burnt a baked good in her life. Although the truth (which would not be spoken) was that this particular cake, while still delicious, was in fact a little dry. Clearly something was bothering her.

I washed the cake down with a sip of coffee and looked around the table. “Get what out in the open?”

Delbert held his tongue, but my uncle finally sighed his consent and with that my aunt leveled a glare at me.

“Did you or did you not move to Martinville to become a Roo?”

“What’s a Roo?”

“You know, a guru. TM and all that other New Age nonsense the Maharishi made up.”

Delbert saw my confusion. “TM is short for Transcendental Meditation.”

“See?” Uncle Phil said to my aunt. “He doesn’t know about it. How could he? You never told Marlene.”

I put down my cup. “Never told my mother what?”

“It’s not the kind of news one likes to tell the world, Phil.” My aunt pursed her lips.

An uneasy feeling crept over me. “Could we back up a minute? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Delbert busied himself adding cream to his coffee.

“Well, then,” Uncle Phil said. He wiped his mouth with his napkin then carefully smoothed the cloth on his lap before he continued. “You’ll remember that Dillard College closed just after you left town.”

“Such an embarrassment,” Aunt Esther said, looking down at her lap.

“I know. But what’s that have to do with the Maharishi?” I asked.

My uncle explained that the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi—the one The Beatles hung out with back in the 1960s—had purchased the entire campus, lock, stock and barrel. He opened the Maharishi University, or “Roo U” as the locals call it.

I was stunned. “Why didn’t you tell us?”

Aunt Esther’s head whipped up and she glared at me. “It’s hard enough trying to live it down within our home state, Owen. We don’t need the state of California laughing at us, too.”

“I don’t think it’s funny, Aunt Esther.”

“I’m sure your mother would take great delight in the news. And how would I know what you’d think? We never hear from you, and then you come back on a lark.”

I felt badly they’d felt the need to keep this a secret from Mom and me, but I wasn’t exactly surprised. Mom and Aunt Esther weren’t close (to say the least). Communication between our families had steadily declined over the years. Their Christmas letters became cards with a quick note about the weather scrawled across the bottom. I’ll admit that after a while I stopped writing back. I was trying to adapt to California and hearing from home just left me feeling empty. And yet, they’d welcomed me home with open arms. Or at least I thought they had. Now I was feeling something akin to resentment. As if I’d brought the Maharishi here myself.

“Why would the Maharishi choose to come to the middle of Iowa?” I asked.

“He got a complete college campus for four cents on the dollar,” Uncle Phil said.

“And a place to do his brainwashing where it wouldn’t get national attention,” Aunt Esther added.

“Now, Esther,” Uncle Phil said. “Brainwashing is a pretty harsh word.”

“And people actually come to Martinville to go to the school?” I asked.

“Oh, the Roos flock here,” Aunt Esther said. “Not just students, either.”

Delbert cleared his throat. “Actually, they don’t much like the term Roo. New Ager or meditator is better. Martinville has become a sort of Mecca for meditators.”

“Martinville—the town this family founded!” Aunt Esther lamented, as if I didn’t know our family history.

“It started with Transcendental Meditation,” Uncle Phil continued, “and it’s expanded to encompass an entire Maharishi-inspired lifestyle.”

“Maharishi marketing scheme, is more like it.” Aunt Esther huffed. “The man isn’t even alive anymore but they put his name in front of anything and the Roos will do it and pay top dollar for the privilege.”

She began naming things, counting on her fingers the Maharishi’s areas of influence: Education. Nutrition (that explained why the Maid-Rite closed). Medicine. Architecture. Then she held up her thumb.

“And the newest and worst thing: this Maharishi City they incorporated by Roo U.”

A city for meditators? I wanted clarification, a chance to catch up with what she was saying. But Aunt Esther was like a steam engine picking up speed and she wasn’t about to stop for me.

