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The Jorgensens’ Labor Day Picnic

EVERY LABOR DAY, the Jorgensens—they own Jorgensens’ Ice Cream—set up a little ice cream stand right in their yard, which means you can spend the entire Labor Day picnic making yourself ice cream sundaes if that’s what you want to do, and for years when I wasn’t playing softball or chasing the Jorgensen kids or trying to keep up with my brothers, I’d sit myself at that little booth making one sundae after another until it was time to head home for evening milking, and then a couple miles into the drive I’d bring that whole sundae experience back up, right there on the side of whatever road we happened to make it to. Lately, though, I have a little more self-control. Now I only eat three or four, without marshmallows because I finally figured out that they shouldn’t really be part of the whole sundae thing, while I’m hanging out at the pig roast watching guys poke at the fire because apparently it’s a law that if you’re a guy you have to spend a bunch of time doing that. Then maybe I’ll grab one more between innings when I’m not pitching.

That’s the other great thing about the picnic: the softball game. Randy Jorgensen has a huge backyard he mows all year for this, and he borrows bases from Little League so it’s official and all. He even got an umpire’s getup at a garage sale somewhere, and a friend of his who owns a pig farm works every year as umpire after he’s got the pig going in the pit.

My mom used to pitch the game. She pitched all through college, and her team was pretty good from what she’s told me. Then one year she threw her back out, which isn’t that hard to believe considering she doesn’t get much exercise these days and, well, she weighs a whole lot more than she used to. She threw out her back so much that she couldn’t walk or anything, Dad had to drive her home in the back of the pickup as she lay there like a piece of plywood if plywood could holler to slow down, and she had to spend three weeks on the living room floor until she healed. Which isn’t such a swell thing to be doing when you’re supposed to be teaching sixth grade and it’s the first three weeks of school.

So she’s not allowed to pitch anymore. But at least she started exercising again—not for softball but just to lose some weight—which means puffing around the farm fields, swinging her arms in this way that makes me glad she’s not walking where anyone can see her. I guess she figures that an elementary school principal, which she is now since she moved up from teaching sixth grade, shouldn’t be quite so heavy.

The softball game is always kids against the grownups, from little tiny kids still in diapers to old farmers who get their grandkids to run because they don’t have any knees left. There’s always lots of arguing about where the teenagers should go. This year Randy Jorgensen made a big plea for Curtis, trying to get him on the grownup side on the grounds that he’s one of the tallest people there, which is true, but seeing as he’s only going into eighth grade he really does belong on the kids’ team.

After Mom hurt her back, Randy tried pitching but he took it way too seriously, and the next year Mom suggested me, and now I guess it’s just tradition. Which is nice because I don’t play school softball seeing as I run track, and this fall of course I was playing football, which is another whole story in and of itself, so this is how I get my softball fix. Plus I’m not too biased. Mom says I’m Switzerland, which I think she means as a compliment.

Besides, it’s not like competitive softball. You mostly just try to get the ball across the plate slow enough for whoever’s trying to hit it, and keep it dry from the guys who hit with a beer in their other hand. Some little kids hold the bat out like they’ve never held a bat before, which some of them haven’t, and I’ll toss the ball as gently as I can against the bat, which in this game counts as a hit, and the kid will be so surprised they’ll just stand there while everyone starts hollering, and their mom will have to take them by the hand to run around the bases, and in the meantime the catcher, who’s usually Randy’s wife, Cindy, will toss to first but just happen to overthrow, and so the kid will continue on to second just totally amazed, and the second baseman will fumble eight or nine times with a bunch of moaning, and the kid will make it to third, and sometimes if there are enough errors the kid will score a home run and walk around on a cloud for the rest of the afternoon.

With other folks, of course, I’m not so nice. Mom always takes a couple turns at bat even though she shouldn’t because of her back. All the younger kids in the outfield think this is hilarious, their principal standing there in her big floral shorts and her big pink T-shirt, looking a lot more like a beach ball than a batter. But the older kids know enough to back up. One year she hit the ball so hard it took twenty minutes to find it. I guess she needs to get her softball fix in too, and also needs to teach those kids a lesson or two about mouthing off.

