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For my father and mother

How did they keep a fire going
with the few scraps of wood they were given?


ALDONZA: You spoke of a dream. And about the Quest!

DON QUIXOTE: Quest?

ALDONZA: How you must fight and it doesn’t matter whether you win or lose if only you follow the Quest!

DON QUIXOTE: The words. Tell me the words!

ALDONZA: (speaking to music)
“To dream the impossible dream …”
But they’re your own words!

—from Man of La Mancha 


BLIND YOUR POINES 


BOOK I


CHAPTER 1

Looking back, Sam Pickett knew the trouble began that day at the state fair, when the madness winked at him. Even as a ten-year-old, he had a sneaking suspicion that, somewhere in that shrouded realm where fates are sealed, his life had been irrevocably jinxed.

ON A LATE AUGUST afternoon, while students still enjoyed summer vacation, Sam hunched over his desk, polishing details on a lesson plan for November.

Use movie version of Man of La Mancha for section on Cervantes’s novel Don Quixote … first half of movie this period with time for discussion. Assignment: Read first 18 pages on life of Cervantes. Introduce theme: The problem of appearance and reality.

Sam glanced up from his dog-eared lesson plans. The sun had worked its way around and sunlight slanted in through the large, west-facing windows of his classroom, signaling the passing of another day. He was still surprised at the strangeness of his life, teaching high school in the fly-over town of Willow Creek, Montana.

A rattletrap farm truck hauling hay bales backfired as it chugged past the school, startling him. That damned muffled discharge! The feeling came over him with a choking sensation, and he fought for breath. He stared at the blackboard where the sun, coming through cottonwood leaves, left a dappled pattern.

He thought back to that day, to that Friday afternoon. He’d picked up Amy at the school where she taught. They were both high-spirited and happy, looking forward to the weekend together.

He pulled into the long line waiting for drive-up service. Amy said she could get the French fries faster at the counter, so she blew him a kiss and hurried into the building. It was a race to see who’d get the food first, and he hoped she’d win just so he could see the enchanting expression on her face and be rewarded by her childlike laughter. He felt a rush of happiness when he thought of the games they often played, like hide-and-seek in their apartment, in the dark, naked.

From the car, he heard the muffled sound, and then it came again, and again. A backfire? Not inside a building! He ran from the car and collided with terrified people stampeding out the door, fleeing the Burger King. Inside, it was bedlam, a madhouse in which people screamed, crawled under tables, and dove over counters. He frantically searched for her face, and then he saw her. With the bag of French fries still clutched in one hand, she had been hurled onto the tile floor, but not all of her. Parts of her were spattered on the wall, shrapnel from her head, small bits of brain and bone, skin and hair, sailing down the stainless steel on a sea of gore.

He knelt beside her and gently pulled her long black hair over the mutilation, as if that might heal her shattered skull. He took her hand in his, the hand that clung to the French fries she had playfully insisted on getting for him. Amid the chaos a white-haired man knelt beside him.

“She didn’t appear to be afraid,” the man said, slowly shaking his head. “She looked right at him and said, ‘No, please.’ Then he pulled the trigger.”

Sam looked into the man’s watery blue eyes as if asking for understanding.

“Was she your wife?” the man kneeling in her blood said.

Sam nodded. He couldn’t breathe, the room was spinning. Five minutes ago his life was full of joy and anticipation. “Oh God, oh God,” he moaned.

The man put his hand on Sam’s shoulder.

“Why did I turn on Elliot? We could have gone another way, stopped some place else.”

It was as if Amy had been drawn to the shotgun blast by some irresistible fate, and he had been helpless to prevent it. He stared at the grisly scene, the blood, the bits of flesh and bone.

The chaos continued, but he stayed beside her on the floor. He felt no fear, hoping the maniac would return and with one more pull of the trigger send him off to be with her. He heard the words from somewhere deep inside, The Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away. Was it God who nudged him to take a different route home? Was it God who stoked Sam’s impatience with the heavy traffic? If God had any hand in this, then life was a slaughterhouse.

When the sadness erupted over his happy life, the abyss opened beneath him and he fell. In this headlong plunge he instinctively reached out and grabbed hold of something, he didn’t know who or what. He hung there, trying to catch his breath, trying to restore his heartbeat, dangling over the darkness.

The city he loved turned gray: green trees, the waterfront, his classroom, friends, the concerts and plays, the lovely boulevards and buildings, all gray. The sadness overwhelmed him. He left everything and fled.

At present, he was hanging on, but he knew he had to identify what it was he clung to, and he knew he had to find some reason to continue to hang on or he would give in to it, let go, and fall into the great dark void and be lost.

“Pickett!”

The voice startled him, jolting him from the trance. Truly Osborn stood in the doorway. Sam caught his breath.

“Hard at it I see,” Truly said, as he stepped smartly to Sam’s desk.

“Yes,” Sam responded, standing, slightly unbalanced.

“I wish a few of the other teachers were as conscientious. When I was running the school in Great Falls, well, things were different, I’ll tell you.”

Truly glanced at the walls Sam had cluttered with quotations and posters depicting films and books and musical plays.

“Had seventy-six teachers under me, seventy-six. Could account for every paper clip. Can’t expect discipline in this outpost.”

He twitched his nose as was his habit.

“Is all this necessary?” he said, waving a hand at the wall. “It’s so … unorganized.”

Without allowing a moment for a response, he turned his gaze on Sam, who had settled back into his chair, his heart still racing. He swallowed and tried to pay attention to his superintendent.

“Now then, the other night the school board nearly did away with the basketball program. John English expressed the frustration and embarrassment we all feel because of the team, but due to the persistence of that foolhardy Wainwright and his lackey Ray Collins, they decided to go one more year. Can you imagine?”

Sam glanced down at his lesson plan and his eyes focused on The problem of appearance and reality. He was lost. Somehow, Amy’s voice came softly and calmly.

Truly continued to talk, and finally his words penetrated.

“… However, they realize how hard it has been for you to coach these past five years, the time and travel for what, heaven knows, is little extra money. We’re prepared to assign the task to Mr. Grant, our new math teacher. Hopefully it will only be for one more year. Might as well pass the misery around.”

Sam wanted to protest, wanted to volunteer for another year. If nothing else, the basketball program filled many hours during the winter months, and he didn’t know how he’d handle that much unscheduled time.

“Oh, and the board asked me to convey their gratitude for the way you’ve stuck to it, even though you never did manage to win a game.”

Sam caught the not-so-subtle sarcasm. The superintendent twitched his nose like a rabbit.

“They appreciate your … fortitude. Mr. Grant can carry on the ridiculous comedy with the boys.”

He slung a hand toward the classroom wall.

“See if you can’t neaten this up a bit.”

Then he turned and scurried from the room.

Pompous ass, Sam thought.

He stood, teetering slightly, still finding it hard to breathe. He pulled the shade, darkening the room. Truly’s cruel reference to the team’s efforts as “comic” had made him wince, and he admitted that deep inside he had wanted to win just one game, for the boys, for the town. Though the furthest he’d gone with basketball was playing on his high school team, Sam believed he was a capable English teacher. As a basketball coach he was 0–87. Wasn’t that some kind of a world’s record, a Guiness Book oddity? And even better, the team was 0–93, having lost its last six the season before Sam arrived. It would be exceedingly difficult to lose ninety-three in a row without some law of nature kicking in to bring the odds back into balance, something like an entire opposing team coming down with trichinosis in the middle of the third quarter or their eyes going crossed for all of the second half.

What Truly viewed as a ridiculous comedy actually had taught Sam something about heroism. Heroism wasn’t playing hard with a chance to win, a chance to receive the acclaim and praise of victory. True heroism was refusing to quit when there was no chance to win. True heroism was giving your all in the face of absolute defeat. He thought that these boys, who were pitied by some, were learning life’s lesson sooner than most, learning that life is a series of losses.

Sam gathered several folders off his desk and worried about how he would fill this new block of free time. He regarded the lesson plans for a moment, then dropped them on the desktop. He picked up his tattered copy of Don Quixote and left the room. He’d read the eight hundred and some pages again; that should occupy him for several days at least.

He raced down the hall and a flight of stairs, then ducked out the front door. The basketball court in front of the school stood empty in the late afternoon heat. The mountains shimmered to the west and the sweet aroma of freshly-cut alfalfa filled his nostrils as he headed toward his rental house. The town stretched along the road for about eight blocks, with the school situated on the south end, and Sam’s one-story home—for which he paid two hundred dollars a month in rent—in the middle.

Rip, the oldest resident in Willow Creek, shuffled along the street toward Sam. The skeletal-looking man’s suspenders appeared to be pulling him further and further down into his pants.

“Hello, Rip,” Sam said, slowing as they passed.

“Hey, Coach,” Rip said, flashing a toothless smile. “We’re gonna do it this year, by golly, ain’t we?”

“Yeah, sure,” Sam said, trying to keep the sarcasm out of his voice.

It still amazed Sam that Willow Creek—with an entire high school enrollment of eighteen or nineteen students, and with a senior class last year consisting of three—somehow managed to maintain a basketball team and compete in the state-sanctioned conference. The school, whose greatest athletic achievement was fielding five standing, breathing boys, hadn’t won a basketball game in over five years, spreading a pall over the lives of those who identified with the community and its team. It was a virtual blood-letting, sanctioned by the Montana High School Association.

He turned in at the walkway to his house, mentally planning the evening ahead: run and walk the loop over the Jefferson River bridge, shower, supper, an hour of television, read until he fell asleep. He stepped onto the creaking porch, shoved the ill-fitting door open, and prayed he could hold off the afternoon’s vision until he escaped into the murky shadows of sleep.

Though he hated to admit it to himself, he was afraid to go to sleep, and he dreaded waking up in the morning to the memory of his relentless dreams. Somewhere in his mind, Amy’s voice played back at random times throughout the day and night.

He was also haunted by the Indian legend he first heard when he came to Montana. Members of the Crow tribe were camped along the Yellowstone River near present-day Billings. Warriors, returning from a long hunting trip, found the camp decimated by smallpox. Their wives, mothers, children, were all dead. So overcome with grief, sure they would join their loved ones in another world, they blinded their ponies and rode them off a sixty-foot cliff.

Five years after losing Amy, Sam still identified with those Crow warriors who couldn’t bear life without their loved ones. He would never admit to anyone that, on a daily basis, he entertained the thought of blinding his pony and riding off the cliff to be with her.


CHAPTER 2

Peter Strong waited for his Grandma Chapman in front of the café that doubled as the bus depot in Three Forks, Montana. The family-shattering detonation of his parents’ divorce had been followed by the anguish of leaving his girlfriend and the comfort zone he knew in St. Paul, Minnesota, and heading by Greyhound to eastern Montana, where he’d spend one dreaded school year in Willow Creek.

“Hey, Grandma. How are you?” Peter said as he watched his mother’s mother amble toward him from her faded green VW bus.

“I’m cookin’, sweetheart, I’m cookin’.”

