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PART I

Westerly Winds

Most weather systems travel from west to east over

the United States. The reason for this is the westerly

winds — one of several fairly constant winds circulating

the upper atmosphere of the Earth as nature tries to

equalize air pressure. The warm air at the equator rises.

The cold air at the poles falls. If the Earth stood still,

the upper air would travel toward the poles and the

surface air would travel toward the Equator. But the Earth

is spinning, and the force of the rotation bends the wind

to the right. So whatever is brewing in the west travels

east.
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Chapter 1

I rolled onto my side and draped my arm over the dog.

This was what my personal life had come to; the only

female in my bed was my five-month-old bulldog. And I was

spooning with her. Eyes closed, I didn’t realize that

Stella had shifted position during the night. Her butt was

now mere inches from my face, a fact I became aware of

instantly when she farted up my nose. The silent-but-

deadly had no room to disperse into the atmosphere. I

inhaled pure methane gas, which shot me awake like some

sick form of smelling salts.

"Ah, jeez!" I bolted upright and tried to wave away

the stench, but the bulk of it had already traveled to my

brain, making me lightheaded.

Stella grunted, stood and staggered a few sleepy

steps across the bed — either irritated at me for waking
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her or to get away from the smell — then flopped down

again. She took a slow deep breath then huffed. She glared

at me without lifting her head, letting me know the next

time I disturbed her it’d better be for breakfast.

Outside the sprinklers sputtered on and began their

pish-pish-pish up and down the cul-de-sac, each watering

identical patches of ice plant in front of identical

townhouses. I swung my legs over the side of the bed and

headed off to take a leak.

"Not much weather to report for San Diego County this

Saturday," I said into the camera that Kevin manned. "But

look what's going on in the Midwest!" I clicked the remote

to show the national map, ignoring the earnest look that

the assistant station manager was giving me. Carl nodded

his head toward the control booth, letting me know Wiley

was behind the glass and would not be pleased. Well, too

late and too bad.

"SNOW!" I laughed. "Santa brought 12 inches to

Nebraska and Iowa. The kind of white Christmas every kid

dreams of." I went on to explain how the cold front would

continue into this evening and much of tomorrow. I was

about to cover the three-day forecast for Des Moines when
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Wiley ran out of the booth dragging his finger across his

throat.

I clicked the remote. "And back here in San Diego

County, today we'll see a high of 75, no surprise there.

But grab your mittens tonight because the temperature will

drop down to a bone-chilling 50 degrees.” Ha ha. “That’s

your weekend weather. I'll have your five-day forecast

after the break."

The camera cut to Susan Ortez at the anchor desk,

looking nervous. “Thanks, Owen.” She threw to a

commercial. I looked to Wiley and saw a clipboard flying

through the air. I ducked seconds before it reached my

head.

"Damn you, Martin! I warned you,” he yelled as he

stomped toward me. “Focus on the local weather. People

don't care what the hell it's doing in EastBumFuck Ohio.

They want to see the San Diego forecast!"

By now he was in my face, or he would have been if he

weren’t 5’8” to my 6'2". He clenched his fists at his

sides and sneered up at me. His too-tan head strained up

out of a silk crew neck shirt.

"Everyone knows the forecast here," I said. "It's the

same as it is every day: 75 and sunny."
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"Damn straight. But people who live in paradise like

to be reminded they're in paradise. That’s your job. Your

only job."

I tried to argue that showing viewers the bad weather

elsewhere makes them appreciate the good weather here, but

he cut in.

"Oh, no. NO! This was the last straw. I drew the line

and you crossed it … again. Well, not this time, farmboy.

You can’t say I didn’t warn you. You’re not getting the

nightly news slot — it’s going to Brianna. In fact, you’re

not getting any slot. You’re fired!"

That evening I sat in traffic that had accumulated for no

apparent reason on the 805. It wasn’t the weekday rush

hour, we had six lanes in each direction, but traffic was

still at a crawl.

The kid in the lane next to mine drove a Nissan mini-

pickup lifted so high he looked down at me in my three-

quarter-ton truck. To my left a woman chatted into her

cell phone, gesturing wildly, neither hand on the wheel.

