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Chapter 1: Out on the Weekend 

 

August 4, 2007 

The alarm rings. I have been waiting for it all night. Yet I flinch as if attempting to evade an 

assault.  

It is Saturday. And I am angry. I am angry that I had to set my alarm. That I had to get up 

early. For my death.  

One would think that on this day, the day of my death, I could sleep in. 

 I eat hard-boiled eggs in the dark. They are tasteless. Chewing is a chore. The digestive 

juices are not working. The death row meal. And it is too early anyway.  

 Heavenly Father, forgive me! I know you have a purpose. I know you have a plan. Father 

God, hold me in your loving arms today. I ask for traveling mercies. Place a hedge of protection 

around me. A grass-lined burrow would be fine too. A place I could sleep. It would be warm and 

dark there, all sounds muffled like the womb. I could pass the winter there. Sleep it off. 
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I should be used to this by now. For the last seven Saturdays I have set this alarm. Seven 

Saturdays ago you helped calm my fears when I arrived at the parking lot of Lake Superior 

College, where I joined eleven other shivering souls standing next to twelve Japanese 

motorcycles. Their bright colors made them appear as benign as gumdrops. They were ready for 

us, lined up like a firing squad.  

 The lecture was easy. I am good at taking notes. I liked our instructor, Jerry Aadland, not 

an ascetic academic but a solid man with tousled black hair sprinkled with gray whose energy 

filled the room. He told us stories of the road and his weathered face proved them. We sat silent 

and still, attentive to his every word as if our lives depended on it. He told us he had outfitted his 

bike with a pulsating headlight and brake light. I didn’t say anything, but I wondered why he 

would want to draw attention to himself looking strange and possibly uncool. 

 “I want other drivers to look at me and say, ‘What’s that weird pulsating light?’ And at 

that moment they are looking at me. They see me. That’s what I want. For them to see me,” he 

said without shame. 

 But the time for stories was over. And the wind was off the lake.  

 The first thing Jerry made us do was walk our motorcycles from one end of the parking 

lot to the other. Like bicycles. That was easy enough. The next assignment was to start our bikes, 

engage the clutch, shift into first gear, advance the throttle, release the clutch, and slowly move 

forward in a straight line. I accomplished this with great success and as a reward, I began to 

breathe again. Next we lined up in front of a serpentine course flanked with battered orange 

cones and I was trying to remember how to start the bike and was not listening when Jerry 

shouted, “Look where you want to go!” When it was my turn to proceed I looked down at the 

pitiless black pavement. And I went there. So that was real cute. 
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 As I lay there, too mortified to move, Jerry ran across the parking lot and flipped the kill 

switch on my bike.  

 “Are you OK, darlin’?” he asked, kneeling next to me and offering his hand to help me 

up. He carried the redolence of bay rum. For me not an evocation of adventures on the high seas 

but a solace. Pimenta racemosa. Grandma steeped her own concoction in mason jars. She could 

have bought it in the store but it made her hands and heart happy to compose it herself and 

present it to Grandpa on Christmas Eve. Cinnamon. Orange zest.  

 “I’m OK,” I said, dusting off my jeans. “No problem.” But I wanted Jerry to gather me in 

his arms and tell me that I could go home now. That I would never have to get on a motorcycle 

again. And that he would stop by later to see how I was doing. Maybe take a look at the 

discolored spot on the living room ceiling that had appeared after I got behind on raking the roof 

last winter. But he wore a wedding band so that would never happen. Nor should it.  

 He waved his arms and shouted, “Cut your engines!” his booming voice unfurling across 

the parking lot to my classmates lined up awaiting their turns. “Come on over. I’m going to teach 

you something!” As they made their way to us he said, “Gather around, you can all watch.” I 

began to move away from my bike to stand next to them but he gently took my arm.  

 “No, you stay here,” he said with a grin. “You’re part of this.”  

 I wanted to die. But I took my place next to the disgraced Yamaha I had chosen because 

of its reticent dark blue, as opposed to those that screamed orange, red, or yellow. Jerry faced the 

assembled group and my classmates stood around me in a half circle. I could tell they were really 

happy that it was me and not them.  

 “So, the question is, what do you do when your motorcycle is on the ground and you 

need to get it back up? But you’re all alone with no one to help? The first thing you want to do is 



Cowgirls and Indians / 4 
 

cut the engine,” he said, pointing to the red button on the handlebar. “Then you’ll need to turn 

off the fuel supply valve and make sure the bike is in gear. Which we’ve already done here. So 

the next thing you need to do is to place your backside on the middle of the seat. Here, Karen, 

you can show us.”  