Having already noticed the comfortable temperature, without a touch of Midwest humidity, he figured she wasn’t referring to the weather and that it must be some kind of Western-speak. She hugged him and then held him at arm’s length, eyeing him like she might a newborn pup, checking to see if it had all its parts. He hadn’t seen his grandmother in several years and was taken aback by her appearance and bluster. She had no left hand, but he already knew that. No, it was the clothes. Dressed in Levis, and wearing a white sweatshirt with black lettering, beat-up Reeboks, red-framed glasses, and a man’s brown felt hat perched on her snow-gray hair, she reminded him of the street people he saw in Saint Paul, and he couldn’t decide if he should laugh or hand her a dollar.

“Welcome to Montana!” she half shouted.

“Welcome to the end of the world,” he said under his breath, glancing at the three blocks that made up Three Forks’ depressed business district. “Willow Creek is bigger, right?” he asked.

“Smaller.”

“That’s impossible,” he said, trying to swallow a sudden rush of panic and loneliness.

“You’ve gone and growed up,” she said, hugging him and then stepping back to look at his hair. “That how the young lions wear their mane in the big city?”

“Yeah, some.”

She rubbed her hand over his blond hair, cut short along the sides, long on top and back. “Looks like the barber got started and you ran out of cash. Reminds me of the bushmen in National Geographic.”

She smiled—sadly he thought—and her face took on the look of a worn leather glove. Her figureless body slumped toward the middle: no hips, no curves, just legs and arms and a head sprouting from a slightly bent and twisted trunk. Her sweatshirt read:

This package is sold by weight, not volume.
Some settling of contents may have occurred
during shipment and handling.

“Sure got your mother’s eyes; the gals’ll be fluttering over you.”

“I have a girlfriend.”

“So I’ve heard. Well, better pull the shades on those gorgeous blue peepers, then. I don’t want you breaking any hearts.”

With the dull ache in his chest he’d carried all the way from Saint Paul, he picked up his suitcase and duffel. At least there was one good thing, he thought: he liked his kooky grandmother.

“How’s your mom doing?” she asked as they walked toward her bus.

“I don’t know.” He wanted her to ask how he was doing. He was the one who got shipped out! “Divorce sucks.”

“Don’t suppose it’s a picnic for you,” she said.

“Some people wait until their kids are grown up—why can’t they?”

“Got no answer for that.”

“I can take care of myself when Mom has to travel. She’s only gone for a week at a time. She thinks I’m a baby or something.”

“Wants you to get the care you deserve.”

“They just don’t want a snot-nosed kid around anymore.”

“Well, that’s my good fortune then, because I’ll love having you around.”

A dusty red pickup rattled to the curb and stopped a short distance from them.

“Oh, Peter, come here,” his grandmother said.

She walked to the passenger side of the truck. He followed and found a girl with wide blue eyes sitting beside the somber woman driver.

“Hello, Sally. Want you to meet my grandson, Peter,” his grandmother said through the open window. “Peter, this is Sally Cutter.” She nodded at the driver. “And this is her girl, Denise. How are you, honey?”

“Hello,” the woman said without turning her eyes on Peter. He regarded the girl for a moment. Her lively eyes seemed to pick up on everything, even though her head teetered gently and a string of drool hung from the corner of her mouth. Strapped into the pickup with some special kind of seat belt, she made a guttural sound.

“Hello,” Peter said and smiled. He sensed the mother was embarrassed by her girl.

Feeling uneasy, he picked up his suitcase and duffel and tossed them into the VW bus. A road-worn bumper sticker clung to the back bumper: “DO IT IN WILLOW CREEK, MONTANA,” it read. Feeling ill at ease, he climbed into the passenger seat and waited while the women visited. In a minute his grandmother pulled herself up behind the wheel and turned the key. Nothing happened.

“Wouldn’t you know,” she said, grabbing a screwdriver out of the glove box.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

“Nothing I can’t fix.”

In moments she was out the door, around behind the bus and out of sight. Peter climbed out and found her lying in the street on her back, only her jeans and tennis shoes sticking out from under the bumper. He knelt to peer under the bus when suddenly the engine kicked over and started. She slid out, stood up, and brushed herself off.

“Happens now and then.”

They climbed in and roared down the main drag, the engine sounding as if they were doing eighty, although he knew they couldn’t be doing more than twenty-five.

“What did you do?” he asked.

“Jumped it, like a hot-wire.”

He had no idea what that meant, but he didn’t let on, didn’t want her thinking he was a stupid city kid.

“Two of Willow Creek’s heroes,” she said, by which, Peter finally realized, she was referring to the mother and daughter he had just met.

“They live in Willow Creek?”

“Few miles south of town, in the hills where the soil is pretty thin.”

His loneliness slid up into his throat; the mother and daughter rattled him. “Why heroes?”

“ ’Cause they keep playin’ with the hand they were dealt, not like some people I know.”

“How old is she, the girl?”

“Sixteen, seventeen, about your age.”

He wanted to tell her it scared the hell out of him to see someone his age like that, knowing it could be him, but he’d learned from painful experience not to share such things with anyone.

“Got a driver’s license?” his grandmother asked.

“Yeah.”

“Ever drive a stick shift?”

“No, we have automatic.”

“Trilobite is nearly automatic,” she said while laying her right hand atop the stick shift.

“Trilobite?”

“A fossil they find in rocks. As vehicles go, she’s about as much a fossil as I am, so we respect each other. She’s a sixty-five, twenty-five years old, so I’ll expect you to drive her with respect.”

“Dad says only hippies drive VW buses,” he said.

“That so … what else does your dad say?”

“He thinks you’re kind of a screwball, says you’re a ‘refried hippie.’”

“Well, coming from my distant son-in-law I’ll take that as a compliment.” They laughed.

His grandma’s faded white-frame house sat on Main Street, halfway between the Blue Willow Inn and the school, where—Grandma explained—the teachers attempted to enlighten kindergarten through senior high students, and the school board annually took its stand against the inevitable, like fighting gravity, hanging onto the high school for one more year.

She introduced him to her family: a motley green parrot named Parrot—whose cage she quickly covered before he could speak—and her three-legged cat, Tripod.

“Found him in the backyard a year ago, a stray no one’d claim. Sick and dying, his right front leg shredded by some beast or machine or steel-jawed trap. Nursed him back to life after the vet amputated his bum leg. Ever since he sticks to me like panty hose.” She led him into the cozy and cluttered kitchen. “You can call him One Chance if you like.”

“Why One Chance?”

“When I took him to the vet he said the cat had one chance in a million and maybe we should just put him to sleep. I told him no, that if he had one chance, let’s go for it.”

Peter sat in a chair by the kitchen table, and the apricot-and-white cat came to him as if with some instinctual understanding that they were orphaned kin. His grandmother slipped larger eyeglasses over the pair she wore, and stuck a piece of a jigsaw puzzle in place in the half-finished depiction of a sailing ship that sprawled across part of the table.

“I play bingo on Tuesdays and Thursdays, go bowling Wednesday afternoons, do aerobics most mornings in front of the TV, hit the garage sales on Saturday mornings with Hazel Brown, have coffee at the Blue Willow once or twice a day—that was the joint we passed comin’ into town—watch The Waltons reruns, and we get up a game of hearts or whist whenever we’ve a mind to, but generally I’m just hanging around.”

She found another puzzle piece that fit and thumbed it into place. “Landsakes.” She looked at him. “What’s the matter with me? You must be starving.”

She pulled off the top pair of glasses.

“Oh, darn, forgot again.” She opened a prescription bottle near the sink and popped a capsule in her mouth, washing it down with a glass of water. “I have to keep gettin’ a new doc,” she said.

“Why?”

“They keep dyin’ on me.”

His grandmother laughed and fetched a carton of milk from the refrigerator. He noticed a small hand-lettered poster on the wall: “AS LONG AS SHE SWIMS I WILL COOK.” It made no sense to Peter.

She poured a glass and set it in front of him. “What kind of milk do you like?”

“Two percent,” he said. “Are you sick?”

“Landsakes, no. This doc keeps wanting me to come in for checkups. Fussy old fool. Thinks my blood pressure is high.” She hooted. “Just never seen a seventy-four-year-old who’s still alive.”

They hadn’t been in the house a half hour—enough time to stuff him with milk and uncounted Oreos—when his grandmother challenged him to a game of Horse.

“What do you mean?” Peter asked, startled.

“A game of Horse. You play Horse in Saint Paul, don’t you?”

“Yeah … but—”

“Then quit your stammering and get on your playing shoes.” She opened a closet and produced a shiny new basketball, firing a snappy pass that he caught more with reflex than skill.

Somewhat astonished, he followed silently as they walked the two blocks up Main Street to the school grounds. Looking about, he realized it appeared to be the only street.

“Where’s the rest of the town?” he said.

“You’re lookin’ at it.”

“We have shopping malls bigger than this.”

“Minus the Tobacco Roots,” she said, waving a hand at the massive mountain range to the west, “and clean air and cutthroat trout.” Attached to an old three-story brick building—which Pete at first thought must be the grade school—stood a more recently built gymnasium with HOME OF THE BRONCS AND THE BLUE PONIES lettered in weather-beaten blue on its east wall.

“Who are the Blue Ponies?” he asked.

“Girls’ basketball … haven’t had enough players for a team the past few years, though. You might say the Blue Ponies are temporarily, if not permanently, out to pasture.” She nodded at the gym. “Seeing as the boys’ nickname is the Broncs, some of the nasty folks around here refer to this as the glue factory.”

In front of the school there was an asphalt basketball court with four baskets. His grandmother promptly made a free throw and tossed the ball at Pete. He tried a shot and missed, and she hooted with delight.

“ ‘H’! You got an ‘H,’ boy!”

His grandmother actually won the first game by methodically throwing a spastic sort of hook shot, but when Peter got his bearings, he began hitting baskets, and eventually had to hold back, feeling guilty for beating her so badly.

“You’ll be as popular as all get-out around here come basketball season,” she said, while trying to throw the ball from outside the circle.

Peter retrieved her errant shot. “Do they have a good team?”

“Nope, haven’t won a game in five years. But, lordy, I think that’s gonna change.”

“Five years!” He swished a long shot. “That’s diseased. Think I can make the team?”

His grandmother cocked her head as if he were putting her on. “All you have to do is show up. Everyone with balls makes the team, and by that I don’t mean the family jewels. I mean guts, I mean backbone, I mean heart.”

Peter blushed slightly at her reference to the family jewels, and when she said she had to get home and work on the dinner, he was glad to stay and shoot for a while. The few vehicles that had drifted by showed no surprise at this seventy-four-year-old, one-handed woman out banging a basketball off the backboard.

THE ROAD FROM Three Forks made a gentle curve into Willow Creek and became Main Street, the only pavement in that end-of-the-road village. Peter could see snow-tipped mountains in almost any direction, and they looked huge. As for Willow Creek, it was hard to tell where the fields and cow pastures ended and the town began. There just wasn’t anything there.

