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One

A Monument to Romance




It was the Tuesday after Easter, and Sam and Barbara Gardner were reclining underneath a palm tree, their eyes closed, their bodies ghostlike after a long winter.

This is the life, Sam said, sipping his ginger ale, then sighing contentedly.

Its not quite what I had in mind, Barbara said.

What do you mean, it isnt what you had in mind?

When I agreed to be in charge of the churchs Easter program in exchange for your taking me somewhere with palm trees, I wasnt thinking of the Holidome in Cartersburg.

You should have been more specific, Sam pointed out.

We could have at least spent the night.

Are you crazy? They want eighty dollars a night.

And youre sure we wont get in trouble for using the pool?

Not so long as they dont catch us, Sam said. Just act like you belong.

Barbara sighed. Steve Newman is a podiatrist and has a vacation condominium in Florida.

Whos Steve Newman?

A guy I dated in college, before I met you. He wanted to marry me, but I turned him down. Now he owns a chain of podiatry offices in Ohio and spends the winter in Florida.

Why didnt you marry him?

He gave me the creeps. He kept wanting to touch my feet.

Sam gazed at her feet. I cant fault him. You have lovely feet.

You think so? She lifted her feet to inspect them.

I especially like your thin ankles.

Oh, Sam, you always know just what to say.

Its a minister thing. Seventeen years of being diplomatic.

Barbara reclined her lounge chair until it was flat, then turned to lie on her stomach.

Would you like me to rub suntan lotion on your back? Sam offered.

In case you havent noticed, were inside.

We can pretend, cant we?

In that case, sure.

Sam squirted out a gob of lotion in his hand and began rubbing Barbaras back.

Be careful not to get any on my feet, she cautioned. I dont want the sand to stick to me.

Now youre catching on.

They sat by the pool another hour, then rose and made their way to a table to eat lunch. Baloney sandwiches with ketchup, which Sam had made at home, along with potato chips and HoHos. Sam went to the vending machine and bought them a Coke to share.

They lasted another hour before the manager invited them to leave.

I believe that was a record, Barbara said on the drive home.

What record is that?

The cheapest date ever.

I thought it was creative, Sam said, slightly hurt.

Dr. Pierce is taking Deena scuba diving in Belize for their honeymoon. Thats creative.

I thought you liked our honeymoon.

Sam, you know I liked it. Cincinnati was nice. She reached over and took his hand. I just thought when you said youd take me somewhere with palm trees, you didnt mean Cartersburg. Those werent even real palm trees.

Speaking of Dr. Pierce and Deena, Sam said, eager to change the subject, I had a good premarital counseling session with them. Did you know his great-grandfather was the Pierce in Pierce-Arrow?

Whos Pierce-Arrow?

Pierce-Arrow is a what, not a who. They made cars. Thats where Dr. Pierce got his money.

I didnt know he had money.

Quite a handsome amount, according to Deena. I hope he tithes, Sam said wistfully. We could use some new hymnals.

Thats going to take a lot more than money. Thats going to take Bea and Opal Majors dying.

I can dream, cant I?

Sam Gardner, for a minister you sure are cynical.

Some days, cynicism was all that got Sam through.

It was his fifth year of ministry at Harmony Friends Meeting, which was about four years and eleven months longer than hed predicted when hed agreed to become their pastor. To be honest, Sam wasnt sure whether to attribute his tenure to the Holy Spirit or insanity. Hed once read that insanity was doing the same thing over and over, but expecting a different result. This described his five years to a tee. Each Sunday he preached about becoming a new creation, each week his congregation refused to become it, and the next Sunday found Sam preaching about it again.

On a more positive note, Harmony Friends Meeting was finally beginning to grow, Dale Hinshaw was hinting he might join the Baptist church, and the thirty-year-old spinster Deena Morrison had snagged herself a man.

They crested the hill in front of Ellis and Miriam Hodges farm and spied the towns water tower on the horizon. It was built in the summer of 1929 by a metalworks company from the city. When the tower was finished, the town closed Main Street and threw a party for the workers, one of whom waltzed with a beautiful, young lady; they fell in love and two months later were married.