 He extended his arms as if we were on a date and he wanted to gallantly pull out my 

chair. I hesitated. My eyes pleaded. His blue eyes twinkled but told me he would not save me.  

 I wondered what had brought me here to this place, this time, this moment, as I 

positioned myself on the fallen bike. What if I had made other choices? Everything would have 

been different. My face burned and I put on a smile and pretended it was no big deal.  

 “So, if your bike goes down on its left side, like Karen’s did here, what you want to do 

once you’ve gotten into this position is to take the left grip in your right hand. No, Karen, not the 

right grip, take the left grip in your right hand. Then take your left hand and grab onto a stable 

part of the bike that is closest to your body. That’s right. Good job. Now, put your feet together 

and push up the bike with your backside and your legs. OK? Give it a try!” 

 Like a miracle my bike was upright. And I’d gotten it there myself. I didn’t yet know 

how to ride a motorcycle. But I knew how to pick one up.  

 He put his arm around my shoulders and squeezed. “See, that wasn’t so hard, was it?” I 

had forgotten the warmth in a human body.  

 By the end of the weekend I was riding in large circles. Then smaller circles. I was 

negotiating figure eights. I avoided a hazard in the road and perfected the quick stop. When I 

passed the test I felt better than I had in months. It made me forget everything. 

And every Saturday since I have slowly navigated the Skyline Drive in the early morning 

after the deer have retreated to their hiding places but the rest of the world is still asleep. 
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Sometimes I pull up to a stop sign and forget to downshift into first. When I advance the throttle 

and release the clutch my bike shudders and stalls. One morning another rider appeared at a four-

way stop. He just lifted his palms, shook his head, and smiled. I motioned for him to go ahead 

but he waited and watched me while I went through the steps again and finally pulled away. I 

decided to get up even earlier next time.  

 But today is different. Today is four hundred miles. Or my death. I don’t know which 

will be worse.  

Will a change do me good? Will it flush out the congestion I feel in every organ? They feel 

pale, not red.  

And my garden grows wild. I cannot contain it. I see no reason to pick the vegetables I 

planted. Who will eat them? I cannot cut and dry the herbs I set to growing in the dark winter 

when all hope was contained in that seed. Now it is bright, green, and hot. And I can’t keep my 

end of the bargain.  

Look where you want to go. There is no place I want to go. But my body pleads for travel. 

My body pleads. Says it needs two big arms. It needs to consider a thigh and belly, a mouth, lips, 

eyes. It needs. 

Last night I bent over in front of the mirror, gently guiding the tops of my breasts out of the 

leather bustier. The ten pounds I’ve acquired in the last ten years, when fettered and shackled and 

pushed in the right direction, didn’t look too bad. Although I can’t imagine being seen in public 

like this. When I was little and people sang “Happy Birthday” to me, I covered my eyes with my 

hands. I couldn’t bear it: the onslaught of attention. This is going to take some getting used to.  

Lord, I pray that your hand of blessing would be upon me this day. Help me to use this time 

with Rita for your work and your glory. I claim her for your kingdom. Dear Jesus, help me not to 
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fall. Help me to remember the things Jerry told me. And I pray that you would direct the 40 

percent chance of rain today elsewhere rather than upon me. I pray this in your name and through 

your blood. Amen. 

 

Riding south. The hood of my rain suit is tied under my chin. My red scarf is lashed across my 

face like a bandit’s. A sudden downpour is transformed by my velocity into a fusillade of sharp 

needles that hurl themselves at the one space left vulnerable above my goggles. And I don’t want 

to ride fast. But I’ve only gone forty miles. And have three hundred sixty more to go today. 

Already I feel like I’m running late.  

 Have Thine own way, Lord, have Thine own way.  

 Thou art the Potter, I am the clay.  

 Mold me and make me after Thy will,  

 while I am waiting, yielded and still. 

 Singing helps a little. But when the bile-colored pickup passes me on the freeway, 

slapping my face with cold gray road spray, it feels like a rebuke for the insult of my ponderous 

pace. And the exit to Moose Lake beckons like a lover’s face. 

 “So, how’s it goin’?” The name tag on her orange-and-brown smock says “Sherry.” 

 “Good. Real good,” I reply as I realize I should have taken off my rain jacket and hung it 

somewhere. I remove three napkins from the dispenser to wipe off the wet spot on the table 

where I’ve been resting my arms.  

 “Coffee?” I nod and she fills a heavy white cup with a green rim. I clasp both hands 

around it, then press my revived fingers to my cheeks to offer them reassurance. 

 “So, wher’ya headin’?” Sherry asks. 
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 “Sturgis,” I say, as if surprised.  