Peter tried to be positive, but he was pissed and confused and scared. He began practicing with a vengeance because he didn’t know what else to do: long shot, rebound, lay-up, over and over, breaking a sweat, trying to dunk the rebound and coming close, there on the outdoor court of a school where by some fluke of fate he would have to spend his junior year. His life had blown up on him, and he had been hurled to this godforsaken place.

As if in a dream he sent the ball on its graceful arc, and the swish of the net blended with the sounds of lowing cattle and distant children’s voices drifting in the dry mountain air. He looked around him, already plotting his escape.


CHAPTER 3

With only a few days before school was to start, Sam Pickett labored at his desk over lesson plans. In the background, the soundtrack from Rocky reverberated from the stereo in the corner of the classroom, prodding him with its beat.

He felt the floor tremble and glanced up to see Hazel Brown as she blustered into his classroom.

“Mr. Pickett, there’s something you’ve got to see.”

She wore a sheen of sweat on her face and labored to catch her breath, which wasn’t unusual for Hazel. Sam wouldn’t call Hazel obese, though he figured she was twice the size God intended. He’d call her big.

“What is it?” he said, wanting to finish what he was doing before going home, and anxious not to be interrupted.

“Something out in front.” She giggled. “It won’t take long, Mr. Pickett.”

For years he had explained that she didn’t have to call him mister, but she refused to pay attention. As the school cook, Hazel sometimes helped out with custodial chores, and Sam figured she always heard the students call him Mr. Pickett and felt obliged to follow suit.

“Can it wait until I leave? I’ll only be another twenty minutes,” he said with an intended irritation in his voice.

“It may be gone by then, Mr. Pickett. It won’t take but a minute.”

She stood there in enormous jeans and tentlike sweatshirt with her head slightly tilted, holding her chubby hands together in a supplicating pose.

“Oh, all right,” he said and tossed his ballpoint down on his desk. He pushed his chair back and followed Hazel out of the room, urged on by the Rocky soundtrack. As he walked behind her down the stairs he couldn’t help but wonder where she found jeans that size. When he first met Hazel, he held back, expecting some unpleasant body odor because of her enormous bulk, but instead he whiffed a sweet cosmetics-counter aroma that became as much a part of her in his mind as her heavy tread. He walked down the stairs, following the wake of that pungent fragrance, and realized that if he had to he could track Hazel in the pitch dark.

She didn’t go out the school’s front door but instead led him around through the gym and into the small lunchroom where they could peer out at the asphalt basketball court without being seen.

“There,” she said, giggling and pointing to the court. Sam slid up beside her and gazed through the lunchroom window. Outside, a boy he’d never seen before assaulted the rim and backboard with a basketball, going at it as if his life depended on it.

“Watch this,” Hazel said. The boy dashed toward the backboard, grabbed the bouncing ball and nearly dunked it. “Grandma Chapman made me promise I’d introduce you. He’s her grandson from Saint Paul.”

“Well, I’m pretty busy … maybe I can meet him some other time,” Sam said, anxious to get back to work but unable to turn away as the boy hit shot after shot from the far side of the court.

“Oh, c’mon, Mr. Pickett,” Hazel said, and she hauled her body out the lunchroom door toward the asphalt court.

Sam hesitated a moment and then gave in to his curiosity.

“Peter!” Hazel shouted.

The boy stopped dribbling and turned toward the approaching couple.

“Peter, this is Mr. Pickett.” She turned to Sam. “Mr. Pickett, this is Peter Strong, Elizabeth Chapman’s grandson.”

Sam moved up beside Hazel and extended his hand. “Hello, Peter.”

“Hi.”

With his chest heaving and his T-shirt soaked, the boy took Sam’s hand in a sweaty grip. Sam guessed him to be about six foot even.

“Mr. Pickett’s our basketball coach,” Hazel said, as if it were some unheard of honor instead of an ungodly indictment.

“No … no longer. Mr. Grant will coach the team this year,” Sam said.

“Since when?” Hazel frowned, obviously hurt not to be up to the minute on what was going on around the school.

“What do you think of Willow Creek?” Sam said, ignoring Hazel’s question.

“I don’t know, I mean … there’s nothing here. I never knew a town could die and people would keep on living there.” He wiped sweat from his forehead with the palm of his hand and dried it on his jeans.

“Kind of like ghosts, huh?” Sam said, and laughed. “Are you going to be here long?”

“I sure hope not, my family’s just getting things worked out. I plan to be home by Christmas.”

“That’s not what your grandma says,” Hazel said with a defensive tone. “She said you’d be one more student for the high school this year.”

“How many kids are there?” Peter asked.

“Seventeen,” Sam said.

“Seventeen?”

“Eighteen,” Hazel said. “We’re getting an exchange student, a boy from Norway.”

“Huh. Back home I have over four hundred kids in just my class.”

“Well,” Sam said, “it was nice meeting you. Be careful you don’t turn into a ghost while you’re here.” Sam smiled and headed back toward the school.

“See you later, Peter,” Hazel said, following Sam. She caught him halfway up the second floor stairs.

“What do you think, Mr. Pickett?” she said, panting.

Sam stopped at the landing.

“What do I think about what?”

“About Grandma Chapman’s grandson. He sure has an attitude about him.”

“Remember the first time you saw Willow Creek?” Sam said.

“She says he’s going to be here for the whole school year. Do you think he’ll make a difference?”

Sam climbed another step and stopped. “Do you mean will he help Willow Creek win a game? No, probably not.”

“That’s what I told Elizabeth. Heavens to Betsy, it’ll take more than that kid. Magic Johnson couldn’t win a game here.”

“Oh, he looks like a player,” he said. “Was he on his high school team in Saint Paul?”

“To hear Grandma Chapman talk you’d think he was going into the NBA next week.”

“Well, it doesn’t sound like he’ll be here for the basketball season anyway.” “I don’t blame you for quitting coaching, Mr. Pickett.” She glanced into his eyes for a moment and then looked away.

“I don’t know how you stood it so long.”

“Yeah, well, it was something to do.”

Sam turned and climbed the stairs. He knew he wasn’t in the main loop of village gossip, in fact he purposely avoided it. But after eating so many meals at the Blue Willow, the hive of town scuttlebutt, he couldn’t help but gain a certain level of knowledge about everyone in town. The word was that Hazel grew up in St. Louis with her unwed mother, never married, bounced around the West waiting tables and cooking for twenty years, and then she showed up in Willow Creek ten or twelve years ago and anchored her forty-two-foot aluminum trailer as if she were making her stand. She sent out her need for approval like cottonwood seed and it stuck to everyone.

At the end of the hall he hurried into his classroom, where the Rocky soundtrack continued to urge him on. Ten minutes later he was up to speed, revising, polishing, and adding new material, trying to recapture the excitement he once felt in introducing students to words and language and the wonder of their magic in great writing.

But no matter how he tried to ignore it, something stuck at the back of his mind, and he couldn’t shake it. Was he annoyed at Hazel Brown for interrupting him? No, that wasn’t it. Was it what Peter Strong had said? Had the boy seen through the appearance of Willow Creek to its reality? If the kid stayed, Mr. Grant—with senior Rob Johnson—would have two good basketball players to work with. Even so, that was no longer Sam’s worry, and he tried to shove it out of his mind and keep at his lesson plans.

It didn’t work; he couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t prevent himself from crossing the hall and peering from the window, down to the asphalt basketball court where the unsettled boy raged against the basket as though he were fighting to stay alive, as though he were afraid he, too, would turn into a Willow Creek ghost. Sam walked away from the window, suddenly agitated, considering the possibility that’s what had happened to him. Had Sam turned into a ghost?

Later that night, as he lay in his sleepless bed, having read Cervantes until nearly two in the morning, he played tricks with his mind, trying to hold off the haunting that circled his bed like silent moths. Out of the shadows of his memory he could hear his mother’s voice: You get on that elephant!

That elephant, that little gray elephant thumped its way into his mind on the familiar memory of his mother’s voice. You get on that elephant, I paid good money.

It had been at a fly-by-night carnival in some ragtag town in Indiana, and Sam was six or seven. When they first saw the exotic creature, circling in a small roped-off area with gleeful children on its back and parents snapping photos, Sam wanted to ride. His mother bought a ticket. Sam waited in line and eventually climbed a step or two of the platform they used for children to mount the animal. The kids just ahead of him were getting on, and Sam found himself at eye level with the unfamiliar beast. He noticed its long eyelashes and thought it must be a girl elephant. All at once the creature gazed at him, opening its eyelid slowly, suddenly presenting him with a porthole into the heart of creation itself. Startled, Sam looked into the elephant’s dark watery eye.

As young as he was, he immediately recognized a sadness that matched something within him, a grief so excruciating it overwhelmed him. This wasn’t a happy time with laughing children and waving parents. The elephant was heartsick! They were stealing its life! It would never be free to run across the grass, play with other elephants, wade into a lake and splash and frolic. It had been taken hostage, confined to this dreary little circle, day after day, year after year, going in endless circles so that its owner could make money. Sam suddenly sensed the great freighted sorrow of all those creatures of the earth whose lives were pillaged for human gain and satisfaction. He had seen the awful woe in the elephant’s eye, and he had to turn away.

“I don’t want to ride!” he called to his mother with an escalating panic. “I don’t want to ride!”

“You get up there and ride, I paid good money for that ticket.”

The attendant waited impatiently to help him on.

“I’ll pay you back with my allowance,” Sam said, near tears now.

“You’ll be all right,” his mother said. “The elephant won’t hurt you.”

“I don’t—”

“The nice elephant likes boys and girls.”

“But, Mom …”

She thought he was afraid; he wasn’t afraid. He just didn’t want to be a part of the elephant’s murder.

“You get on right now, you’re holding everyone up, you’ll be all right.”

Sam climbed on. They loaded two kids behind him. As he waited, he leaned forward and whispered in the elephant’s huge ear: “I’m sorry, elephant, I’m sorry.”

When he clambered off the animal he couldn’t look back into that window of sorrow, as though he had participated in stealing the animal’s life. From that day, he became a vigilant survivor who, at all costs, avoided looking into the elephant’s eye.

Sam Pickett, English teacher and former basketball coach at Willow Creek High School, scrounged for sleep in his tangled bed. He was thirty-six years old and he hadn’t a clue as to who he was or what his life was about. He bore a wound he couldn’t heal.

He pulled the bedding over his head and thought back to the boy playing basketball. Sam was relieved to have severed his connection with the basketball team, yet he couldn’t help harboring the inescapable shame of a traitor.


CHAPTER 4

Mervin Painter stood in the drive waiting for his wife, Claire, to get ready, something he’d grown accustomed to over the thirty-one years they’d been married. He ran his eyes over the ranch, and memories glided to him like a red-tailed hawk on the warm August breeze. The original sod hut his grandfather built when he homesteaded the land, now returning to the soil; the two-story frame house in which Mervin grew up, sitting empty; and behind him the ranch-style brick-and-cedar-sided rambler they moved into when his girls were in school.