He quit his job at the metalworks company, opened a welding shop, and bought a house on Poplar Street, at the base of the water tower. They had the best water pressure in town. He could shower in the basement while she washed dishes and never miss a lick. Seven years into their marriage they had a daughter named Gloria, who later gave birth to a boy named Samuel. As far as Sam knows, his grandparents were the first couple ever brought together by public utilities. He thinks about them whenever he sees the water tower rising above the town, a monument to romance.

Have I ever told you how my grandparents met? Sam asked Barbara.

About a million times, she thought. Desperate to change the subject, she pointed to a mobile home sitting in a field. I wonder who lives there? she asked.

Oh, that. Thats where Ellis Hodges brother, Ralph, lived with his wife. Remember, they moved here with Amanda, and Ellis bought them that trailer. Then they went off to California and left Amanda with Ellis and Miriam. Sam paused. Drinkers.

Ellis and Miriam are drinkers?

No, Ralph and his wife. Thats how Ellis and Miriam ended up with Amanda.

Shed heard that story a million times too, but it was a shorter story.

Anyway, Sam continued, determined to finish his familys tale, my mothers father came here in 1929. I think it was in May, but it might have been June. Anyway, he came here to build the water tower and when it was done

He met your grandma and they were married and had great water pressure and your mom was born and met your dad, then you were born. Yes, Ive heard that story.

Boy, youre not just kidding about that water pressure, Sam said. Itd peel your hide right off. He sighed. I wish we had water pressure like that.

Well, honey, we cant have everything.

I suppose youre right, Sam admitted, sounding rather woeful.

They passed the old tourist cabins, built before the interstate, when Harmony was on the road to the city. The cabins now rent by the week, mostly to single men down on their luck. Two blocks later, out front of the Dairy Queen, Oscar Purdy was perched on a ladder putting letters on the sign.

NOW HIRI, Sam read. I wonder what NOW HIRI is. It sounds Japanese.

Its NOW HIRING, Barbara said, as Oscar slid an N into place. For crying out loud, Sam, he puts the same sign up every year. You think youd know that by now.

I was just kidding.

Bob Miles, the editor of the Harmony Herald, was peering out his office window.

Duck, Sam commanded.

Barbara slid down in her seat. Why am I ducking?

Its Tuesday. Hes writing his Bobservation Post column. If he sees us together, hell write about it and everyone will ask me what we were doing when I was supposed to be at the church today.

She slid down farther.

Rats.

Whats wrong? Barbara asked.

The light turned red. Stay down. Hes looking right at us.

Three weeks earlier a state highway truck had rolled into town and they installed a traffic light at the corner of Main and Washington, in front of the Herald building and Kivetts Five and Dime. Bob Miles had editorialized against the unbridled power of state government. Before the stoplight had been installed, he could count on a car wreck each week to plump up the front page of the Herald. There hadnt been a wreck since, newspaper readership was down 25 percent, Bob was desperate for hard news, and everyone in town was trying their utmost not to become it.

Sam turned left at the light and headed toward home. There was a small knot of people gathered outside Grants Hardware. Sam slowed to a stop. Asa and Jessie Peacock were standing at the edge of the crowd, looking anxious.

Sam leaned out the window. Whats going on?

Asa and Jessie hurried over to Sams car. Its Dale Hinshaw. Somethings awful wrong with him, Asa said. We called Johnny Mackey to come with his ambulance, but hes not here yet.

It would stagger the mind to know how many people in our town have died in the past thirty years waiting for Johnny Mackey to arrive with his ambulance.

Sam jumped from the car and ran to Dale, edging people aside. Dale was stretched out on the pavement. His shirt was loosened around his neck and his feet were propped up. He was deathly pale.

Hey, Dale, Sam said, bending down beside him.

Dales eyes fluttered open. His lips moved, but no sound came out. The one time Sam wanted Dale to speak, and he wouldnt.

What happened? Sam asked urgently, looking around the crowd of people. Who knows what happened?

He was coming out of Grants and he just sorta fell over, Bea Majors said. I saw the whole thing. I was sitting in the chair at the Kut n Kurl getting my hair fixed. Do you like it?