My mother had given me a cell phone for Christmas — a gift

she knew I didn't want but she couldn't fathom why. I had

shoved it under the passenger seat for emergencies.
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The traffic began to move, but as soon as I shifted

into second gear things came to a halt again. I shifted

back into neutral, my tension growing. My right shoulder

ached. It had been bothering me on and off ever since

coaching youth basketball at the Y in the fall. What a

pitiful league that had been. We barely had enough players

for six teams. Why do kids today only want to play soccer?

Maybe this was a bad idea, meeting someone new

tonight — Kaitlin, Kevin said her name was. She was a

friend of his new girlfriend. I should have cancelled the

double date, but I was desperate to have a beer and forget

that I’d been fired. I’d have to beg Wiley to give me my

job back, but until Monday there was nothing I could do

about it.

A shiny gray BMW SUV cut in front of me, the driver

apparently certain my lane was creeping along faster than

hers. Her bumper sticker read “Relax. Do yoga.” Last week

it was probably Pilates. Before that, Tai Chi.

Kevin had been setting me up with girls since we

roomed together at UCSD. I still hadn't found the right

one. Not even close. Kevin could never understand why.



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 8

"Shit, O,” he’d say. He shortened my name to my first

initial the first day we met. “Dude, how could you not

like her?"

Still, tonight seemed promising. We were to meet at a

diner downtown called Blue Plate. It was Kaitlin’s idea,

Kevin said, and I figured any girl who liked diner food

couldn't be all bad. I love diners. Back in Iowa, in

Martinville, the diner was where I’d meet my friends for

burgers after basketball games, and where I'd catch up

with my dad Saturday mornings over pancakes and coffee — a

plain old cup of coffee, none of this Starbucks five-buck

grandefrapalattechino crap.

A woman driving a little Chevrolet was desperately

trying to merge into traffic from the on-ramp. You

wouldn't think it would be hard at a speed of five miles

per hour, but no one was letting her in. I pushed down on

my brake and waved her over. She didn’t even wave back a

thank you.

I sighed. My stomach started to growl. I couldn't

wait for a burger and a beer.
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"I don't do alcohol," Kaitlin said when I asked if

she wanted a beer. "OhmyGod, I mean it's absolute poison

to your system."

I shot Kevin a look, but he was suddenly absorbed in

something Tina was saying.

Kaitlin ordered whatever brand of sparkling water was

"in" now, with a lemon.

"But only if the lemon is organic, ‘kay?"

The waiter nodded as if that went without saying in

this establishment. And it probably did.

 Blue Plate wasn't a real diner. More like an

imposter, decked out with booths and plates and cups from

various real diners, the pictures of which adorned the

walls. Those diners had closed because they weren't hip

enough. Now that retro was in, this place had bought all

the old fixtures and charged people $22.50 to eat meatloaf

with mismatched silverware. And, of course, it was

Carmelized Tofu Meatloaf with Cilantro Mashed Potatoes.

"Like, the only thing more poisonous is sugar,"

Kaitlin said. "And it's so everywhere. Like in this

ketchup." She picked up the bottle like it was a dirty

tissue and set it on a tray as a busboy passed.



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 10

Kaitlin’s diet seemed to be the only natural thing

about her. Her Chiclet-perfect teeth were bleached so

white they were almost blue. Her breasts ballooned out of

her tank top, seemingly ready to float up to the ceiling.

Her voice was, like, so affected.

Our entrees came and I choked down the faux diner’s

version of a tuna melt: raw Ahi tuna on a quarter-sized

piece of flatbread, the "melt" a dollop of goat’s cheese.

I sat through traffic for this.

Midway through Kevin telling the story of when he

tried to teach me to surf, and the lifeguard had to rescue

me from a riptide, the waiter appeared and cleared his

throat.

"Is one of you gentlemen Owen Martin?"

I said that I was, and he told me my mother was on

the phone. He pointed me toward the hostess stand and I

excused myself, fearing there was some kind of emergency.

"Mom? What happened?"

"Oh, the most wonderful thing!"

"Wait, you're all right? This isn't an emergency?