“It’s not enough they’re taking over our town. They’ve bought up the best homes along Main Street. You’ll see what they’ve done to them, while they’ve let the chapel—our beloved Lenhelm Chapel!—fall into utter disrepair. Won’t let us touch it because it’s on the Roo U campus. And they run retail shops on the square! Selling ‘healing crystals’ and hemp this-and-that—I think they smoke that stuff, because a lot of them look very spaced-out.”

“Esther,” my uncle chided her.

She stood up and started clearing the table, stacking her good china like she was breaking each plate over someone’s head. (This from a woman who once instructed me on the proper way to stir sugar into a teacup so as to avoid tinkling the sides.) My slice of cake was only half-eaten but she snatched my plate away with such force that my fork went flying across the dining room, narrowly missing Delbert’s neck before it clattered against the rose-patterned wallpaper. The rest of us froze, wide-eyed, while Aunt Esther ignored the fork and continued stacking dishes and spewing venom.

“They’re always running stop signs and causing accidents. One of them jumped the curb and hit a flower pot—a pot that the Ladies Auxiliary paid for, mind you. But will they be held accountable for the replacement cost? No, sir-ee. Not since The Meditating Mayor weaseled his way into office.”

“Martinville’s mayor is a meditator?”

Uncle Phil nodded. “But Mayor Wallace is also a successful businessman.”

“You mean shifty businessman,” my aunt said. “I’m telling you, that man is not to be trusted.”

As my aunt stomped into the kitchen with the dishes, Uncle Phil turned to me and lowered his voice. “She’s still a little bitter about Dillard College closing and likes to take it out on the TM community.”

You think? I’d never seen my aunt this worked up. My entire childhood she’d been the definition of the term Midwestern Nice: reserved and mild-mannered, polite and friendly, averse to confrontation. Oh sure, she’d reprimand me when necessary—though never in public. In fact, in public Aunt Esther was probably nothing but nice to these newcomers, while poor Uncle Phil got an ear full at home. But surely she was exaggerating the affect a few fanatics could have on the town.

From the kitchen, she shouted. “And oh! The traffic every morning and evening!”

Traffic? In Martinville?

“All the Roos rushing to get to those two hideous golden domes they built to meditate in.”

Gold domes?

“Why, some of them say they can levitate!”

This last point was punctuated by the unmistakable sound of china crashing to the floor.

Back at the farmhouse that night, I stumbled on the stairs, my size-twelve feet too big for the century-old steps. Stella struggled with them, too, their steep rise and shallow depth throwing off her gait. Finally she gave up and sat on the fourth step grunting until I picked her up and carried her.

In the squeaky old bed, tucked under a handmade quilt, I couldn’t sleep. (Stella dozed soundly, her snores grinding like a semi-truck downshifting on the highway.) I stared at the room’s sloped ceiling. Its downward slant seemed to reflect the turn my little back-to-the-simple-life plan had taken.

I’d thought I’d left all the New Age crap back on the West Coast. I thought I’d returned to regular old Martinville, the way it always was, the way my dad and I had left it.

But if Aunt Esther was right, Martinville was no longer Martinville.

I hadn’t moved home after all.

I’d moved to Rooville.



Chapter 3


At 10:45 the next morning, as instructed, I met my aunt and uncle on the steps of the First United Presbyterian Church. Through my frozen breath I surveyed the impressive stone structure. The arched red doors with black iron hinges, the foot-thick walls, the buttresses and bell tower seemed to communicate a welcome that was both protective and stern. Sort of a “Glad you’ve finally returned, Owen Martin, we trust you’ve been on your best behavior.”

Except for weddings and an occasional Christmas Eve service, I hadn’t been to church in more than a decade. Most of the churches in San Diego had been nondenominational, and enough little things were done differently that I could never really feel at home. I’d find myself standing when no one else did. When everyone else stopped the Lord’s Prayer at “the power and the glory,” I would keep going with “forever and ever.”

But back in Martinville, inside my old church, it was like I had never left. When I turned to the people behind us to shake hands and say, “Peace be with you,” an older woman said. “Why, you’re Bill Martin’s boy!”