Then there’s Curtis, who’s always a huge part of the game, and I’m not just talking about his playing. My little brother might not talk to grownups much, or to me, but with little kids he’s just amazing. I don’t know if it’s because they can tell, the way dogs can sometimes, that he’s safe and he’ll be really nice to them, which he will. Or maybe he’s just a lot more comfortable with kids than older folks, and they pick up on that. But wherever he goes where there are little kids, like this picnic, they just flock to him. As soon as Curtis and this girl he was hanging out with sat down on the edge of the softball field, a half-dozen little kids started climbing on him and giggling and asking him questions, and he settled into it like being a human playground was his calling in life. Whenever the littlest kids went up to bat, he’d run the bases with them if they wanted, and in the outfield he’d make sure they got to tag out their dads and uncles, who often tripped really dramatically right before the base so it’d be easier for the kids to get them.

And then when it was Curtis’s turn to hit, the kids got so excited they were just exploding. Curtis after all was a state MVP in Little League, which everyone in town knows including the dead people, and when he walked up to home plate, the kids started zipping like bugs around a porch light, and all the folks in the outfield went way back, knowing what was coming, and I switched from nice-girl-tossing-the-ball-against-the-bat to big-sister-you-can-eat-this-one mode.

I pitched a fast one and Curtis swished a strike, and the little kids went bonkers like this was the World Series or something, and then he smashed right through my second pitch and it was clear that all those folks in the outfield hadn’t gone back nearly far enough, and he ambled off toward first base because that ball was a couple hours from being found.

A bunch of little kids, though, took that ambling personally. They ran up and started tugging on his arms, and his legs even, shrieking at him to run, and then another bunch of kids, his defenders, decided that this first group shouldn’t be so bossy and so they started pulling Curtis the other way because I guess they decided that walking would make him happier. Until finally you couldn’t even really see Curtis, just a dozen little kids hollering and waving their arms and giggling hysterically, pulling him in every direction.

You know the expression “fall down laughing”? I actually did. I was laughing so hard, standing there on my little pitcher’s mound, that after a while my knees didn’t work and I had to lie down and try to breathe as I watched Curtis getting dragged around the bases. It was, hands down, the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.

Anyway, that’s a very long story that doesn’t have much to do with anything. But even now that memory makes me grin, Curtis and all those little kids wriggling together . . . It’s hard to believe, sitting here in the hospital writing this down, that I ever felt so happy. That once, not so long ago, my life actually seemed okay.
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An Extra Hand at Evening Milking

ONE OF THE ANNOYING THINGS about dairy farming—I mean, there are a ton of annoying things, like the smell, although you get used to that pretty quick, and the fact you spend your so-called summer vacation bringing in hay and worrying about the weather, and that Dad never spends any money to fix anything so all our equipment is just a hair from being completely broken—but one of the most annoying things is that you have to milk the cows twice a day no matter what. It’s not like you can take a day off and go somewhere and they’ll milk themselves. You have to be there every morning and every night. If you’re even a couple hours late, their udders get too full of milk and the cows can get really sick. Which is why we had to leave the Labor Day picnic after only five innings. Although one nice thing is that the Jorgensens are friends with a bunch of dairy farmers so it’s not like we were the only ones skipping out early. Randy and Cindy are pretty used to it.

Anyway, we were still pretty late getting home, which the cows weren’t too shy about telling us, and even from inside the Caravan I could hear them mooing up a racket when we pulled in. I was so busy watching the cows push against the gate to get milked and figuring that I should probably offer to help Dad before he flat-out told me to that I didn’t even look toward the house, which is why when Mom said, “Isn’t that Brian?” my heart stopped for a second.

You see, our world of cows and busted equipment and twice-a-day milking doesn’t have one thing to do with the other world—the real world, I think of it—of normal families and popular girls and good looks and Brian Nelson. There wasn’t a reason I could think of for him to be sitting on our kitchen step with school starting the next morning, plus the cows making a racket and Smut wagging her tail all over the place and practically crawling into his lap, she was so glad to see him. But there he was.

“Hey there, Mr. Schwenk, Mrs. Schwenk,” he called out with his nice manners as we piled out of the Caravan.

“Hey there, Brian,” said Dad. “Whatcha doing here?”

Brian shrugged. “Just passing by.” Which was impossible because our farm is something you pass only if you’re headed to nowhere. “Hey, Curtis.”