Mom, I can't believe you tracked me down on a date." I

made a mental note not to disclose my plans with my mother

ever again.
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"How's it going, by the way? What’s she into?" My

mother fancied herself very hip, and she was. At least

compared to me.

"Some fitness class called the Goddess Workout.

What's up?"

"I've tried that! You belly dance with bright-colored

sashes — it unleashes your feminine empowerment."

I shoved the mental picture of my mother’s bare belly

out of my mind. “Mom, what do you want?” The hostess

glared at me and I rolled my eyes as if to say “Mothers,

right?” Apparently, she didn’t have one. I turned my

attention back to Mom. “We shouldn’t be tying up this line

– I’m sure customers are trying to call."

"If you would carry the cell phone I gave you,” Mom

lectured over the phone, “I wouldn't have to resort to

tracking down my only child to tell him — are you ready?

I'M GETTING MARRIED!"

Arthur had proposed at sunset on Del Mar beach, where

they had first met after his dog took a liking to Mom. It

was a storybook romance. I wished it were mine.

"Now, Owen, are you okay with this? I mean, I hope

you know Arthur would never try to replace your father,

God rest his soul."
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I laughed. "Mom, I'm thirty-two years old. I don't

think that's an issue."

"Right, right!" She giggled like a teenager. "You're

probably happy to get me married me off and out of your

hair!"

The manager touched my elbow to pass around me and

joined the hostess at her stand. He raised his eyebrows at

her, silently questioning why I was tying up their phone

line. “He’s talking to his mother,” she told him, killing

off my last remaining shred of dignity.

"Mom, I really am happy for you, but I have to get

off this phone. So if you don't have any more news for

tonight..."

"Yes, yes, we'll catch up tomorrow. Oh, and remind me

to tell you about the call I got from your Uncle Phil."

"What about?" I hadn't heard any news from Iowa for

ages. After my dad died and we moved out west, we’d slowly

fallen out of touch with his brother Phil.

"Phil and Esther are thinking of selling your

grandmother's farmhouse and some acreage, if we agree.

It's hard to find renters and they don't want the place to

sit empty. Phil and Esther have their place in town and

your cousin Lisa and her husband have their home up in Des
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Moines — and another baby, by the way. Anyway, I never

understood why we didn't sell the farm ages ago. I think

Phil would have, but you know Esther — always wanted to

preserve the Martin legacy. No matter that she’s only a

Martin by marriage. She says what will Martinville be

without the Martin place?”

I sat through the rest of the dinner barely listening to

Kaitlin’s chatter. I felt bone tired. It seemed like a

week had gone by since I’d been fired that morning. Maybe

Wiley had done me a favor. I hated reporting the weather

in a city where the weather never changed — in a city

where my life never changed.

Here I was on another bad date. My mom was in love

and getting married for the second time in her life, my

cousin Lisa had just had her third child, and I had yet to

find a girlfriend, let alone settle down. It occurred to

me I was the sole Martin male left to carry on the name,

and at the rate I was going it was going to die with me.

I looked around the restaurant and spotted an old

metal sign for a Tastee-Freeze. I hadn't seen a Tastee-

Freeze since we’d moved from Martinville. Everything in
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San Diego was frozen yogurt or fruit smoothies. Whatever

happened to the banana split?

It seemed like everything that meant something to me,

even the little things, didn't count for squat out here.

My meteorological training was useless. Even my love of

basketball was wasted. After 15 years on the West Coast,

the corners of my squareness were still sharply evident.

If I was a square peg in a round hole, Mom was a

perfect fit in San Diego. She was thriving. She once told

me she’d found Martinville suffocating after Dad died. "If

we’d stayed there I would have had to play the role of

Bill Martin's widow for the rest of my life." 

I understood why she moved us as far away as possible

after my senior year of high school. But that didn’t mean

I didn’t miss it. The people there knew me, acted like me,

thought like I did, believed in the same things I did.

Which was the exact opposite of the girl sitting next to

me in the booth tonight.

Kaitlin giggled at something Kevin was saying.

“I’m serious. O’s cowlick really came from a cow,” he

said with a straight face. “His mom used to put him out in

the pasture and let the cows babysit him while she cleaned

the house.”
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“OhmyGod, that’s so cute!” Kaitlin squealed. “You’re

so cute!”