I took the fact that nothing had changed in our church as a good sign. Maybe, despite Aunt Esther’s stories, most things hadn’t changed throughout the town, either. If Martinville had become a town of polar opposites—old fashioned and New Age, Regulars and Roos—maybe both factions coexisted but kept mostly to themselves. This would be fine with me. I certainly had no reason to interact with the meditators. I didn’t know any of them and they didn’t know me.

Back at the farmhouse, I shot baskets at the outdoor hoop. Stella rebounded for me. (To the untrained eye this looked a lot like her head-butting the ball across the gravel until it rammed into something, often my shins.) There was barely a dusting of snow on the ground but the air was cold and dry, freezing her slobber onto the ball. I used my thumbnail to flick it off.

A dark grey Caddy eased up the drive and stopped just shy of the basketball hoop as if that was its regular spot. A trim man unfolded himself from the vehicle, buttoned his blue overcoat over his pinstriped suit and introduced himself as Mayor Corbin Wallace.

The Meditating Mayor thrust a gloved hand out to me. I tucked the ball under my left arm and stuck out my right.

“Owen Martin,” I said as I shook his hand, noting that a bit of the frozen slobber ended up on the expensive leather stretched across his knuckles. This was followed up with a smear of snot to his overcoat as Stella sniffed her hello.

“I like to welcome folks to Martinville, on behalf of the Town Council,” the mayor said as he wiped off the snot with his gloved hand.

“I’m originally from here,” I said. “I’m not sure I qualify for an official welcome.” Would I hear from the Ladies Auxiliary next? I glanced down the driveway, half-expecting to see the Welcome Wagon.

“I’m aware of your history, Owen,” the mayor said. “You were quite the basketball player in high school. That was long before my daughter and I moved here, but I’ve heard all about it. Have you ever coached?”

“YMCA youth teams in California.” It had been a pitiful league, actually. A few of us transplanted Midwesterners had managed to scrounge up some interest, but we’d barely had enough players for six teams. The soccer fields, of course, were packed.

“I’m afraid the girls’ basketball team at Maharishi High School is about to lose their coach to surgery. She’ll be out the remainder of the season.”

My mind did a double-take: There was a Maharishi High School? With sports teams?

“If your schedule in Martinville allows,” he continued, “the principal and I were hoping you’d consider stepping in as interim coach.”

Next to being a meteorologist, coaching was my dream job. But mingling with meditators on a regular basis?

Stella pushed at my leg, requesting the ball. I turned to the basket and lifted the ball to shoot, aware of the mayor watching me. The muscle in my outer tricep gave an odd pinch as I released, causing the ball to wobble on the rim before it dropped in. What the hell? I rubbed my arm in the spot where it’d hurt, but the pain was gone. Huh. Stella gave chase to the ball as it bounced into the frozen grass.

“Think about it,” the mayor told me before I could say no. “We can speed through the paperwork and the TM course—a requisite for all staff. And it’s just a few weeks of coaching. You wouldn’t be locked into anything long term, should you not be planning to stay in Martinville for long.”

“What do you mean?” I looked at him. “I’m not visiting, I moved here.”

“Oh.” There was surprise in his voice, along with something else—disappointment? “I thought perhaps you were here to settle your family’s estate, facilitate the sale of the farm.”

I laughed. Like the children’s game of “telephone,” where information is whispered from ear to ear and ends up completely wrong, the small-town lines of communication had veered significantly off course.

“I’m not here to sell the farm,” I said.

He paused over the news and then said, “Have you considered the matter?”

“The matter?” There was no matter. The only concern had been the farmhouse sitting empty, which I’d solved.

Stella herded the ball over my foot and up against the porch steps, where she tried to bite it. Luckily, it was too big for her to sink her teeth into.

“Perhaps Phil discussed the option with you?” the mayor asked.

“You know my uncle?”

“We’re acquainted, yes. I’ve indicated to him that I’m interested in buying the Martin land.”

Ah, now it was clear why the mayor was paying me a visit instead of the principal.

“You mean, if we were interested in selling,” I clarified.
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“Funny, spellbinding, and smart.”
—Kiistin Bair O’Keeffe, author of The Art of Floating
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