Dale groaned.

What is it, Dale? Sam asked, leaning over to place his ear near Dales mouth.

Imgoing Dale said weakly, then fell silent.

Hes in no shape to go anywhere, if you ask me, Bea said.

I think he stopped breathing, Uly Grant said.

Does anyone know CPR? Jessie Peacock asked, glancing around anxiously.

To his credit, Sam Gardner didnt even consider how much easier his life would be with Dale gone. He dropped to his knees, tilted Dales head back, pinched off his nose, placed his mouth squarely on Dales, and exhaled mightily.

Back and forth he moved, compressing Dales chest, then blowing in his mouth. Five minutes passed, then ten. Johnny Mackey was nowhere in sight, a larger crowd had gathered, and Sam was tiring.

Let me help, Deena Morrison said, stepping forward from the cluster of people. You compress, and Ill breathe.

Several of the men in the crowd considered collapsing to the sidewalk themselves so Deena would press her lips to theirs.

It took Johnny Mackey twenty minutes to arrive with his ambulance. Had to get gas, he explained.

Meanwhile, Jessie Peacock had gone to fetch Dr. Neely, who arrived just as Johnny pulled up. By then, Dale appeared to be rallying. His color was returning, and his breathing had evened out. Sam and Asa lifted him onto the gurney and loaded him in the ambulance. Dr. Neely climbed in after Dale, Johnny switched the siren on, and off they drove toward the hospital in Cartersburg.

Sam sat on the curb, exhausted, his body aching with spent adrenaline.

You saved his life, Sam, Asa said.

Sam couldnt tell whether Asa was pleased with him or not.

Whats going on here? asked Bob Miles, pushing his way into the center of the crowd.

Sam and Deena just saved Dales life, Jessie Peacock said. They gave him CPR.

Bob was thoroughly disgusted. And I missed it! Why didnt someone come get me? I could have put a picture of it on the front page.

Kyle Weathers, the town barber and perpetual bachelor, spoke up. We could do a photo re-creation like they do on those cop shows on television. Ill lie down and Deena can give me mouth-to-mouth. He eased himself down to the sidewalk and looked up expectantly at Deena.

Not in your wildest dreams, she said.

Come on, honey, lets get going to the hospital to be with the Hinshaws, Barbara said to Sam, taking him by the arm and guiding him toward their car.

Just think, Sam said, after a few steps. If we had gone where they had real palm trees, I wouldnt have been here to save Dales life.

Yes, I guess youre right, she said, leaning her head into him and squeezing his hand. Im awfully proud of you.

Sam beamed, secretly hoping the day wouldnt come when he would regret what he had done.







    

Two

Opening Day




Two weeks passed, it was mid-April, and the crocuses around Fern Hamptons mailbox were in bloom. Oscar Purdy had hired a small army of high-school girls to work the counter and was contemplating opening the Dairy Queen early in light of the warm weather that had graced the town.

Uly Grant had ordered in his summer supply of lawn mowers and arrayed them on the sidewalk across the front of the hardware store, drawing old men out of doors to inspect this years models.

Would you look at that, Stanley Farlow said, nudging a mower with the toe of his boot. Nothing but plastic. I wouldnt give you twenty dollars for the whole lot of em. And Hondas to boot. I tell you one thing, if Ulyd had those little nippers shooting at him in the Big War, he wouldnt be selling their mowers. Ill tell you that right now.

I got a Honda and its been a good mower, Harvey Muldock ventured.

Few subjects are able to generate contention among old men like lawn mowers, lawn mowing being a religion in Harmony. Each man is a devotee of his particular brand and will argue to the death for its superiority, as if picking the right lawn mower confirms his worth as a human being.

If you ask me, John Deeres the way to go, Asa Peacock said.

Stanley Farlow snorted. Youre just paying for the green paint. Now, you take Snapper. Ive been using the same Snapper for twenty years now, and it does just fine. Doesnt burn a drop of oil and has a nice, even cut.

What are you talking about? Harvey asked. That yard of yours looks pitiful. I thought maybe youd been cutting your grass with a dull ax. Im glad you told me it was a Snapper. Now I know not to buy one.