I rolled my eyes at Kevin. He raised his eyebrows in

a way that said, “You’re getting laid tonight and you have

me to thank.”

Kaitlin patted my cowlick and I turned to look at

her. On the wall just behind her head there was a print of

an old farmhouse. I stared at it while I pretended to

listen to her explain about hair products for men.

The house reminded me of Grandmother Martin's

farmhouse. Hers was yellow clapboard with a deep wrap-

around porch. In the bathroom off the kitchen there was a

claw-foot tub and a pump at the sink instead of a faucet.

It was the kind of house you could never find in San

Diego. If it ever had existed, it would have been knocked

down decades ago to make room for a development: a sea of

identical stucco houses standing only a few feet apart.

The thought of my grandmother's farmhouse being sold

brought a lump to my throat. The house I grew up in had

been sold to strangers when we moved. Grandmother’s house

seemed to be the only thing left from a past I wished I

could go back to.
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And what was keeping me here? Certainly not my job.

Not a girlfriend, either. Even Mom didn’t need me here

anymore. Mom had Arthur. Mom had moved on. And I was in

limbo. No, in purgatory.

"Excuse me." I cut Kaitlin off mid-sentence and raced

back to the hostess stand. "I'm sorry, but may I please

use your phone again?"

The girl sighed but nodded yes, then grabbed some

menus and motioned for a group of four to follow her.

I dialed. "Mom, I need Uncle Phil’s phone number."

"Whatever for, Owen?"

"I want to tell him not to sell the farmhouse."

"Oh, Owen. Honey, I know how many fond memories you

have of that house, but we just can't let it stand there

empty—"

"Mom," I tried to interrupt.

"I mean, honestly honey, kids will start throwing

rocks through the windows and—"

"MOM!"

"For heavens sake, dear, what?"

"I'm trying to tell you it won't be empty." I could

feel the smile spreading across my face. "I'm moving in."
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Chapter 2

A delivery truck for the Everything Hemp store

blocked the back service alley, so Trishna Wallace had to

park the van just off the town square on Hegner Way. She

set the parking brake — with her short legs she was barely

able to push it to the floor — and slid down out of the

drivers seat into the wet snow. She tramped through the

slush and unlocked the side door of The Healthy Hearth.

It was 9:30 in the morning. She had exactly half an

hour to unload the supplies from the co-op and get to the

yoga studio. She was giving a private session at 10:00

before teaching class at 11:00. She hefted the sack of

organic wheat flour from the back of the van, swung around

and smacked into her father.
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"Trishna," he said, one eyebrow raised.

Darn, she thought. If only she’d been able to park in

the back, undetected.

"Good morning, Daddy,” she chirped.

"I didn't see your van when I came out of the dome.

Did you skip Sidhi this morning?"

"Of course not." She carried the flour inside,

knowing what was coming when she returned to the van.

"I didn't think so,” he said. He took his hands out

of the pockets of his cashmere topcoat and crossed his

arms. “But tell me you didn't skip shivasana afterward."

"I didn't skip shivasana." She grabbed a box. He

grabbed a crate of produce and followed her into the

diner.

"But you cut it short," he said to the back of her

head.

"Just a few minutes, is all. I had to pick up

supplies and get to the studio early — Lindsy Evans needs

some work on her back." And I needed the money.

Trishna motioned for her father to set the crate on

the counter while she took the box into the walk-in cooler

and slid it onto a metal shelf. It was dark and quiet in

the giant refrigerator, and she paused and leaned back
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against the metal door. If only she could stay in here and

avoid him. But any moment he’d probably barge in to rescue

her from hypothermia. Besides, she had to keep on

schedule. She took a deep breath and shoved the massive

door with her hip and shoulder to break the seal. As she

stumbled out, her father continued the conversation where

he’d left off.

"Trishna, you know you shouldn't cut shivasana short.

There's a reason the rest period exists.” She stepped

around him and he followed her back out to the van. “You

need to come out of your meditation slowly, reconnect with

your surroundings before you go driving off."

"Dad, I'm fine." She started to heft the last box but

her father stepped in and grabbed it.