 “Really? So, you ridin’ out there by yourself?” She glances at my wedding ring. I am 

twisting it with my right index finger and thumb. Matching gold bands. Four years ago I buried 

Bobby wearing his. I still wear mine too.  

 “Well, I hadn’t planned on it. The deal is, I was going to trailer my bike with some 

people, but on Monday my friend called and said the plans had changed. She’s kinda like that. 

Which is fine. Anyway, they were all able to leave on Thursday morning but I couldn’t get the 

extra time off. So I’m riding out there to meet them. I’m sure it will be fine.”  

 She tightens her mouth as if she’s eaten something surprisingly sour. I am suddenly 

lonely and disoriented, like the time I was a child happily swimming in the ripe muggy lake of a 

family friend and then had to change out of my warm wet bathing suit in the icy air-conditioned 

house.  

 “So, what do ya think of this rain then?” she asks, raising her eyebrows.  

 “Oh, it’s not too bad. It could be worse.” 

 “Yah, I suppose. It could be snowin’.” 

 “Oh, yah, that would be worse. For sure. I mean, it’s wet but at least it’s not too cold.” 

 “Or a person could’ve been one of the people on the bridge last night,” she says, glancing 

out the window and nodding her head in a southerly direction.    

      Our eyes meet briefly, united in amazement. “Oh, no kiddin’,” I say, looking down and 

shaking my head. “Just trying to get home from work.” 

 “Or goin’ to the Twins game.” Her eyes open wide and flutter.  

 “I don’t know how something like that could happen.” I take a deep breath and straighten 

my posture. “But God allows everything for a purpose, I guess.” 
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 “If God closes a door, he opens a window.” 

I am momentarily lost in thought, considering how this would have helped the people on 

the bridge. “Yah,” I say, looking at the rain streaked window and thinking of the silence that 

met their prayers for such an escape. 

 “I hear the president is coming to visit today,” Sherry says as if to cheer me up. 

 “No kidding?” 

 “So are your bags waterproof or how does that work?”  

 “I’ve got everything in lawn-and-leaf bags inside them. So no problem.”  

 She looks out the window at my bike stoically bearing the rain. I try to smile but my face 

will not support the weight of it. So I take a generous sip of coffee and nod in polite dismissal.  

 

It could have happened today, to me, while I crossed the bridge. Trusting it. Like anyone in 

transit. Boarding a bus, counting on the driver. Getting on a plane, offering up your life to the 

pilot, to the mechanic, to the security system. Hoping there will be earth when the foot comes 

down. A chair when one bends the knees to sit. Not space, not falling into space. 

 The welter of chatter wraps me in a blanket, allowing me to sit dumb and unthinking. But 

my body still buzzes with the vibration of the road. While the coffee performs its healing 

ministry, I watch Sherry survey the room with bridled energy. She simulates a smile for the men 

on barstools telling stories to make her laugh. She paces behind the counter like a caged cat. She 

looks out the window with a thinly veiled vexation, and I follow her gaze to my bike, which is 

shrouded in a gloomy gray film.  

 Last night I polished the black and chrome so vigorously they reflected my anxious 

visage and the dining room window behind me where lace curtains apportion rays of morning 
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sunlight into pleasing shapes on the wall and on the burnished oak table my great-grandmother 

brought over from Norway. The tea cart. The pictures of my mother’s parents and grandparents 

placed above it. Looking a little dour. But they were good people. Godly people. After my 

parents retired to Mesa, I was entrusted with the family heirlooms and the antiques my mother 

had collected during her years in Hjelmeland, which did not work with a Southwestern decor. 

Because I was lucky enough to have a big house. And my brother and his wife had moved to a 

condo on the river in Minneapolis after their kids left home. All these antiques, all the 

expectations and voices and opinions they convey, fill my empty house. But I spend most of my 

time in my room with the door shut.  

 Sherry returns to the table holding a black-and-gold thermos pot. “Want me to warm that 

up?” she asks, rapidly looking back and forth between me and my half-empty cup. 

 “That would be great, thanks,” I say, glancing up with a smile. The smell of fresh coffee 

suffocates my resolve. I wish I could stay.  

 “So, how long have you been ridin’ then?” she asks. 

 “Oh, for a while. Say, you don’t happen to have any more cream, do you? This one is 

empty.” I slide the stainless steel pitcher to the edge of the table, where she can easily reach it.  

 “Oh sure, comin’ right up.” 

 “No big rush. I can drink it black too.” 