They stood in front of the hardware store another half hour, circling like bulldogs nipping at one anothers heels, until Uly came out and shooed them along.

Uly has been thinking of getting a restraining order against Stanley Farlow. Potential customers walking past slow down to view the mowers, which is Stanleys cue to enlighten them. You dont want that mower. Nothin but junk. I tell you, its highway robbery what hes askin for these mowers. He oughta be ashamed of himself. You buy that mower and youre buying yourself a peck of trouble.

Sam walked past several times, waiting for Stanley to leave, so he could look at the mowers without having to endure editorial comment. Sam had inherited his grandfathers mower, which was held together with duct tape and baling wire. Hed used it for five years before pronouncing it dead and hauling it to the dump, over the objections of his father, who believed the mower was good for another ten years at least.

His father drove to the dump, retrieved it, and stored it in his garage along with all the other perfectly good things that just need a little elbow grease and theyll be as good as new. Sams father has nine perfectly good mowers in his garage awaiting resurrection.

After a bit of haggling for a 10 percent clergy discount and a free tank of gas, Sam settled on a mower. He pushed it the four blocks to Dale Hinshaws house to mow his yard. It was probably a little too early to mow, but the grass was starting to look raggedy, with clumps of high grass where various dogs had applied fertilizer over the winter.

Dale is home from the hospital, but forbidden to mow. It took Sam an hour to cut the grass. Dales lawn isnt large, but theres a good bit of statuary to steer aroundthree concrete geese, Snow White and the seven dwarves, a wooden windmill, and two wagon wheels flanking the driveway.

For someone whos spent his adult years warning others of the fleeting nature of human life, cautioning them to get right with God while there is yet time, Dale seems shocked to have suffered a heart attack, as if a secret deal with God had exempted him from human frailties.

Sam finished mowing, shut off the mower, and climbed the porch stairs to visit with Dale, who was watching from the porch swing. Having saved his life, Sam now feels invested in it and has become somewhat protective. Anything else I can do while Im here? he asked.

No, thats about it. Is that a new mower?

Yep. Just got it.

Im a Snapper man myself, Dale said with a sniff.

Uly was having a sale and I needed a mower, so I thought Id give it a try. Sam wondered why every time he was around Dale Hinshaw, he ended up feeling the need to apologize for some indiscretion.

Well, I suppose theres no harm done. I reckon the folks who work at Snapper can always get jobs at McDonalds.

This was starting to remind Sam of his first church, where hed made the error of purchasing a used Toyota from his brother, Roger, causing his congregation to question his patriotism. Disinclined to subsidize treason, they stopped giving to the church and didnt resume until Sam apologized, sold the Toyota, and bought a Ford. Which, incidentally, was made in Canada, though Sam thought it best not to point that out.

You know, Dale, we live in a global economy now.

Thats just what the Antichrist wants you to believe, Sam. Next thing you know, well all be wearing the mark of the beast and have computer chips under our skin. Wont be able to go anywhere without Big Brother knowing where we are.

Just because I bought a Honda lawn mower?

Its from small acorns that mighty oaks grow, Dale said smugly.

Sam was starting to feel less protective of Dale with every passing moment.

Hows things going at the church without me? Dale asked.

Superbly, Sam wanted to say, but for the sake of kindness didnt. Oh, were muddling through. Well be glad to have you back.

Dont know when that will be. Doctor told me to stay away from crowds. Said if I picked up a virus, it could go straight to my heart and Id be a goner.

You stay away as long as you need to, Sam said. He rose to leave. You take care, Dale. Call if you need anything.

Sam descended the porch steps, pushed his mower down the sidewalk past Snow White and her short friends, then turned toward home. A block later, he passed Bea Majorss house. She was lifting bags of mulch from the trunk of her car, leveraging the bags up and over the lip of the trunk before letting them fall to the ground, then dragging them across the grass to the flowerbeds that ringed her home.