She led him inside and scratched a quick note for

Dale: Sorry I didn’t unpack — running late. See you at

1:30.

"Trisha," her father started up again when they were

back outside. "As mayor, I already get at least one call a

week from a citizen blaming a fender-bender on ‘some Roo

acting spacey' — that's on top of the complaints about the

dome traffic. The last thing I need is to have my daughter
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cause an accident because she didn't take the time to

refocus."

The van's back doors squeaked as she closed them.

"Daddy, I promise you I'm fine. I wouldn't think of

causing embarrassment to Martinville's first 'Meditating

Mayor.’" She stood on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. "Now I

have to go."

As she turned on her heel he tugged on her braided

tail. "Hey." She turned. "It's not about you embarrassing

me, kiddo." His voice softened. "I'm worried about you.

You're holding down two jobs, running back and forth all

day long between the restaurant and the yoga studio.”

“You have two jobs, too,” she pointed out. She didn’t

understand why he wanted to be mayor when he already ran a

successful software company.

“Yes, well, I want to help my community. You, on the

other hand, work two jobs just to pay rent on that

ramshackle house you share."

“Here we go again.” She shoved both hands into her

coat pockets.

"I'm just saying,” he continued, “wouldn't it make

more sense to give up the restaurant job and the rental,
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and move back home with me? I have that huge house and I'm

all by myself."

She tilted her head patiently. "Daddy, I like living

on my own. I'm twenty-four, I should be living on my own."

She knew he was lonely without her. All these years

since her mother left, it'd been the two of them. But she

needed some space, her own life. She had plans.

"Look, I really have to go."

"I know, I know." He adjusted the scarf around her

neck. It irritated her and made her heart ache at the same

time.

"Why don't you come by here for dinner after evening

Sidhi?" she asked.

He smiled and agreed.

"I work 7:30 to 11:00." She really started at 7:00,

but she couldn’t let him know she’d be leaving evening

Sidhi early.
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Chapter 3

"O, dude, people don't move away from California,"

Kevin told me over pizza and beer.

He, like everyone I told, couldn't understand why

anyone would want to leave California. Especially to move

to Iowa.

"Where exactly is Iowa, anyway? And what do they do

there besides pick potatoes?"

"That’s Idaho, idiot," I said. "Iowa is corn."

He waved me off. "Whatever, man. The point is, what

is there in Iowa? Just a bunch of land."

"You act like I’ll be living in the Australian

Outback.”

"Now that would be cool," he said through a mouthful

of pizza.
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How could I explain that I wasn't looking for cool?

California offered plenty of that. There was wave after

wave of new fads to catch; people rode the crest of one

until it flattened out and then they caught the next one.

Compared to them I was fighting through the surf, trying

to get out to where the water was calm, and practically

drowning in the process. I was tired of swimming against

the tide, and I couldn't surf to save my life. I needed

Iowa: that body of gently rolling farmland, where the only

waves were in the rows of crops stirred by the wind. Where

everyone's feet were firmly planted on the ground.

Don't get me wrong. California was all right for a

while — a blast, really. The beach, the beautiful girls,

the laid-back attitude. What guy wouldn't love it? But

when I slowed down to catch my breath, I realized I was

breathless not from all the fun, but from the stress of

living outside my natural environment.

Of all the people I told about the move, only my

mother offered no argument. She was still floating on air,

in love and engaged, looking at everything through a

romantic veil.



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 24

"You've got farmland in your blood," she said.

"You're searching for your authentic self and this is just

part of the journey."

I left for Iowa in late January, my truck packed with

boxes in the back and the dog in the front. Kevin was

moving into my condo for the time being — he'd been

grumbling for months about his roommate's girlfriend being

a permanent fixture at his place — and I left most of my

furnishings for him.

Anxious to get there, I planned on taking four days

to drive to Iowa. Even though there was really no hurry. I

didn't have a job lined up or any real prospects for that

matter. But I had saved a good chunk of money and could

live off that for a while until I figured something out.

This plan flabbergasted my friends, as much for the fact

that I had managed to save money outside of my 401(k) as

for my moving someplace without having employment lined

up. But the cost of living was a lot lower in the Midwest.