He reflected on how well he’d covered his inner firestorm, knowing his neighbors and Willow Creek townsfolk saw him as an easygoing, patient man who faced life with a calm resolve, while inside, underneath that mellow image, he wrestled with unresolved regret and remorse and rage. He would never let on, never give his big brother satisfaction or bewilder his unsuspecting wife.

Of the two brothers, he had been the loyal son who stayed and worked the land side by side with their father. He had a sweetheart, Maggie Swanson, and everyone in the community figured they’d be married one day. They had plans. Mervin was waiting until he could build them a modest house on the ranch; he’d witnessed the disasters that happened when a couple moved in with their parents.

It was tough enough living only a few hundred feet apart.

Having Maggie, a girlfriend, was the one feat Mervin had managed better than his older brother, Carl. Carl never went with a girl more than a few weeks, couldn’t seem to match up. He drank too much, picked up several DUIs, and couldn’t seem to “find himself.”

Rumors of brutal fights and general carousing filtered through the valley and their father was chagrined. Then, when he turned twenty-one, Carl took off, traipsing around the world, Australia, Mexico, Alaska, writing from distant ports and pleading for money, which their father always sent with the hope that Carl would eventually come home and settle on the land. Mervin prayed that he wouldn’t.

Carl had not been a good big brother, no buddy or companion you could count on. Three years older, always bigger, often mean and brutal, he would beat up Mervin when Mervin didn’t toe Carl’s line. A punch in the stomach, a bloody nose, and on several occasions Carl had knocked Mervin unconscious. Mervin never tattled. He learned to stay clear of his combative brother, waiting for the time when he would grow big enough to stand up to Carl and, if not beat him, at least do enough damage that Carl would limp away with his own blood leaking onto the ground. About the time Mervin put on the weight and muscle to take Carl on, Carl took off on his world travels, “sowing his wild oats” as people around Willow Creek would say. Rumors circulated that his abrupt departure had to do with some serious trouble he was in, that he’d bitten off more than he could chew.

More than a year later, Carl returned to the valley but he didn’t come home, stayed with friends and only came by briefly to say hello and retrieve some of his belongings, as if he feared being trapped on the land. He seemed to have money. They’d see him at the Blue Willow and pass him coming or going in his new Chevy pickup.

One day Dennis Reed told Mervin he saw Carl with Maggie in his pickup. Mervin staggered from the punch to his heart. Maggie with Carl! His girl, his darling, his life. Like a madman he took off looking for his big brother, prepared to tear him apart with his bare hands. He searched everywhere he could imagine, driving back roads frantically until one in the morning, but came up empty.

Racing to Maggie’s family place west of town, he woke her parents and they discovered she wasn’t in her bed. Mervin waited in his pickup until five-fifteen when Maggie came driving home.

Sitting in her car, she wouldn’t tell him where Carl was but she got him to calm down and told him over and over how sorry she was. He had hope; he thought she wanted to make up. Then she said she still loved him, but she was going to marry Carl. The blows kept landing, his brother was beating him up again. He pleaded with her, it wasn’t too late, they could put this behind them and go ahead with their plans. No, they couldn’t, she was pregnant.

He couldn’t find his breath. They had wrestled mightily with waiting until they were married to make love, though they’d done some pretty heavy necking and petting down by the Jefferson River bridge. She said she wanted to be a virgin on her wedding night and, though he liked the idea of it, he had often tried to persuade her otherwise without success. His big brother is home a month or two and she’s lain with him in his pickup or some hayloft, slipped off her panties, opened her sweetness to him! He tried to block it from his mind and feared he’d go insane.

He never said another word to her. He drove away without looking back, his brother’s fist tearing something loose in his chest. He couldn’t breathe, thought he’d suffocate. The sun came up as he turned in the ranch road. When his parents asked where he’d been he didn’t respond. He took a shower and went out and worked like a madman without food or drink until long past dark.

Carl and Maggie were married ten days later, and they moved onto a place with her grandparents over near Churchill. Carl knuckled down working the ranch, they had three boys, and in a few years both of Maggie’s grandparents passed away, leaving their place to the young couple.

Mervin met Claire the following summer at a friend’s wedding in Livingston and they married a year later. He never felt the same with Claire as he had with Maggie. He tortured himself for years for not marrying Maggie while Carl was away, punished himself unrelentingly for not swallowing his pride and telling Maggie that it didn’t matter that she was pregnant, that he’d marry her and raise the child as their own. He’d always wondered what she would have said. Had she felt trapped and believed she had no option but to marry Carl? Had she been seduced in her simple innocence by his worldly brother though she truly loved Mervin after all? He’d never know.

As he stood there in the driveway, he couldn’t sort out his feelings.

He knew he still loved Maggie like he’d love no one else. And he knew he would never do anything to hurt Claire, sweet, childlike Claire. Through all the cousins’ graduations and weddings he’d managed to avoid any private conversation with Maggie, but he knew his brother still drank and at times he thought he caught a sadness in her eyes and the shadow of a bruise on her lovely face.

When Mervin’s father retired, he willed the family place to Mervin, with Carl’s share to be paid in cash when their father passed on. But what graveled Mervin to the core was that their father gave the old John Deere “D” tractor to Carl, a family heirloom passed down for three generations. Mervin believed he deserved the tractor, the son who stayed home and began working the place with his father the day he graduated from high school, the son who did everything his father ever asked. It was a birthright Carl had forfeited.

The John Deere “D” was the first tractor their grandfather ever had. He only used it a few years and then purchased a more powerful and versatile machine. Never able to bring himself to trade it in on other equipment, it had become like a faithful old work horse that had carved a soft spot in their grandfather’s heart. The “D” was kept in a machine shed away from weather and sun ever since and was “a rare son-bitch” as Mervin’s father used to say. Carl only displayed it in parades, antique shows and the like, a treasured family coat of arms. It should have gone to Mervin.

Mervin had come to the point where he couldn’t stay in church that Sunday each year when the text for the day was “The Prodigal Son.” Damn it, his father had killed the fatted calf when his wayward brother came home, only it was the John Deere “D” he gave him, as though it were a symbol that he’d forgiven him and taken him back with open arms. Mervin would pretend to be ill or find some other excuse to leave when he’d glance at the bulletin and see that Luke 15:11-32 would be the basis for the minister’s sermon. He’d be damned if he’d put himself through that anymore.

Son, you are always with me
And all that is mine is yours.
It was fitting to make merry and be glad,
For this your brother was dead, and is alive;
He was lost, and is found.

Why didn’t the sonofabitch stay lost.

Mervin turned and glanced at the fine ranch home he’d built, realizing Claire should be coming out any minute. Over the years he had tried to let the wounds heal, let go of the pain and disappointment, all of it, and he had succeeded to some degree, but as if fate had a hand in it, Carl’s boys had gone to Manhattan Christian, a private school in the little village of Churchill with a solid basketball program and an endless supply of good players, while Mervin’s girls went to Willow Creek, a school that had difficulty finding six or seven boys for the team and who hadn’t won a game in recent memory. And every year, in their cool and restrained relationship, he and Carl bet five dollars on the game. It wasn’t the five dollars, but he was sick and tired of being beaten by his big brother and the two annual games between their teams only rubbed salt in old wounds and reminded him that he lost again, lost Maggie, lost the life he planned, lost the goddamn John Deere “D.”

Claire came out of the house dressed in her Sunday best and waved as she got into the gray Ford Fairlane. Mervin checked his watch and hurried to the car. They were picking up the exchange student at the airport outside Bozeman. They had conceived and raised four daughters, and after a quartet, they had given up both the hope and any further attempt to hatch a male Painter in their antimasculine fluids. They accepted the town’s basketball heritage with a resolute grit and no little amount of guilt at not producing any boys to lift Willow Creek’s banner out of the manure. Their daughters excelled off the land, and two of them had become exchange students, one spending a year in Spain, one a year in Brazil.

Being the fair-minded soul Claire was, she felt obliged to volunteer as a host family for some youngster who wanted to visit the U.S. for a year of study and cultural shock in Willow Creek. Thus a boy from Norway, Olaf Gustafson, would cross the Atlantic and most of the United States to spend the school year on the land where three generations of Painters had taken a stand to carve out a livelihood by raising cattle in Montana’s auspicious and fickle bosom. Mervin thought it was the least they could do now that their daughters were married and scattered all over the country.

They had exchanged letters and received a bundle of information about Olaf—age, health, scholastic record, hobbies, everything, including a picture of him standing alone in front of his house in Oslo. Claire said he looked kind of skinny and they’d have to put some meat on his bones. But neither Claire nor Mervin, nor anyone in the school office, paid any attention to information given in metric numbers or tried to translate them into U.S. equivalents.

His flight touched down on time, and the gleaming Northwest 727 rolled smoothly to the concourse gate. Claire shared her anxiety as she shifted from foot to foot and fidgeted with her hands.

“What are we getting into?” she said. “What if he is unhappy and loud and impolite? What if he causes trouble and drinks liquor and gets into fights?”

Passengers began streaming from the concourse: men, women, children, all kinds of ordinary-looking people. Claire clutched the identifying snapshot as she clung to a nervous smile, the lines in her round porcelain face apparently cracks from that perpetual expression, a smile Mervin took for granted, knowing it was Claire’s way of facing the uncertainties of life, knowing she could come with her right arm mangled in the baler, still bearing that sunbeam smile.

“What if he missed a connection?” she said.

“There’s still a few coming,” Mervin said.

Then, ducking through the gate with wide blue eyes and straw-colored hair, Olaf came bearing a duffel bag and a bright, boyish grin.

“The bed!” Claire said. “What will we do about the bed?”

They stepped forward as he came through the roped-off passenger area.

“Olaf?” Claire said with a voice of disbelief.

“Ya, hello. You are the Painters?”

“Yes,” Claire said.

Mervin just stood there like a stump, with fantastic possibilities roaring through his head.

“Happy I am to be here … to meet you,” the boy said.

He held out his hand to Mervin. Mervin looked up at him without moving a muscle.

“How tall are you?” Mervin managed to say.

“Two hundred and eleven centimeters, ah … what you call … six foot and eleven inches.”

Mervin couldn’t keep from smiling while he vigorously shook Olaf’s hand. Immediately, his brother Carl came to mind.


CHAPTER 5

Diana Murphy hung the long, colored chart of dinosaurs on the right edge of the blackboard. After stepping back and studying the effect, she untacked the chart and fastened it on the left. She was in a rush to ready her classroom with last-minute details, and she reprimanded herself for her inability to make a decision. There was no right or wrong, she told herself, either would do at this point. She recognized she had tiptoed through life, overly cautious, always afraid of making the simplest mistake.

She walked to the window, then looked down at the children in the schoolyard, where they chased and yelled and mingled in the early September sunlight. Amidst this crowd, Diana spotted two small girls, probably first graders, holding hands and approaching the building timidly. She suddenly felt a heaviness in her stomach, an overwhelming sorrow that left her breathless, and she tried to attribute it to first-day jitters.