Curtis hunched down, staring at the ground. “Hey,” he whispered, his ears bright red. Like I said, Curtis isn’t so great with anyone over the age of ten. Or eleven, maybe.

“You gonna give us a hand with the milking?” Dad asked Brian in that way he has.


“You don’t have to—” I started to say really fast, but Brian just shrugged again.

“Sure.” He came over to the back of the Caravan, where Mom was unloading the buckets of food we hadn’t eaten and our lawn chairs from the softball game.

“Hey, D.J.,” he murmured, coming up beside me to take a load.

“Hey,” I said, wishing like anything that my ears weren’t turning bright red too. “How’s your arm feel?” I asked. Quarterbacking an entire game, which is what he’d done Friday for the Red Bend–Hawley scrimmage, can really wear you down.

“Not bad,” he said, swinging it a little. “How about your ribs?” During the scrimmage a couple Hawley players had kicked me pretty hard. That sort of roughing up comes with the territory in football, especially when you’ve got two teams that hate each other as much as Red Bend and Hawley. Especially when you happen to be a girl playing varsity in her very first game, a girl with two older brothers who are pretty much football legends around our two towns.

I shrugged. “Okay. The bruising’s fading.” I said this kind of quietly because I didn’t want Mom hearing I even had rib bruises and getting all fluttery on me. Besides, it wasn’t Brian’s fault that so many other Hawley guys were jerks.

After we’d unloaded the Caravan, Brian came right into the barn with me and Curtis and Dad, helping put the feed out, which goes super fast with four people, and opening the doors so the cows could go to their places they all have memorized, the cows so happy to be eating grain and getting milked at last.

Dad was in a pretty good mood—he’d had a couple beers at the Jorgensens’, and it’s always a boost to have extra hands with milking—and he kept chattering away about the picnic, how Brian should have been there to see Curtis and me play. Brian shot me a look, and we grinned at each other because Dad can be a little over the top. If I didn’t know Brian so well, I’d be just about dying. But it was okay.

“You should come with us next year,” Dad offered, like the only thing Brian would want to do on Labor Day was play softball with a bunch of smalltime farmers and ice cream store folks from Red Bend when he could be off doing something much cooler with the kind of pretty girl that guys like Brian date.

“Sorry, but I’ll be at college,” Brian said, sounding sorry even.

“That’s right, isn’t it. Gonna play college ball?”

“I hope to. Sir.”

Which got everyone on a discussion of Win and Bill, my two big brothers, and the University of Washington and the University of Minnesota, how those two teams were going to do and how much better both of those teams were—how much better both schools were, from the way Dad talked—with Schwenks playing football for them.


Through all this talk, I couldn’t help thinking how nice it would have been to have Brian at the Jorgensens’ picnic, poking at the pig roast and talking football and playing in the game. Maybe if he wasn’t from Hawley. Or maybe if he was from Hawley but I was a normal girl so you could see why he’d be hanging out with me. Not that we were Officially Dating or anything like that, although we’d talked about it a little, and we’d even tried making out once, in such an awful way that I still winced thinking about it. I mean, Brian had tried to make out with me but I didn’t figure out what was going on and ended up giving him a bloody nose. Which is a pretty good way to make sure you never date a guy, I think, doing that.

Also, having Brian at the picnic would have been especially awkward given that pretty much everyone there had been at the scrimmage, and all afternoon whenever I wasn’t pitching, folks would come up to tell me how well I’d played, how I looked almost like Bill out there on the field, and how great my interception of Brian had been. Which probably wouldn’t have made Brian’s day, hearing that, even if I was probably the first girl linebacker to score in the whole history of Wisconsin, which several folks had to tell me. Plus that scrimmage was the first time in four years that Red Bend had beaten Hawley in football, so it mattered a lot to everyone in Red Bend, and three days later at the picnic they were still celebrating. Even when I was eating ice cream, I’d get slapped on the back and stuff. I tried to act like the guys on TV saying it was all teamwork and the season hadn’t even started. Which is something you never see on TV guys being forced to talk with their mouths all full of vanilla ice cream and chocolate sauce and walnuts. And chocolate on their chins too, probably, if it was me on TV.