And Uncle Phil and Aunt Esther would let me stay in the

farmhouse rent-free for a while. Their own house was in

town, several miles from the farm, and they said they were
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just happy to have someone living there, keeping an eye on

things.

Actually, Uncle Phil hadn’t said much at all. He was

a quiet man and Aunt Esther did most of the talking for

both of them.

I realized the first day of the drive that there was

no way I was going to make it in four days. Stella was

still a pup. She needed exercise and a lot of bathroom

breaks — and I needed breaks from her farting. Her silents

were deadlier than ever. We drove through Nevada and

Arizona with the windows down, but by Utah it was too cold

and snowy to keep them open for long.

We bunked in small towns, in motels with no names and

too few patrons to have a no-pet policy. Stella whined if

I didn’t lift her up on the bed, and she always ended up

hogging my pillow. I swore to myself that in Martinville

I’d break this bunkmate relationship.

By the third day my right shoulder ached nearly

constantly. It felt like it had back in San Diego in the

traffic jam, only worse. Whenever I shifted gears or

reached to tune the radio, I would get a small pain just

below my shoulder cap.
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On day five we entered Nebraska. Dark, dormant

farmland waited to be brightened by a new batch of snow,

due in the area in a couple of days according to the local

station I tuned in. The land stretched endlessly on either

side of the highway, the cornstalks picked clean and cut

down. Silos here and there broke up the flat horizon. I

stopped for lunch at a diner with no name and ate a hot

roast beef sandwich with gravy and fries, and a slice of

banana cream pie. I had officially arrived in the Midwest.

When I crossed into Iowa on day six I got off the

interstate and onto a two-lane road, just for a change of

pace. I gassed up at an old station that actually had a

bell that greeted "ding-ding" when I pulled in. The

station had a service bay instead of a convenience store,

and "pay at the pump" meant the attendant in greasy

overalls took my money.

"Nice truck," the old man said.

"Thanks." I was surprised to draw a compliment on an

eight-year-old Ford.

"No, thank you for buying American," he said.

In California I’d felt like a hick. Here, I felt like

a hero.
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I finally reached Martinville on Saturday evening,

February 2nd. Groundhog Day. I'd heard on the radio that

the groundhog had seen his shadow, declaring another six

weeks of winter. I wondered why this folklore continued;

the groundhog has only been right something like 25% of

the time over the last half-century. Still, the news made

me happy. I had missed winter for too many years and was

in no rush for an early spring.

I slowed the truck at the stoplight where the highway

turned into Main Street, one of the two main roads in

town. On the right was the big Hy-Vee grocery store. Aunt

Esther used to tell Mom to shop at the smaller IGA just

off the town square, where Mr. Woodson had better prices

on meat.

Across from the Hy-Vee sat the McDonald's. When the

Golden Arches came to town the summer I was 16, it was a

huge deal: Martinville's first national fast-food chain.

Until then, there had been only Scotty's, whose mascot was

a red-haired character with a tam o’shanter and plaid

scarf.

I was getting hungry, but I wasn't about to settle

for fast food when Aunt Esther would have at least a plate

of leftovers waiting for me at the farmhouse. I’d called
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her from the road earlier and she had been over to the

house to clean and stock the kitchen for me, and leave a

key under the milk box. She and Uncle Phil had a choir

concert tonight or they’d have invited me to their house

for dinner.

Aunt Esther had doted on me since I was young. She

didn't have a son, and she marveled to my mom at how much

of her pot roast and pies I could eat. "Marlene, don't you

feed this boy?" Mom didn't love to cook like her sister-

in-law did. I always knew Aunt Esther was showing Mom up,

but hey, food was food. Now I was looking forward to more

of her home cooking, even if it was leftovers.

But then I remembered that Martinville had a delicacy

you couldn't find outside of the Midwest: the Maid-Rite

sandwich. Like a sloppy Joe without the tomato sauce, a

Maid-Rite was just salty browned beef on a bun — but its

greasy simplicity was delicious. Now it felt like I had

been craving a Maid-Rite for the last 15 years. I came up

on the block, just before Town Square, where the Maid-Rite

was. I couldn't help myself. I had to stop.