She hadn’t been here for the first day of school last year, arriving instead in January to replace a teacher on maternity leave. Diana remembered how she’d found the opening on the Montana Education Association’s newsletter: a general science teacher at the elementary and high school level with experience in health, P.E., and some coaching. She remembered how she finally found Willow Creek on the map—after some serious nose-to-the-table squinting—and how she had a feeling this was the kind of place she had been searching for.

But then she arrived at Willow Creek and she couldn’t deny the second thoughts that overwhelmed her. The blacktop highway curved into town and led to the first and most impressive building on Main Street: the Blue Willow Inn, a bright, blue two-story wood-frame building with white trim and a boardwalk porch across the front. Though not the geographical center of town, Diana discovered it was undoubtedly the social center, open throughout the day as a gathering place for rumors and gossip as well as for serving meals in its historic dining room and dispensing beer and hard liquor from the tavern side of the establishment.

And when she looked for a supermarket, a filling station, or even a convenience store, all she found, besides the Blue Willow Inn, was a quaint little art gallery and a tool store. If she needed a loaf of bread or a tank of gas, forget it. But if she needed a watercolor or a radial-arm saw in a hurry, well she was in the right place. Or if she needed a bull. Willow Creek had a reputation for producing the best Hereford bulls in Montana or, depending on whom you talked to, in the country. Diana realized that in Willow Creek—a town with no drug store, no doctor or dentist, no police, no variety store, no hardware store—the Blue Willow was it, sink or swim.

But then again, in Willow Creek, if an old brown dog slept in the middle of Main Street, everyone drove carefully around him.

The Painters’ gray sedan pulled up in front of the school and Diana snapped out of her reverie. A blond-headed boy unfolded himself from the passenger seat like a Swiss army knife, and when he straightened himself up he towered over the car. Diana blinked. From the second-story window it was hard to tell just how tall he was, but he was tall. The boy sheepishly made his way toward the front door as the kids stopped their playing and stared. They made way for him as though he were royal blood or Freddie Krueger from Nightmare on Elm Street.

Diana bolted for the hallway and ran the stairs two at a time. Sam had to see this.

SAM WAS THUMBING through a dictionary when Diana burst into his classroom.

“Sam, there’s a surprise for you downstairs you’ve got to see!”

He regarded her from behind his wire-rimmed aviator glasses but showed no excitement. Aside from conversing across tables at the Blue Willow when they happened to be eating at the same hour, Sam and Diana hadn’t had much social contact.

“I think I’ve already seen him.” “You have?” she asked, disappointed. Diana wanted to be the first to show the coach his incarnate dream.

“Peter Strong, Grandma Chapman’s grandson, right?”

“Wrong. C’mon, this’ll be fun.” She ran out the door.

Sam reluctantly pushed away from his desk and followed, finally catching up to her at the stairs.

“What’s this little surprise got to do with?” he asked.

“I’d say it’s a coach’s pot of gold.” She laughed.

When they rounded the landing to the second floor, they saw the Painters’ exchange student talking with Bess, the office secretary. Diana and Sam had stopped two steps above the second floor and the boy was at about the same level they were.

Diana stepped down and introduced herself. From ground level the boy seemed to be seven feet tall.

“Hello, I am Olaf Gustafson. From Norway I am coming.”

Students filed past to their classrooms, gawking.

“It’s nice to meet you and we’re glad you’re here in Willow Creek,” Diana said.

Sam stood on the stairway as if he were nailed to the spot.

“And this is Mr. Pickett. He teaches English and coaches the basketball team,” she added.

Sam slowly walked down the stairs and shook Olaf’s huge hand. “Yes, nice to meet you, very nice, but I don’t coach the team anymore.”

“You don’t?” Diana felt crushed. After bringing these two together, she thought for sure Sam’s heart would be clicking its heels. She turned to Olaf. “Do you play basketball?”

“Play basketball? No, at sports in my country I am not playing.”

“Have you ever played basketball, just a little?” she asked, probing for some sign of hope.

“No, at soccer I am playing when I am younger, but without the coordination I am becoming.”

Bess said she needed Olaf in her office and Sam started up the stairs.

“Sorry, Sam, I thought your prayers had been answered,” Diana said.

“No. Wrong prayers, but thanks for the try.”

On her way to her room, Diana exchanged good mornings with Mr. Grant, and she wondered what on earth Sam Pickett’s prayers could be.


CHAPTER 6

A hopeful undercurrent trickled through the faculty and student body, spilled over into the community, and collected into the Blue Willow Inn, where speculation ran rampant as to what good fortune the Norwegian giant would bestow on the town. Not to be outdone, Grandma Chapman didn’t allow them to forget about her grandson who, she boasted, had a few gifts himself. What had started as an undercurrent had strengthened into a tidal wave of such dimensions that one needed a wet suit and scuba gear to escape from drowning in the unprecedented optimism and promise.

On the second day of school, Diana caught Olaf as he was leaving her biology class. She hadn’t avoided the overwhelming hope that had spread like the epidemic, and she felt compelled to see what she could do to help bring salvation to this knock-kneed little village.

“Could I talk to you a minute?” she asked.

“Oh … ya, sure.”

The sky-scraping boy stepped aside to let several students scurry out. When they were alone, she hesitated.

“How was the class? Did you understand everything?”

“Ah … some I am not understanding.”

“Maybe after a few days it’ll get better,” she said.

“Ya. A few days.”

She looked up into his boyish eyes and smiled. “Don’t they play basketball in your country?”

“Some play. More and more it is coming.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t play, being so tall. I’d think you’d be quite good at it.”

“No … too fast I am growing,” he said and shrugged as though it were his fault.

“Are you still growing?”

“Ya, still growing.” He smiled. “In the athletics I am not taking part. All elbows and kneecaps I am my father says.”

“Well, we sure could use you on the team and I think you’d have a lot of fun. You’d learn the game and make good friends with the other boys. Playing on a team can bring you closer to others. It’ll be a great way for you to assimilate with your American peers and have fun, win or lose. But I suppose you’ve been hearing that a lot around here,” she said with some apology in her voice.

“Ya, Mr. Painter tells me the basketball I must learn while I am here. For me he has been praying for many years, but I don’t understand. Me he’s not knowing until last week.” Olaf flashed a puzzled smile.

“Well, you think about it. I think you’d enjoy it,” she said.

“Ya, think about it,” he said and he ducked through the doorway.

THE FOLLOWING DAY, after twenty-four hours of brooding over how he had the chance of a lifetime slipping through his fingers, Sam went to get his mail at about noon, something he avoided and did only once or twice a week. Willow Creek’s post office was across the Blue Willow Inn at the entrance of Mavis Powers’ modest two-story apartment building. The post office was so small it couldn’t keep five people out of the rain, and Mavis, with curlers perpetually in her peach-colored hair, was the postmaster. Sam came out of the government outpost, thankful his only contact with the outside world was junk mail.

From his worn-down wicker chair on the porch of the Blue Willow, old Rip called. “Hey, Coach!”

Though his name was Henry Van Winkle, the rawboned man was fondly referred to as “Rip” because of his ninety-two years. Sam crossed the street, then paused in front of the inn.

“Hello, Rip. Holding down the fort?”

“Ya seen the Norwegian kid?”

“Yes.”

“I’ve waited all my life for this,” Rip said with a gummy smile. He kept his dentures in his pocket, except when he ate; Rip claimed it was because they fit poorly.

“He doesn’t play basketball,” Sam said.

“I heard you wasn’t going to coach anymore.”

“That’s right. I’m through coaching.”

“You quit one year too soon.”

Sam nodded and laughed. “Or four years too late. See you later.” He walked up Main Street toward school.

“You quit one year too soon!” the old man called after him. “The kid’ll play!”

His words caught in Sam’s mind. Though there were a few diehards like Rip in the ranks of Willow Creekians, they were generally regarded as quaint or sentimental in their blind allegiance. Every community had fans like that. But most people in Willow Creek regarded these diehards with tolerance and humor because, maybe, secretly, within the most cynical of Willow Creekians, there was a hope that still flickered. Someday they would win a basketball game. Sam recognized that flame somewhere within his being, as well, hidden under a pretense of indifference. Others assumed his cynicism had been hammered into his spirit by eighty-six losses, but his coldness had been there long before Sam ever heard of Willow Creek.

Now it seemed fate had mistakenly blinked for an instant and allowed a shaft of good fortune to shine down upon him. Perhaps guardian angels could no longer bear silent witness to this test of human fortitude and endurance. Maybe they finally had cast their miraculous attention on this creaking Western town with no visible means of support where, through years of utter bravery and silent heroism, these unathletic boys laced on their game shoes and showed up on the court only to be battered and run off the floor.

By the time Sam reached school he had squelched the urge to tamper with the winds of fate that whistle through the open heart of loss.

SAM HURRIED DOWN the outside steps and cut across the basketball court in front of school, where he found several kids were taking turns heaving a scuffed-up basketball at the metal backboard and rim. It had been a good day for Sam, a day filled with classes and work, without a moment’s pause.

“Sam! Sam!”

He turned and saw Diana leaning out a second-story window. She waved. “Wait a second, I’ll be right down.”

He paused at the edge of the court, slung his corduroy sport jacket over his shoulder, and wondered what this was about. Curiosity clashed with a growing anxiety in his chest. Although he thought others might consider her face plain—she never wore makeup and it was often hidden under long, maple-sugar hair—Sam had seen her in gym clothes on more than one occasion and tried desperately to obliterate that sensual image from his memory. But he couldn’t deny that his primitive brain stem vibrated at the sight of her, his Paleolithic DNA began a mating dance, and he’d had the notion that that was the path he should take, lose himself in as much carnal pleasure as he could find. Immediately guilt and its many henchmen had shut down all further response, shaming him with Amy’s memory. So he appreciated the fact that at school Miss Murphy dressed as conservatively as a nun.

“Sam,” she called and bounded down the front steps. She hurried across the schoolyard in a full denim skirt and a blue, loose-fitting cotton blouse. “Thanks for waiting,” she said. She paused to catch her breath.

“What can I do for you?” he asked, then smiled.

“I hope I’m not sticking my nose where it doesn’t belong, but I talked with Olaf today and I think he’s seriously considering playing basketball.”

“What gives you that impression?” Sam picked up on the excitement in her voice and he couldn’t help but notice the natural little pout of her lower lip.

“I don’t know exactly. It was something in his tone. I think he’s just afraid of looking clumsy, right when he’s trying to get to know some of the kids. I can sure identify with that. I mean, who wants to be laughed at?” She met his eyes. “Anyway, he’s a little on the defensive, with good reason, but I think he’ll play.”

“Even if he decides to play, he’s never touched a basketball. He can’t learn enough to help much in just ten or twelve weeks,” Sam said.

“Okay, it’s a long shot, I grant you, but take a look around.” She gestured at the town’s old buildings along Main Street. “Look where we’re standing for God’s sake. What else have you got to do? How often in a lifetime do you think you’ll have a seven-foot center to coach?”

“I’m not coaching.”