Still, it was great having Brian giving us an extra hand with evening milking, the barn still fresh with that new paint the two of us had slapped up, and him finally looking comfortable with our big, big cows. He sure hadn’t been comfortable with them at the beginning of the summer, but then, he hadn’t been comfortable with any of us. It’s not exactly Disney World when your coach sends you off to a rundown old farm because he doesn’t think you have a work ethic. By the looks of it, though, Brian sure had found one, because he sure seemed to like hanging around us now.

As we were finishing up, Dad asked Brian if he’d like to stay for dinner. We’d already eaten a ton of food but I was starving again, go figure, and I guess Dad was too. Plus Mom had brought home a big chunk of meat from the pig roast that made me twice as hungry, remembering that.

Brian checked his watch. “Aw, I should go home. You know, first day of school and all.” He sounded really nice when he said it, like he wished he didn’t have to.

I walked him out to his Cherokee.

“So there, did you have a nice Labor Day?” I asked, doing my best imitation of Mom.


Brian laughed. “I just hung out with some guys. We didn’t do anything as fun as that softball game. That would have been a blast.”

That was so great, hearing that. “Yeah, well, you can come next year,” I said. “Skip college, come play softball instead.”

“Don’t tempt me.” He grinned at me. There was this little pause, and I wondered what was going to happen. The last time we’d been together, Brian had kissed my forehead. It had been really nice, actually, not bloody or embarrassing at all. This time, however, we sort of shuffled a little, and he climbed into the Cherokee still grinning. “I didn’t know you were a pitcher too. You’re good at everything, aren’t you?”

And then he left before I had time to come up with an answer, an explanation about how I’m not good at most things, it’s only with sports and cows that I can even pretend to be okay. I stood there in the yard for some time watching the dust settle back down to earth from the Cherokee, enjoying his compliment so much even if it wasn’t true, and thinking how much I liked Brian Nelson.
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Football and Barbecue

NORMALLY IN SCHOOL I‘m one of those invisible people who the cool kids don’t notice and the jerks don’t pay attention to because I’m too big to pick on, and it’s just me hanging out with Amber. Only Amber wasn’t there Tuesday morning for the first day of school. Which really freaked me out, and made walking the halls even harder because now I didn’t have anyone to talk to while bunches of people—and I mean bunches—kept looking at me. All because I was playing football. Kids slapped me on the back, saying hello, which wasn’t bad or anything but sure wasn’t something I was used to.

Even this little freshman whose locker was next to mine kept staring at me as he tried to open his combination.

“Hey,” I said. To be friendly and all.

The poor kid nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of my voice.

“Want some help?” I offered, because he was really struggling.

He shook his head. There are times when I’m next to someone and I don’t feel incredibly taller than that person, and bigger too. This was not one of those times.

“I’m D.J.,” I said, taping up pictures of Win and Bill in their college uniforms, and Smut wagging her tail off with her slimy old football.

“I know,” he said, sounding kind of like a mouse. Kind of squeaky. At least he got his locker open finally. “I’m Paul Zorn.”

“Pleased to meet you,” I said. I slammed my locker shut the way you do.

Paul jumped again at this noise, then apologized for jumping. Oh boy. “Hey,” he managed to squeak out as I walked away. “Good game!”

That was what the first day of school was like for me.

 


My favorite class, I knew already, was going to be anatomy and physiology. Mr. Larson is one of the coolest teachers in Red Bend. Even Bill, who in a perfect world would play football three hours a day and spend the other twenty-one drinking beer with pretty girls, he liked Mr. Larson. When Mr. Larson isn’t teaching A&P, or physics, which only the smart kids take and which no one named Schwenk has ever signed up for, he’s enforcing the rules. In the fall he’s a football ref, in the winter he’s a basketball ref, and in the spring he’s a baseball umpire. In the summer, I don’t know, maybe he’s a lifeguard. This means that in class whenever he’s explaining something really complicated, he’s got a great sports analogy to make it understandable, and whenever he needs to describe some horrifically disgusting injury, he has a real-life example. Like when he was talking about knees and he brought in a guy who’d been illegally clipped—the guy had a cane and everything—to illustrate it.