Sam stopped to help, even though Bea Majors was still upset with him from the month before, when hed refused to draw and quarter Deena Morrisons fianc, Dr. Pierce, for expressing doubts about the Virgin Birth. Shed relinquished her seat at the organ, thinking the church would rise up, fire Sam, and carry her back to church on their shoulders. That they seemed to have gone forward without a hitch is annoying her to no end.

Sam unloaded five bags of mulch, making small talk and updating Bea on the church news. She didnt have much to say, having suffered one indignity after another at the hands of the church. First, they hadnt begged her to return. Then theyd had the audacity to advertise in the Herald for a new organist. A paid organist, at that. Twenty dollars a week, plus twenty-five dollars for weddings and funerals, plus three weeks off a year, plus a paid membership in the Church Organists of Mid-America (COMA).

Fifty years shed played the organ at Harmony Friends and never gotten one thin dime. But let her leave, and theyd spend money like drunken sailors. Shed been thinking of billing the church for her services. Fifty-two Sundays a year for fifty years, except in 1968, when shed missed a Sunday to attend her aunts funeral. As near as she could figure, the church owed her fifty-two thousand dollars, and that wasnt including weddings and funerals. If she hadnt needed her mulch unloaded, she wouldnt even have spoken to Sam, she was so worked up.

Sam spread the mulch with Bea hovering over him, pointing out the thin spots and cautioning him not to smother the tulips, which had elbowed their way through the soil.

He complimented her tulips, which soothed her somewhat. She has been cross-pollinating her tulips, despite warnings from her sister, Opal, who believes the natural order shouldnt be trifled with and that Bea will have some explaining to do come Judgment Day.

If you dont believe in trifling with the natural order, how come you dye your hair? Bea had asked her.

After that Opal had piped down for a while.

Yes, you sure do have beautiful tulips, Sam said. I sure wish I could grow flowers like these. I just dont seem to have the knack for it.

Its all in the soil, Bea confided. Coffee grounds and fish heads.

Fish heads?

Dale gives me the fish heads after hes cleaned his fish. I bury em alongside the tulip bulbs. Gotta keep the cats away, though.

Well, it certainly appears to be working.

I have more tulips than anyone else in town, Bea boasted.

Even more than Fern Hampton? Sam asked.

Bea snorted. Fern Hampton couldnt tell the difference between a tulip and her tush. She went and bought all those bulbs at Wal-Mart last fall and slapped em in the ground willy-nilly, and now shes goin around acting like the worlds expert on tulips. You just watch and see, one spring shell get the root rot and theyll be dead inside a week.

You think?

Yes I do, and I wont shed one tear either, Bea said emphatically.

Gardening, Sam was beginning to learn, was a blood sport.

He finished spreading the mulch, then stood, stretching his sore muscles. By that time, Bea was feeling more hospitable and scurried inside to retrieve a coffee can full of fish heads, which she offered to Sam. You got to keep em cold until you use em.

Sam thanked her profusely, feigning enthusiasm. He pushed his new lawn mower around the corner and down the sidewalk past Hester Gladdens house, then crossed the street, turned into his driveway, and rolled the mower into his garage, maneuvering between his sons skateboards and bicycles. He carried the fish heads inside and placed them in the refrigerator, then washed his hands and took a nap.

His wife, Barbara, found them early the next morning while Sam was still asleep. He was awakened by a shriek, then the clatter of a can striking the kitchen floor. He pulled on his robe and eased his way down the stairs and into the kitchen. A fish head lay on the rug in front of the sink, leering up at his wife with a bulging eye.

What is that? she asked.

A peace offering, I think.

Whatever it is, get it out of my house.

Sam picked up the fish remains, placed them in a grocery sack, and carried them out the back door, down the brick walk next to the driveway, and around behind the garage to the burn barrel in the alley. He struck an Ohio Blue Tip and lit the sack, watching as curls of flame consumed the paper.

Shirley Finchum spied him from her kitchen window, wondering what he was burning so early in the morning. Probably dirty magazines, she thought. Sneaking out to do his filthy business while everyone was still asleep. Shed never trusted Sam Gardner, not since he was in the seventh grade and shed worked at the Rexall and caught him hiding behind the comic rack, ogling that months issue of the Police Gazette.