“I know. And what are you going to do about that?”She gazed into his eyes, as though she could see into his heart. Sam ducked from her encroachment by turning to the kids behind them. She took a hold of his arm and squeezed gently. “I hope I haven’t been a busybody, but I just couldn’t let it go without talking to you. Forgive me if—”

“No, it’s all right. Thanks for your interest.”

“I’ve got to run,” she said. “See you tomorrow.”

She hurried across Main and drove away in her black Volvo while Sam stood alone, his thoughts and feelings muddled beyond sorting. From the far edge of the court he smiled at Megan Riley, a sixth grader. She hugged the basketball to her chest.

“Ya want a shot, Mr. Pickett?” Megan asked.

“Sure.”

She tossed him the ball. Sam caught it with one arm and threw his sport coat to the ground. He rolled the scuffed old ball in his hands, took aim, and let it fly. Swish.

“Awesome shot, Mr. Pickett! That’d be a three-pointer for sure,” Megan said with pure adulation in her voice.

“Aw, that’s nothing,” Carol Rudd said. “He’s the basketball coach.”

FRIDAY AFTERNOON, AFTER the students had boisterously left the building, Sam approached Truly Osborn’s office and found the superintendent at his desk in his typical vest and shirtsleeves, earnestly digging earwax with a paper clip. He hesitated, then knocked on Truly’s open door.

Truly twirled in his wooden chair and recovered quickly into his professional posture. “Yes, what is it, Sam?”

Sam thought Truly to be a sad man, a white dwarf, a star whose light we still see streaming toward us in the night sky long after it has lost all energy. Truly managed the proper manners of a school administrator on the surface while inside, Sam suspected, he had given up on life, had burned out and died. It scared Sam, and he worried he’d share the same fate twenty years down the institutional highway.

“Since I talked with you a couple weeks ago,” Sam said, “I’ve been thinking about the basketball team.”

“The basketball team?”

“Yes. I was wondering if you’d talked to Mr. Grant about coaching?”

“No, I haven’t gotten around to it yet. It’s not as though there’s any hurry, with all this to take care of.” Truly waved the back of his hand at the files and papers stacked on his desk, stacks that had a familiar haphazardness, leading Sam to suspect they were decoys giving the appearance of busyness.

“Well,” Sam said, “I’ve changed my mind, if it’s all right with you and the school board. I’d like to coach for another season.”

“You’d what?” Truly snapped up straight in his chair, startling Sam back a pace. “Why on earth would you want to do that?”

“Ah … I figure I know the routine and all, and the boys … it would be all new to Mr. Grant.”

A haggard grin materialized on the superintendent’s sallow face. “All this nonsense about the Norwegian boy getting to you?”

“I need something to fill those winter months. I don’t know what I’d do with myself around here without the basketball program.”

Truly leaned forward and spoke softly. “If you don’t mind my being a little personal …”

Sam nodded, glancing into Truly’s dark little eyes.

“I’ve wondered about you, Pickett, what you’re doing in this outpost, never having any female companionship, a young man like you in your prime. Hell, you could hang around here for fifty years and never find a lady for yourself. Except for our Miss Murphy, there isn’t an eligible woman for you in a hundred square miles.”

“I like the peace and quiet here, away from …” Sam paused.

Truly glanced into the hallway and then leaned across his desk. “You do appreciate the ladies, don’t you Pickett?”

Sam nodded and then caught himself, wishing he’d shown no response to Truly’s inquiry. A flush of anger swept the smile from his face. “I need something to do, sir. Olaf, the exchange student, doesn’t play basketball. He needs to learn. I’m familiar with the program, driving the bus and all the rest. I enjoy the boys. And like I said, it fills up my winter.”

The superintendent leaned back in his chair and swiveled to the window. He didn’t speak for a full minute. Sam held his breath. He prayed his superior would allow him another year of anguish, coaching the hapless team. He worried Truly would say no, snatching from him some intangible absurdity nesting in his heart.

“Very well. It’ll save me from persuading Mr. Grant to stick his head in the noose.”

Truly swiveled back and regarded Sam, then twitched his pointy nose. “Are you sure about this, Pickett?”

“Yes.”

“There’s no more money than last year.”

“That doesn’t matter. Thanks, Mr. Osborn.”

“Don’t thank me. It is I who should thank you.”

Sam turned and hurried down the hall before his superior could change his mind.

“Good luck, Sam!” Truly shouted down the hall.

AFTER A RESTLESS weekend in which he could think of nothing else, Sam cornered Olaf after English class.

“Would you like to learn how to play basketball while you’re here?”

“Learning do you think I could be?” Olaf asked, giving Sam a glimmer of hope.

“I think I could teach you. It’s something to do around here in the winter.”

“Doing well I’m afraid I would not be. Anything poorly my father is not happy for me to be doing. I am … how would you say … clumsy.”

Sam pressed. “You could do it just for the fun of it.”

“Thank you for giving kindness,” Olaf said, “but foolish I think I would be.”

“We could try it, just you and me, after school in the gym.”

“After school in the gym, ya, seeing me no one will be?”

“No one, and we won’t tell anyone you’re giving it a try.”

“Giving it a try I would like to be while I am in America.”

“We haven’t won a game here for a while so I can’t promise you much, but you could learn about the game. If you don’t like it you can let it go and no one will know.”

“No one will know.” Olaf’s large blue eyes widened and his face brightened. He gazed down at Sam. “Then trying I will be. But feeling foolish I do not wish to be.”

“You don’t have to worry about that. Around here we all feel foolish when it comes to basketball.”


CHAPTER 7

After sneaking in and locking the door behind them, Sam and the new exchange student stood in the shadowy gymnasium. With some inner voice cautioning him against this dangerous investment of the heart, Sam tossed the ball to Olaf. The boy caught it stiffly.

“Are you right-handed?” Sam asked.

“Right-handed, ya.”

“Place the ball in your right hand and flip it at the basket with your fingers.”

Olaf carefully positioned the ball in his right hand and tossed it at the basket. It hit the backboard and bounced, the sound echoing in the empty arena. Olaf awkwardly retrieved it and moved closer to the basket.

“Again, with your fingers.”

Sam demonstrated, his hand fanning the air. “Flip the ball—fingers and wrist, fingers and wrist.”

After a dozen more attempts, the ball finally kissed off the backboard and swished through the net. The Norwegian boy’s face lit up.

“Good,” Sam said and clapped. “That’s the reward, that’s the joy. It says ‘perfect.’ ”

Sam’s state of expectancy soared as he gently directed the boy through numerous drills and exercises. Standing on the court with this towering Scandinavian had an overpowering effect and led to instant illusions of grandeur. “That’s great. Good, good. That’s very good. Yes, yes, super!”

When he jumped, Olaf rose so close to the basket it was startling. Sam felt himself growing more excited.

“See this area right under the basket that’s painted blue,” Sam said. “That’s what we call the paint.”

“The paint?”

“The paint! When we’re on offense, when we’re trying to make a basket, you can only be in that painted area for three seconds at a time.”

“Why is that?”

“So big guys like you can’t stand under the basket and score a hundred points. It gives little guys like me more of a chance. If you’re in the paint more than three seconds, you have to give the ball to the other team. That’s called a turnover.”

Olaf cocked his head, his expression one of confusion.

“Only once for three seconds I am allowed in the paint?” “No, no, you can move in and out of the paint all the time, you just can’t stop and stand in there for more than three seconds. See, like this.”

Sam slid into the painted area, stood there crouched for nearly three seconds, and then slid back out. He repeated the move several times and then had Olaf imitate him.

After nearly a half hour, Sam called a halt for fear of overdoing it.

“Good, good, that’s enough for now. Do you think you might like it?”

“Like it? Ya, I think so. But very excellent is what I want to be.”

“One last thing,” Sam said. “Here.” He tossed the ball to Olaf. “Stand right under the basket and see if you can jump up and throw the ball down through the net.”

Olaf took the ball in two hands and tried to stretch to the rim.

“No … try it first with one hand.”

The graceless boy took the ball in one hand and dropped it as he attempted to jump. Sam lobbed it back to him and nodded. On the fourth try Olaf went up on his toes, and with a slight jump, flung the ball down through the net. He turned to Sam with a puzzled smile.

“That is allowed?”

“Oh, yeah, that is very much allowed. It’s called dunking the ball.”

“Dunking?”

“Dunking … you just dunked the basketball. Was it fun?”

“Fun? Ya, fun. Are you given more points for the dunking?”

“No, but it scares the other team.”

Sam locked the gym door as they exited.

“One more thing. We don’t want anyone to know about this until you make up your mind whether or not to join the team. Otherwise you might feel foolish if you want to quit.”

“Not feel foolish, oh, ya, good.”

“You can tell the Painters I’m helping you after school, and that I’ll give you a ride home.”

“Ya, a ride home. But about the ball playing, I won’t be speaking.”

“Good.”

A FEW WEEKS LATER, Sam stepped outside after school for a minute of fresh air before he was to meet Olaf in the gym. The blustery fall afternoon lifted his spirits as he looked about. A bunch of kids were shooting a basketball on the outdoor court while waiting for the bus, Curtis Jenkins among them. Sam decided it was as good a time as any to talk to the shy sophomore.

He knew that the boy’s whole life was laid out in front of him with virtually no room for choice. Tall, plain looking, moderately intelligent, Curtis seemed resigned to his life, one in which he’d undoubtedly follow in his father’s footsteps: working the land, growing hay and tending cattle, with nothing to look forward to after high school but the repetitive routines of the ranch. The oldest of four children, he would be expected to step in beside his father. If he married, he and his bride would pull a double-wide onto the home site and set up housekeeping a hundred feet from his parents. Accepting, reticent, congenial, he would follow the life he found himself born to, maybe never winning at anything, slowly mired in the sadness, never finding the joy.

Sam ambled toward the court where Curtis had little trouble snatching rebounds from the shorter kids, three of whom were his younger sisters. He remembered the humiliating evening Curtis went through the year before when he had been thrown into a game at Twin Bridges and managed to turn the ball over the first three times he touched it. Sam noticed that the boy had grown taller over the summer and he hoped his coordination had kept pace.

“Curtis!” Sam called.

The boy glanced over at Sam and then took a shot. The ball hit the rim and came off into the frenzy of little rebounders. Curtis stepped toward Sam.

“Mr. Pickett, did you know a cockroach can live nine days without its head before it starves to death?”

The boy had the habit of starting conversations with bizarre facts, and Sam didn’t want to get sidetracked. “No, I didn’t know that, Curtis. Have you been practicing over the summer?”

“No … not really. My dad keeps me pretty busy.”

Sam felt a nervous flutter in his chest. In the past he simply announced when the first practice would be and then waited to see who showed up. This year he had hopes for a real team.

“Are you going to play this year?”

Curtis squinted at him for an instant and then watched the boys and girls scrambling after the basketball. Sam held his breath. Was the boy remembering the embarrassment last year?

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“Good,” Sam said, exhaling. “You’ll be a starter this year.”