Plus I had English with Mrs. Stolze again—but not sophomore English, which was a really good sign because it meant that maybe she’d actually passed me—and Spanish, and algebra, and world history with a textbook that was written back before there was even a United States, it looked like, and a health class you can sleep through, and computers. Which was good because our computer is so old that it’s a wonder it even works off electricity. It should use coal, or a little treadmill a goat walks on. One of my ancestors invented that for churning butter—we’ve even got a picture—although it probably didn’t work any better than most of Dad’s inventions. So anything related to computers was something I needed to know.

All day long kids kept talking to me about the scrimmage like I was some sort of public property that anyone could just walk right up to. Which I didn’t care for much. I mean, I didn’t set out to play football because I wanted lots of attention, I was doing it—well, I was doing it because for a while last summer, I wasn’t sure what the whole point of life was, and trying out for the football team was the best way I could think of to prove to myself that I was alive and, you know, a unique individual, not just a cow doing what I was told. Only it’s not like I could ever explain that to anyone, and certainly not in the hallways of Red Bend High School. Or in the locker room after school either, when I was suiting up for football with all the volleyball players glaring at me and not so curious about my cow worries because they were too busy being mad that I quit volleyball for football, and because of me Kari Jorgensen quit volleyball for cheerleading, and then Amber quit to work at the Super Saver, so the volleyball team was now worse than ever.

Luckily once I got to football practice there wasn’t any time to think. From the way Jeff Peterson acted, you’d think we’d lost that scrimmage by thirty-five points instead of winning like we did, and he put us through some kind of workout.

By the time we headed home, I was just beat. Plus I had a ton of homework already. It was like, boom, yesterday was summer and today I was up to my neck in work. Curtis was just as beat from his football practice, although he spent the whole ride reading my A&P book, probably the section on teeth considering he secretly wants to be a dentist. Even Mom seemed fried. I guess being principal can be just as tough as being a kid.

Right as we walked into the kitchen, though, the phone was ringing, and Dad hollered that someone better pick it up, and it was Brian, and all of a sudden my exhaustion evaporated like sweat. I took the portable phone into the little office, which is as far as you can go with our phone because it’s so old. “Hey, how are ya?”

I could hear Brian smiling through the phone. I’m sure that seems impossible, but I know what his smile sounds like. “Not so bad . . . How was your first day?”

“Oh, awesome,” I lied, and we laughed. Oh, man, did it feel good to talk to him.

We chatted about classes for a bit, and then Brian said like he couldn’t wait any longer: “Hey, there’s this truck part my dad needs in Minneapolis, and he wants me to go pick it up on Saturday morning. You wanna come with me?”

I couldn’t believe it—a road trip to Minneapolis with Brian.

“My mom wants me to go with someone,” he added, “and she figures you’re, you know, safer than some of my friends.”

Smart woman. I wouldn’t trust Brian’s Hawley friends with a broken tractor. “Sure!” I managed to say finally. “That would be awesome.”

“That’s great. I’ll pick you up around ten, I figure—”

“Oh no, wait.” Saturday. Saturday, if you don’t know, is college football day, every weekend all fall, and both my brothers were playing on national television. That is, Win, my oldest brother, was a backup QB, which meant he could go in at any moment, and Bill they were talking about starting even though he’s only a sophomore. I couldn’t give that up, even for a trip to Minneapolis with Brian. Sure, we tape the games with our dusty old VCR but you can’t watch the tape. Well, you can, later. But you have to watch the game exactly while it’s happening because . . . Well, I can’t explain. You just do.

“I’m sorry, it’s just the Saturday games—”

“Aw, jeez! I should have remembered. I didn’t even think—”

“It’s okay. Maybe some other time.” Boy, did I hate saying those words. I mean, if there was some way to do both things . . . but no. So we talked another minute, and then I went to dinner feeling like a bug that had run into a windshield, just in time for Dad to serve this thing with goat cheese, which tastes extremely weird if you’ve never had it before.

About ten minutes later, though, Brian called again. “Hey, guess what! We can go Sunday instead. I mean, if you can make it.”