She phoned Bea Majors. Guess what that pastor of yours is doing?

What?

Standing out in the alley in his bathrobe up to no good.

Is that all hes doing, just standing out there?

Hes burning something. Dirty magazines, I think, Shirley conjectured.

And to think I let him touch my tulips, Bea said with a shudder of disgust.

They bemoaned the lack of morality, how the town was going to Hades in a handbasket, and it was all Sams fault.

Did you know hes a Democrat? Shirley asked.

No, but I suspected as much. And to think I gave him fish heads.

Sam walked past Beas on his way to the meetinghouse. She was out front, surveying her flowers.

Good morning, Bea, Sam said cheerfully.

You owe me fifty-two thousand dollars, Bea snapped.

Excuse me?

And I want my fish heads back too.

Sam was going to stop, but thought better of it. He smiled, gave a little wave, and kept on walking. There are some things mere mortals are not meant to understand, and Bea Majors is one of them.

Strolling to his office, he turned his mind to more pleasant pursuits, namely, the summer stretching before him, an unpainted canvas of relaxation, when life downshifted. Sunday school ebbed to a close. Storm windows were taken out of house windows and carried to the attic and the screens set in place. The bugs were vacuumed from the window sills. Rockers and swings were hauled up from the basement and installed on the porch.

Sam passed the Dairy Queen. The sign out front read Free Sprinkles on Every Cone on one side and Opening Today on the other. His heart gave a happy leap. A new mower, summer looming on the horizon, and evening walks to the Dairy Queen, where he would sit with his family on the long bench watching the cars drive past on Highway 36 while chasing sprinkles around his cone.







    

Three

Lost Love




It was early May, and Miss Rudy was making her rounds through the town, gathering books for the annual book sale held in the basement of the library. It is the 101st anniversary of the library. When the library was built, they carved the year in Roman numerals above the doorway. Unfortunately, people dont know Roman numerals like they used to, and the 100th anniversary slipped by.

They were six months into the 101st year before Miss Rudy noticed. She promptly hired Judy Iverson to paint a banner announcing the 100th anniversary, then hung it over the Roman numerals above the doorway. She didnt mention her oversight to the Library Board. Theyve been looking for evidence of senility and she didnt want to give them any ammunition.

Miss Rudys dementia is the only thing thats kept her in Harmony. If she were in full control of her faculties, shed have left long ago for some brighter shore where people value enlightenment.

For forty-five years, Miss Rudy has waged her private war against intellectual sloth. Each new crop of town council members wants to cut the librarys funding. We already got enough books, they tell her. Why do we need more?

She corrects their grammar in public, which doesnt endear them to her cause. We already have enough books. And no, we dont.

Lovers of the written word are viewed with suspicion in Harmony. If Shakespeare had grown up here, hed have been told to quit goofing off and get a real job. His parents would have urged him toward blacksmithing.

Every year, Miss Rudy hopes it will be different, that when she goes forth to solicit books for the sale she will uncover a first edition of To Kill a Mockingbird or The Grapes of Wrath. Instead, she is inundated with paperback romances with titles like Passion in Paris or Summer Fling. People leave them in stacks at the book door of the library, after hours, when no one is likely to discover their depravity.

Shes also swamped with back issues of Readers Digest, Upper Room devotionals, and the Friendly Womens Circle cookbook. Confident it would hit the best-seller list, the Friendly Women had 5,000 copies printed in 1983 and managed to sell 432 of them. The remainder are stored in the attics and basements of Friendly Women all over town. For years theyve unloaded them on Miss Rudy. They are the zucchini of bookseveryone has more than they could possibly use. Miss Rudy hauls them to the recycling center in Cartersburg.

She stopped by Kivetts Five and Dime to see if Ned had any books to donate. Ned was gone, but Nora Nagle was working the checkout counter. Shes been reading Emily Posts book on wedding etiquette. She isnt engaged, but wants to be prepared in case the right man happens along, though she is starting to think she might have to settle for the wrong man.

Nora Nagle was the 1975 Indiana Sausage Queen. She moved to Hollywood, where she starred as
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