The taciturn sophomore seemed to brighten for a moment and then a darkness clouded his face. “I don’t think Tom is going to play,” he said.

“It’s going to be better this year, I promise you,” Sam said. “Have you seen Peter Strong shoot? He’ll be a big help.”

“He says he’s not going to be here.”

The ball skidded over to Curtis and he picked it up and bounce-passed it to one of his sisters as the bus pulled up in front of the school.

“We won’t even have five unless we get Scott to play,” he said as he turned for the bus.

“We’ll have enough, don’t worry. We’ll have enough!” Sam yelled, but Curtis had deposited a tumor in his coach’s belly. Sam had heard the rumor and he knew he couldn’t put off talking to Tom Stonebreaker much longer. But right then he had to give his full attention to smuggling Olaf into the gym past the vigilance of Carter Walker and Louella Straight, who followed the exchange student’s every move.

Carter Walker had set her cap for Olaf the first day she laid eyes on him, but almost at the same moment, so had Louella Straight. Carter felt she had the better qualifications, being a sandy-haired, buxom girl who stood 5'10" in her stocking feet. But Louella, standing barely 5'1" on tiptoe, declared unequivocally that disparity in height made no difference in matters of love.

Carter and Louella were the female half of the senior class. Friends since second grade, each secretly believed they were being rewarded by destiny for suffering so long without a boyfriend when the enormous, fair-haired Olaf Gustafson arrived there. Their infatuation with the boy was immediate.

SHORTLY AFTER OLAF’S arrival, the two of them sifted through all conversation and information about him in search of any hint of a girlfriend back home. After exhaustive efforts, Carter found a way to confirm the fact that he had no sweetheart pining for him along the fjords: she asked him. When he said no, she knew it was fate.

The first time Carter thought she had him all to herself, having invited him to a movie in Bozeman, he naively asked Louella along. Then the first time Louella sat him alone for a hike along Willow Creek—the town’s namesake—Carter happened along in time to share their excursion as well as their lunch.

Since then, it had become a holy triad. Together, like happy triplets, they provided an active—if sometimes bizarre—social life for the boy, who had a busy schedule already, what with school work and clandestine basketball sessions. Fortunately, the Painters welcomed the girls, recognizing they were in a common effort to help Olaf beat back his homesickness and make him feel loved.

THE COTTONWOOD LEAVES had turned orange and were already falling when Sam finally gathered the gumption to mention basketball to Tom Stonebreaker during lunch one Friday. Sam had put off approaching the veteran player as long as possible, sensing how troubled the boy was and fearing a negative response—a blow that would dismantle Sam’s pipe dream of coaching a competitive team.

Though most of the Willow Creek kids dressed in typical American teenage fashion, Tom found his identity with Western attire, and at times could pass for a drugstore cowboy, the only difference being he lived on a ranch. Tom Stonebreaker gave the impression he had been conceived in cowboy clothes. Sam had never seen him without his thick leather belt—with large oval silver buckle—upholding his jeans, his first name tooled on its back and a wire cutter and bale knife attached.

In his J. Chisholm–handcrafted diamondback boots—wearing them only when the weather was dry—Tom always seemed more confident, appeared to walk taller. He earned the four hundred and fifty dollars he paid for the boots breaking horses and he bought them a size too big so he wouldn’t outgrow them. He wore them like courage and always padlocked them securely in a locker when he played ball. Every student in the school, down into the grades, knew you didn’t mess around with Tom Stonebreaker’s diamond-back boots.

Tom often came to town on horseback, having ridden from the west of town where he lived with his mother and father, a man known for his drunken fits of rage. The boy had come to school occasionally over the years with bruises on his face and dubious stories of how he’d gotten them. For someone so young, Sam sensed a presence about him, an intangible blend of rebellion, uncertainty, and bluff. Sam figured that though all the young girls hoped to marry Rob Johnson one day, all the younger boys wanted to grow up to be like Tom Stonebreaker. Sometimes Sam thought he, too, would like to grow up to be like Tom Stonebreaker.

After playing basketball for three years under Sam’s direction and never winning a game, rumor had it that Tom had had enough and was hanging up his jock strap.

“We’ll have a much better team this year,” Sam said, standing next to the table where Tom sat eating his lunch alone.

“My dad says I have to work, that basketball is a stupid waste of time,” Tom said, “that hell will freeze over before we ever win a game.”

“You can work the rest of your life, Tom. Do you really have work to do?”

“Naw, there isn’t that much for me to do during the winter, at least so long as he stays sober. He’s just pissed, says we’re a bunch of losers.”

“Maybe we’ll surprise him. I don’t have to tell you how good Rob will be, and though I haven’t seen him actually play, I think Peter could be as good as Rob.”

Peter Strong’s notoriety had flourished during the fall, spread about the community by Grandma Chapman, and Sam hoped Tom had gotten wind of it.

“Pete says he won’t be here for the basketball season.”

“But what if he is? Think of it, two guards like Rob, and if you play, we’ll have three solid players,” Sam said.

“Yeah, but then there’s Curtis and Dean who can’t play diddley-shit. We won’t win a friggin’ game.”

Tom finished scraping a small bowl of chocolate ice cream.

“Anyway …” He rubbed his right knee. “Hurt my knee last summer, Ennis Rodeo. I don’t think it’ll let me play anymore.”

“Don’t you want to play?”

“Used to, but I’m tired of losing, getting it stuck to me by other players. You’re not out on the floor, you don’t hear it. When I go into Bozeman and see kids from other teams, it’s embarrassing.”

“You always played hard, Tom, you always did your best.”

The 6'4" senior looked up at Sam with piercing eyes. “I don’t just want to do my best—I want to win!”

Sam fell silent for a moment. A slumbering fierceness deep inside of him identified with Tom’s despair and his passion. He pushed his glasses up on his nose and slid around onto the bench, moving close to the husky senior.

“If I could convince you that we will win this year,” he said in a confidential tone, “and if your knee is all right, would you play?”

Tom regarded him with a puzzled expression. “How you gonna do that?”

“Would you play?”

“I’d love to beat the crap out of those smart-asses who stepped in my face for three years.”

“Stepped in our faces,” Sam said. He remembered how Tom had almost come to blows on the court several times last season. “Okay, wait for me in my room after school. You’ll have to miss the bus, but I’ll give you a ride home. Will that work?”

“I guess so, but it sounds weird to me.”

“Don’t mention this to anyone. I’ll see you after school, and, Tom, we’re going to win.”

“That’ll be the day.”

As Sam left the lunchroom and walked down the hall, the specter of Tom’s father rose in his mind, a brutal and violent man, the personification of everything Sam had been hiding from for all these years. He knew that he would have to work to avoid any confrontation with the volatile man.


CHAPTER 8

Thankful for an excuse not to go home after school, Tom Stone-breaker sat on a desk in Mr. Pickett’s classroom with his wide-brimmed black hat beside him. Sometimes he’d drive over to Cardwell after supper, hoping that Ellen would be glad to see him. With her you could never tell. He already knew some turkey in her class in Whitehall was after her.

He gazed past the railroad tracks to the broad landscape of the Tobacco Roots, where the early snow blanketed their peaks and high ridges. Nowadays, the tracks only carried the talc train from the mine at Cameron to the plant in Three Forks, and the main lines through here were long abandoned and forgotten; Tom knew what that felt like.

He looked forward to the coming rodeo season, his only source of excitement, appreciation, and applause. He was too ashamed to tell Mr. Pickett that it was his father who stuck it to him the most when they lost, calling the team the Geldings and calling his son a loser. More than anything, Tom wanted to show his dad he was wrong, although at times he caught himself believing that maybe his dad was right.

Mr. Pickett broke Tom’s trancelike posture when he entered the room. “Are you ready?” the teacher whispered.

“Ready for what?”

“What you’re about to see is a secret, Tom, and I want it clear that whatever you decide, you won’t tell anyone.”

“Okay, okay. I promise.”

They walked down deserted halls and stairways, and Tom thought Mr. Pickett looked like a burglar who was about to empty out the school safe. At the gym door, the teacher glanced behind them and paused, listening. He unlocked the door and they hurried in. Mr. Pickett quickly relocked the door.

“What’re you locking the door for?” Tom asked, feeling his skepticism grow.

“To keep the secret.” Mr. Pickett grinned.

The gym floors creaked and the fading afternoon sunlight filtered weakly through the narrow frosted windows. The aroma of sweat and floor wax blended with faint flavors from lunch hour.

Tom stood in his diamondback boots and his black hat, his hands were at his hips. The coach walked to the bleachers and took off his sport coat.

“Why don’t you take off your jacket, Tom? We can shoot a few baskets.” “You got me in here to shoot baskets?” He pulled off his Levi jacket and threw it on a bench.

Big deal.

Coach Pickett picked up a basketball and tossed it to him.

“You’ve seen me shoot before,” Tom said. He dribbled several times and lifted a halfhearted shot at the basket. The ball hit the rim and came back toward him. Tom caught it.

“How’d that feel?”

“I missed. Did you get me in here just to see how it would feel?”

“Yes! But I also brought you here because we’ll need you if we’re going to win this year.”

The coach turned toward the boys’ locker room and hollered.

“Olaf!”

Tom glanced at the doorway as Olaf appeared, all knees and elbows, a scrawny scarecrow with long, lean arms, spindly legs, wearing gunboat Adidases, economy-size boxer shorts, and a T-shirt that read party animal.

“What are you doing?” Tom said.

“Hi, Tom,” the Norwegian said with a smile plastered on his face. Olaf began skipping a spliced rope. He had mastered it enough to jump rapidly for almost half a minute before hitting a snag. When he untangled himself, he looked as though he was imitating a plucked flamingo.

“Son of a bitch, is he going to play?” Tom said, tipping his hat back.

“All right, Olaf, that’s enough for now,” the coach said. “Let’s use the ball.”

Olaf tossed the rope aside; his straw-colored hair was tousled and his chest heaved from the exertion. Tom flipped him the ball. Olaf snapped a two-handed pass to Mr. Pickett. While they tossed the ball around, Tom fumed.

“You turkey, you told us you didn’t know how to play!” He turned to the grinning English teacher. “That was the first thing we all asked him.”

“That’s the secret. He’s learning and he needs lots of help. He has a long way to go in a short time, but he’s willing to work hard, and that’s what it will take from all of us, gut-wrenching hard work.”

The coach caught the ball and kept it.

“I can’t promise you anything, Tom, and Olaf can’t promise you anything. But I think we’ve got one of those extraordinary opportunities you have to grab before it slips away forever. If Olaf keeps working the way he has and improving as much as he has, we’ll have four players, including you.”

Mr. Pickett nodded, and Olaf moved into the paint just in front of the basket. The teacher lobbed a high pass to him. Without a dribble, Olaf jumped, turned in the air, and slammed the ball down through the net. He looked at Tom with a big grin on his face.

“That is allowed.”

Tom stared in disbelief and the upcoming season loomed in his mind, how he’d watch the opposing teams swallow their tongues and piss their pants when the Jolly Green Giant in a jockstrap lumbered into view.