So I asked Mom and Dad, and of course they couldn’t say yes right away because they had to go into all these extremely embarrassing questions about where we were going and how long we’d be gone and when we’d be back, and what kind of driver Brian was, like I had his record in front of me, and Mom had to point out I hadn’t been to church in a while, like that would be a deal breaker, but finally they said okay, and I got to tell Brian okay and get off the phone before Dad got too much grumpier about his goat cheese getting all cold, and let me tell you, that goat cheese tasted a heck of a lot better, and everything else as well, now that I was going to get to go on a road trip with Brian Nelson.

 


Wednesday, Amber came to school at least, with all these stories about driving to St. Paul with Dale and insisting I hang out with her and Dale on Saturday night. Which gave me something to think about you can bet, given that Dale is, well, I guess you could say that she’s Amber’s girlfriend although Amber didn’t actually use that word and you can be sure I didn’t. Then after practice Jeff announced that I had officially passed sophomore English, which meant I could officially play football, and from the way the guys cheered, I felt more than ever like I was part of the team. That was the other second-day-of-school news.

Friday night we played Cougar Lake, which is always a tough game because we’re so evenly matched. Not to mention the Cougar Lake players, and some fans it sounded like, didn’t care one bit that there were TV cameras filming the game, and a bunch more spectators than normal, so long as they could kill that girl from Red Bend. After those first couple tackles, I fought back as much as I could, and whenever I played offense I’d stay really close to Kyle Jorgensen because the refs always keep an eye out for the QB. At one point this Cougar Lake guard even grabbed my face mask, which is extremely illegal, and Cougar Lake lost fifteen yards and we ended up scoring, which Jeff Peterson couldn’t help pointing out is what happens when you lose your temper and he was sure none of us would be so stupid. We ended up winning 24–16, which was pretty great, and during that whole game I only thought about Brian and Minneapolis three times. Maybe four.

Saturday morning, even though I was so sore I could barely move, I still had to help Dad and Curtis get the first of the silage in, and the last of the alfalfa, the three of us working like dogs, even Mom lending a hand though she’s not supposed to be lifting bales, so we’d be ready when Jimmy and Kathy Ott came over to watch the games.

The Otts come to watch every game they can at our house, or we go to theirs, because they’re as much a part of our crazy football family as, well, as me, when I think about it. Actually, it’s pretty funny that we’re all so close given that Jimmy Ott coaches the Hawley football team and he spent a bunch of years training his players to beat the stuffing out of Win and Bill, and now he’s training them to beat the stuffing out of me. But because of all that stuffing training, I guess, or because he and Dad are such good friends, and Mom and Kathy are too, the Otts care about Win and Bill playing just as much as we do, and Jimmy follows their games so closely that you’d think he was their personal coach. Plus it was Jimmy’s idea to send Brian over here to work for us in the first place because he’s the number one fan of the Schwenk Work Ethic. So if nothing else, I’ll always be grateful to him for that.

Bill started! They said his name right there in the opening lineup, that he was a sophomore from Wisconsin and grew up on a dairy farm and his older brother plays for Washington. Oh, that was so awesome, and I was so glad I was sitting in our living room with my family and my parents’ best friends rather than driving to Minneapolis, even with Brian. Minnesota lost, but Bill played really well, although it’s hard to tell because all the camera ever does is follow the ball, which a linebacker doesn’t spend too much time with. But Bill had some great tackles that we could see, and if nothing else he didn’t embarrass himself, which some days is the most you can hope for.

Right after Bill’s game ended, Washington was on another network. For some guys, backup QB would be the most frustrating thing in the world because in four years of college you might not play fifteen minutes. But Win is so serious about football that it didn’t matter, because he works so hard and gets everyone else working so hard that he’s absolutely critical to the team. And let me tell you, if I had Win right behind me breathing over my shoulder, I’d work my butt off trying to stay ahead of him. And the impression I got from Win was that Washington’s starting quarterback felt exactly the same way.

But here’s the thing: five minutes into the second quarter, the starting QB took a bad sack and had to be pulled out. So right there before our eyes Win ran in, the announcer mentioning how he grew up on a dairy farm in Wisconsin and has a younger brother who plays for Minnesota. Which we already knew from the previous game.

Actually, it was pretty frustrating because the phone kept ringing with neighbors congratulating us and making sure we were watching, letting us know they were taping it too. I was so busy being polite I missed this pass Win threw, a good thirty-six yards right to his receiver, but they replayed it about six times, and the touchdown that came from it. And right near the end of the game, Win scored a touchdown from the eleven-yard line and the announcers couldn’t stop saying how good Washington’s backup quarterback was.