 I could be drinking coffee watching hummingbirds barb the morning glories draped on 

my picket fence. I could open up the case that contains the Hardanger fiddle and try again to 

comprehend its ancient, enigmatic aroma. I would delicately stroke the dragon’s head on the 

scroll, run my fingers around the dragon’s teeth. I have never heard it played. Grandma said she 

didn’t know how but she said her grandfather played it. It was one of those saved from the fire. 
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Everyone is dead. And now, even Grandpa. My mother’s parents gave me a godly heritage. My 

father’s mother left me the fiddle. And his father, Grandpa Gunnar, left me the bike.  

 Returning with a fresh pitcher of cream, Sherry asks if there is anything else I need. 

 “Nope. That should do’er.” 

 “Well, you take care then. And stay dry, if you can.” She smiles as if she wishes she 

could save me. She will go home to her warm house and tell her warm husband about it. 

 “Will do. Thanks!” She turns away and my smile slides to the floor, into the puddle of 

water under my boots.  

After I finish my coffee I get up and walk to the bathroom, open one of the stalls, go 

inside, and sit down. I unzip the bustier and try to soothe the area of my ribs being rubbed raw by 

the underwire. Read the advertisements on the door. Smiling people. Doing things normal people 

would do. Happy families at the Mall of America. Buying things normal people would buy.  

 Lord, is this a sign? The rain? The ribs rubbed raw? Maybe this is not your will? 

 And no one will know, anyway. I didn’t tell anyone at work I was going to Sturgis. I’m 

not scheduled to be a greeter at church until the end of the month, and I quit my small group last 

year. I told the kids I was taking a week off to can. They didn’t even question it, or wonder for 

what reason or for whom I would can. And they won’t call to check. No one knows, except Rita.  

 I haven’t seen Rita for a long time. She sends me lots of e-mails, forwards, things like 

Free Mumia and other people I don’t know. She could hardly believe it when I said I couldn’t 

take an extra day off. Rita doesn’t have a job. She works as a yoga teacher two hours a week. I 

saw her online profile. It describes her as a health and wellness enthusiast and lists all the things 

she majored in at various times and some of the many jobs she’s had, or the ones that relate to 

health and wellness. She looks great. In the profile picture she is smiling showing her teeth. She 
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must have gotten them fixed because she used to keep her mouth closed when she smiled. It was 

the only thing she was ever self-conscious about. But Mark makes good money and now she can 

smile. When she wears makeup she can really be stunning. But in the picture she’s not wearing 

much and she looks sort of plain. But real at peace. Beatific. Which is not like her. But maybe I 

don’t know what she’s like anymore. I’m glad she’s found peace. I guess she’s a vegan now too. 

It would have been fun to ride out there with Rita. Just the two of us. But Rita likes lots of people 

around. I don’t think I would have been enough.  

 There is a pay phone on the wall outside the bathroom. I dig some quarters out of my 

pocket and dial Rita’s number. I get her voice mail. “Hi, it’s me.” I say. “You wouldn’t believe 

this but the rain is coming down so hard, I think I’m going to have to turn back, I can’t even see. 

Maybe I can have a rain check. Ha ha, just kidding. But, really, maybe we can do this next year? 

OK? I’ll have more time to practice then. I’ll call you later to see how you’re doing. OK? Love 

you! B’bye.” 

 I hope she won’t be upset. Rita has no notion of weakness.  

 As I walk to the counter to pay the bill, I smile at Sherry, overwhelmed with relief. Thank 

you, Jesus. For sending the beautiful, lovely rain for the crops and for all those who need it. I 

will spend the week reading. On Park Point. Books. The sun and the water. That’s all I need. 

Gichigami. Lake Superior. The water washes everything away. It makes me well. I go into the 

lake one person and come out another. But lately it hasn’t been working. 

 “I would give anything to be doing what you’re doing,” Sherry says quietly, her eyes 

burning with weariness and desperation.  
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 As I walk outside she watches me from the window. She is watching as I swing my right 

leg over the bike. Insert the key. Crack the throttle. Find the kick start. When I jump, the burden 

of her attention drives all its weight down through my leg.  

The motor turns over and dies.  

 My vision is addled. I am forgetting the order of things. My bones have lost their rote 

motions. I fear I might trip.  

I try again. 

 I try again. 

 I try again. 

 The motor fires.  

 I slowly close the choke and it settles into a syncopated idle. I tilt the bike, stow the 

kickstand and look up. Her eyes are no longer angry. She waves with wild expectation. I wave 

back, turn on the headlight, engage the clutch, shift into first gear, and proceed out of the parking 

lot.  

 And I know she is watching me as I draw near the freeway. So I drift into the right lane 

and go south into the driving rain. 

 