“You can jam it,” Tom finally said.

“Yam it? Ya, yam it,” Olaf said.

“No—Jam! Jam!” Tom shouted.

Mr. Pickett picked up the ball and tossed it to Tom.

“You try it.”

Olaf moved into the paint and Tom fed him a high pass. The awkward kid turned and hammered the ball down through the netting and left a hollow echo booming off the gym walls. Then, smiling as though they’d just won the lottery, Olaf and Mr. Pickett turned to Tom for his response.

“Now, do you think any player from Twin Bridges could prevent Olaf from doing that?” the coach asked.

“Hell no,” Tom said.

“Could anyone from Gardiner stop Olaf from doing that?”

“Nooo way!”

“Do you think you would enjoy helping Olaf rain basketball leather down upon the brows of those opposing teams?”

Tom held his breath for a beat and he stared at the other two grinning faces. “I’ve dreamed of that day,” he said.

They traded high fives, laughing and hooting. Soon they fell silent, looking into each other’s eyes. Tom felt a vow had been taken, a bond formed, and they paused for a minute, letting it sink in. He knew he’d have to buck his dad about this, but he couldn’t wait for the season to begin, when he could start kicking ass.

Willow Creek had four basketball players.


CHAPTER 9

The blacktop highway goes to Willow Creek to die.

During her stay in Willow Creek, Diana had sensed an invisible flag of surrender fluttering over the town. Though there were more than a few well-off and even wealthy ranchers on neighboring land who coffeed and socialized in Willow Creek, a dark pessimism had firmly entrenched itself into the daily lives of its citizens like ticks. Here, people resigned themselves to a mediocre life, to an uneventful, aimless existence.

For every house that was maintained, one had been left to the whims of sun and weather. For every yard neatly trimmed, one had gone to seed. For every trailer house spruced up with pride, there was another surrounded by discarded junk decaying and forgotten.

Some people had journeyed here only to see their carefully woven dreams unravel, their once bright hopes fade or rust. Others, who had already given up on living, migrated to Willow Creek to settle into the dust, a place at the end of life, a place where their personal abandonment and isolation could be fulfilled.

Diana wondered if Sam Pickett was one of these. Perhaps he was secretly drowning, up to his ears, struggling but losing, soon to become another Willow Creek casualty. As for herself, Diana believed she knew what she was doing. She was in Willow Creek for a brief detour on her personal journey of healing and regaining her balance. But try as she may she couldn’t ignore the graveyard crouched across the tracks to the west like a predator facing the withering herd, watching and waiting.

After rummaging for half an hour into cupboards and a near-empty refrigerator and finding only a reluctance to cook after a long day at school, Diana drove from the old farmhouse she rented into Willow Creek. Traveling directly into the falling sun, she flipped the visor down and slid on her sunglasses.

Suddenly, out of the blinding glare, a large rabbit appeared on the road.

Oh God! Brakes! Don’t swerve! Don’t swerve!

At the last second, the rabbit bolted to safety and the Volvo skidded and squealed to a dead stop. Diana’s hands were tightly locked on the steering wheel. Her face, her whole body, was damp with perspiration. She could feel her heartbeat in her temples and she struggled to catch her breath.

Oh, God, she thought, it’s just a rabbit, happens all the time, just let it go. Her leg was locked rigid, her foot still jammed on the brake pedal. Her arms and hands trembled on the wheel and she forced herself to breathe deeply, a trick she’d learned to calm herself just this past year. She glanced in the rearview mirror for any cars or trucks. Then she slowly moved her foot onto the accelerator and crawled down the road, trying desperately not to lose it altogether.

When she entered the Blue Willow’s dining room, Axel took one look at her and came barreling over.

“Are you all right, girl?” He pulled out a chair at an unoccupied table and she dropped into it. “You look kind of pale. Are you feeling okay?”

“I’m all right. I just about hit a rabbit on the highway and it scared me a little.” Diana hadn’t planned on telling anyone; she scolded herself and didn’t want to give her fear any power.

Axel laughed. “Don’t give it a thought, happens all the time around here. If you nail a nice big jack, haul it in here. We can always cook up some road kill.”

His words cut her like a razor. She felt queasy and faint.

Vera, Axel’s wife, pushed him aside. “You leave her alone, you old coot. Can’t you see the girl is upset?”

Vera sat with her a few minutes and gabbed about the gossip of the day. When Diana first met Vera, the wrenlike woman’s nose was flushed as if she had a cold. But after a month, Diana realized it always looked like that. After calming down and chastising herself for not doing a better job of hiding her feelings, Diana convinced Vera she was fine and ordered a taco salad.

Vera scooted off with her order and Diana exchanged chitchat with some of the people she knew. She soon found herself wishing Sam had been eating at this hour, imagining how she might invite herself to sit at his table.

Axel Anderson, a balding barrel of a man in his late fifties, lived upstairs above the kitchen and dining room with his high-strung wife, Vera. They took over the Blue Willow with the hope of making the inn prosperous, much like the former owners, who themselves had hung on as long as possible before succumbing to the predictable fate of businesses alongside dead-end highways. Axel had a gnarled ear and the left side of his neck had a rugged scar traveling down under his collar. He spit and polished anything connected with the property as though a spotless and inviting restaurant off the beaten path would have the power to draw hungry customers out of thin air. As owner he was also bartender, waiter, dishwasher, cook, janitor, and anything else it took to keep the ship afloat. On any given day you’d never know whether that ship was sinking.

One of the relics Axel and Vera inherited with the place was the aging bicycle built for two that sat on the front porch throughout the year. Diana had found that the locals were protective of the old bike’s history and it was often difficult for a stranger to get an answer regarding the bike’s origins. The peculiar bike had become almost sacred in the eyes of the townsfolk, a trademark of the town, leaning there against the wall on the porch of the Blue Willow Inn, to be borrowed by whoever would like to take a turn around the town.

The story went that one day, many years ago, a happy young couple rode the tandem bicycle from Bozeman on an all-day outing, and stopped at the Blue Willow for lunch. Local people were touched by their affection, by the look of their gentle faces as they gazed across the table and held hands.

Then, something came up between them.

One of them revealed something—people who tell the story are uncertain here—and the young man, it was said, stood up abruptly, knocking over plates and spilling water all over the tablecloth and onto the dining room floor. He stomped out of the inn, and soon afterward the lovely young woman quietly followed. In their anguish and hurt, they both ran off and left the bicycle leaning on the porch. For days people hoped the couple would make up and then, back together again, would remember that neither had taken the bicycle. Weeks went by, summer became fall, and finally, when the winter snow dusted the seats of the bike, the townspeople began losing hope.

That was over twenty-five years ago and still the bike rested there as though the community expected that the couple would forgive each other and come back for it. Successive owners of the inn kept its tires inflated and replaced as needed and all parts in working order. Since neither of the lovers ever returned for it, the common sentiment was they never got back together, coloring the local legend with the bittersweet shades of a tragic love story. But Diana figured that tourists who noticed the timeworn bicycle would just assume it was decoration, like the many antiques inside the inn.

She’d lost her appetite and gently pushed her half-eaten salad away. Just when she felt determined enough to dare the drive home, Sam Pickett walked in, wearing his running outfit. On his way to the back counter he nodded and smiled.

She settled back in her chair and thought about how she’d see him running out the gravel road that curved past the graveyard, how she always got the impression he wasn’t jogging for fitness but trying to outrun something. She had tried running but it gave her too much time to think, so she preferred her excursions into the woods and river bottoms where she could lose herself tracking and observing.

Sam came to her table and held a can of Mountain Dew.

“Have a good run?” she asked.

“Yeah, I got five miles in.” He wiped the arm of his sweatshirt across his sweating face.

“Would you like to sit down?”

“Oh, no thanks. I’m dripping and the aroma might kill your appetite.” He backed a step away.

“Well maybe some other time,” she said, and clearly felt his reluctance to get too chummy on any social level.

“I better get out of here before Axel comes with a deodorant spray.” He laughed and she sensed a warmth in his smile she’d never noticed before.

“I hear you’re going to coach another year.”

“Yeah, thanks for your input.”

“Input?” she asked, baffled.

“About coaching, and what a once-in-a-lifetime it is to have a seven-footer.”

She laughed. “I guess I got caught up in that rush of excitement over Olaf. I didn’t mean to stick my nose in.”

“No, I needed another perspective. And I really need something to do around here all winter.” He gulped the soda down.

“Maybe it was bad advice. It looks like you won’t have a seven-footer after all.”

“I know,” he said, then quickly frowned. “But we’ll have to make do with what we have, as usual.”

He backed another step from the table and she felt a strange sensation shiver through her. Something in his expression leaked the smallest hint of something else, something she couldn’t name but had an inkling of joy; it made her want to smile.

Sam glanced at a man exiting the bar and staggering to the front door. All the warmth drained from his face. George Stonebreaker stopped in his tracks when he spotted Sam.

“Hey, Pickett, you gonna coach that bunch of losers again?”

The voice of the huge, unshaven man in bib overalls, a denim work shirt, and a sweat-stained cowboy hat boomed for everyone in the Blue Willow to hear. Diana suspected he’d been at the bar four or five beers too long.

Sam nodded and faced Stonebreaker across an unoccupied table.

“Well, my boy ain’t playing, that’s for sure. He’s wasted enough time stumbling around with those other pansies. He show up, you tell him he ain’t playing this year.”

“I can’t do that.” Sam spoke so quietly, Diana thought his voice had a quiver in it. “You’ll have to tell him,” Sam said.

“He don’t pay me no mind anymore, got his nose up his ass. You tell him.”

Stonebreaker pointed a meaty finger at Sam and he squinted. Diana could feel the tension in the hushed restaurant.

“If he plays with those geldings you’ll answer to me, ya hear.” Stone-breaker slammed a fist on the table, rattling silverware and salt and pepper shakers. “To me!”

Axel came from the kitchen in his white apron and rolled up sleeves. “You get on home now, George. Let these folks enjoy their meal.”

Stonebreaker glanced at Axel and then turned back to Sam.

“I don’t want him playin’, Pickett.”

Axel stood next to Sam. “That’s enough, George,” Axel said in a soothing voice. “You head on home.”

Stonebreaker abruptly stomped out and banged the screen door behind him. Only then did Diana see the baseball bat Axel held at his side under the long apron.

The Blue Willow immediately went into a buzz and Axel, wiping sweat from his bald head with a hanky, apologized to the customers. Then he turned to Diana and Sam. “I’m not letting that man drink in here anymore. He’s a mean bastard and a sorry excuse for a human being. He can go do his drinking somewhere else.”

When Axel headed for the kitchen, Sam set the can of Mountain Dew on the table.

“Who said things were dull in Willow Creek?” he said and flashed a thin smile.

Diana saw how the soda can shook in Sam’s hand. “Can’t somebody do something about him?” she asked.

“I feel sorry for Tom,” Sam said.

“Will Tom play?”

He peered out into the darkness. “I don’t know.”
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