By the time that game was over, all of us had to help with the milking, we were so late. Even Jimmy came out to rehash it with Dad as we worked. Curtis joined in a couple times with these little observations that catch you totally off-guard, like how Win spun to the right before he ran to make it look like he’d be passing instead, which I hadn’t even noticed and now I had to look at Curtis twice, trying to figure out what made him so smart.

Halfway through milking, Mom came trotting out to say Win was on the phone, which is a very big deal because Dad and Win hadn’t talked since December. I got to the kitchen in time to hear Dad tell Win how proud he was, and get all choked up and have to blow his nose. That was pretty great—not the nose-blowing part, but the rest of it. I had to blow my nose too.

 


So all in all it was a pretty big Saturday, and it wasn’t until I was in the shower getting ready to go to Amber’s that I had the time to wonder about this Dale person. I mean, I’d never known one of those kind of people before, not counting Amber, who hadn’t bothered filling me in on that particular aspect of her personality until this summer, which hadn’t been so fun for a while. Were the two of them, you know, going to talk about it? Or—jeez—kiss or something? By the time I got dressed I was actually pretty nervous, but when I came downstairs Dad and Jimmy were camped out in the living room to watch Win’s game again in slow motion, and as much as I love Win there were other ways to spend an evening, so I took the pickup and headed out.

I was still pretty nervous walking up to Amber’s house, but as soon as I caught sight of Amber, she said, “Hey, baby, check out my wingspan,” in this deep husky voice.

“Yeah, baby,” I said back the exact same way, “you should take a look at my tail action.”

Dale looked at us like we were both crazy—which she had every right to do—especially when we both just about collapsed with laughter, and then we had to calm down enough to explain.


Which turned out to be hard because it actually sounded pretty stupid when we tried to put it in words. You see, a couple years ago—wow, maybe five, now that I think about it—I was hanging out at Amber’s house one weekend and we rode our bikes over to the town park, which of course has a lake because this is Wisconsin, and after we’d played on the little-kid playground for a while, we ended up on this bench watching the ducks do their waddling-around thing along the shore. Only there was this guy duck who was totally into one of the girl ducks, and he would not leave her alone no matter how many times she walked away. He just kept waddling after her and quacking in that gossipy way ducks have, like eventually she’d change her mind and let him, you know, date her or something.

Anyway, Amber started talking in this goofy deep voice like she was the guy duck. “Hey, baby, why don’t you let me snuggle up against those glossy feathers of yours,” she said. “Hey there, you duck female, wanna make some eggs together?”

For a while I tried to be the girl duck and talk like I was blowing him off, but it was so much more fun to do the guy-duck voice that I joined in, and we spent hours on that park bench cracking each other up. I’m sure the guy duck thought we were there for him. At one point Amber said, “Hey there, ducky, what’s your name? I’m Bob.”

“Bob?” I asked in my normal voice. Because it didn’t, you know, seem like that appropriate a name to me.


“Yeah, baby. Bob the duck.” Which, again, doesn’t sound funny when I write it down, but at the time I was dying with laughter at that dumb-guy sound she was making.

So we had to explain this all to Dale, Amber quoting some of her best lines—my favorite was “Hey, baby, wanna fly south with me?”—and Dale either got a kick out of it or did a good job pretending she did. Plus she knew, don’t ask me how, that a guy duck is actually called a drake, and she came up with “Hey, babe, this drake’s for you.” Which made us laugh even more. And all of a sudden I realized my nervousness about Dale was long gone.

Just so you know, Dale Wagner is really cool. I mean, I don’t know that much about cool people. I don’t hang out with the cool kids at school, I’m not even sure who the latest cool kids are except that I’m not one of them, and the only really cool person I know is Brian. Not that I like him for that reason, but he is. And I don’t know what Dale was like in high school because she’s twenty-two now. But that’s not what makes her cool, the fact that she’s so much older than we are. She’s cool because she’s got this voice that cracks, and she has a great belly laugh, and she drives a pickup with a little camper on the bed, the littlest camper you ever saw, kind of a dollhouse for truckers. She uses that
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