I pulled the truck over into a parking space, hopped

out and turned my coat collar up against the cold. My

mouth watered.



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 29

I was nearly to the door of the restaurant before I

realized there was no Maid-Rite sign. I backed up a few

steps to check that I was in the right place. Yes, I

recognized the big front window on the left, the way it

angled in to the door. And there were the same old red

booths inside. But instead of the red block lettering on

the glass, there was this loopy purple script: “The

Healthy Hearth.” And beneath that, words that made my

mouth go dry: “A Vegetarian Diner.”

A vegetarian diner in the middle of Iowa? This was a

state where the ad slogan “Beef: It’s what’s for dinner”

was taken as gospel. No wonder there were no customers at

nearly five in the evening. It was a miracle they were

still in business.

Just then the sign on the door was flipped to CLOSED.

I peered inside and saw a teenaged girl with a dark braid

walking away from the door. I knocked on the glass to get

her attention. She glanced at the clock on the wall and

mouthed, “sorry,” but I waved her over and she unlocked

the door. As she opened the door I glanced at her nametag.

“Excuse me, Trisha.”

“It’s Trishna, with a N.” Her monotone told me she

was used to correcting people.
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“Sorry.” I looked back at her nametag, which was

attached to a clingy knit top that hugged her breasts and

hips. “Trishna.” She wasn’t a teen, I realized, but a

petite woman, lithe, like a ballerina. I raised my gaze to

her face and was met with sharp marble-green eyes framed

by close-cropped hair despite the longer tail in the back.

“We’re closed,” she said. “And I’ve got to run.”

“I know. Sorry.” I wanted her to keep talking, so I

could continue to take her in. She was waif-like and sexy

at the same time — the opposite of the sporty buff babes

in California. “I was just wondering if you knew what

happened to the Maid-Rite — did it move?"

She looked at me as if I'd asked where to find a

slaughterhouse. "That place was gross. Thank goodness it's

gone." She scrunched her nose up as if the smell still

lingered. The move made the freckles across the bridge of

her nose dance.

"I happen to love the Maid-Rite," I said. "Everyone

does." I didn’t know why I felt the need to defend myself.

She put her hands on her hips and my eyes followed.

She was wearing some sort of tights that showed off her

lean legs. "Obviously not everyone, or you wouldn't find a
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vegetarian restaurant in its place, would you?" She smiled

a smirk.

"Well, if you don't mind my saying, this place

doesn't seem to be doing much business."

She rolled her eyes. "Come back at 7:30 and you'll

see."

I told her I didn't think I would and headed back to

the truck.

"Try a tofu burger,” she called after me. “You'll

live longer."

As I climbed in the truck Stella barked at the woman.

"You tell her, girl." But I saw the dog’s nub-tail wiggle

like crazy. "She's not for us, girl, even if she is cute."

I scratched the dog's back. "I've had enough of anything

that resembles California — including vegetarians."

Dusk settled as I continued down the street. I could

still make out the white bandstand in the middle of Town

Square, where a carousel of Santa and his reindeer had

circled during Christmas when I was a boy. Further down

Main Street I passed the old Dickson mansion, where I

suffered through years of piano lessons, its lavender-

painted turrets not nearly as large as I remembered them.



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 32

I continued past the shaded houses that lined Main

Street, past the wooded park where Dad took us to roast

wieners and marshmallows in the fall, past the ballfield

where I played Little League. Just after this I turned

right at the old roller rink. Soon the paved road gave way

to gravel.

"Almost home, girl," I told Stella, and she pressed

her face against the side window. I cracked it so she

could get a whiff of her new surroundings. The air was

crisp and cold and seemed to tease us forward. A log fire

burned somewhere in the distance and its smoky scent mixed

with the sweet wool fibers of my jacket.

I turned into the gravel drive of my grandmother's

house. The porch light glowed, and through the kitchen

window I could see Aunt Esther had left the light on above

the stove.

I stood by the truck, stretching my shoulder while I

let the dog wander, sniff and do her business. The house

was just as I remembered; a little smaller, perhaps, and

the porch a bit saggy, but still the same welcoming

yellow, soft and warm like sun through an old garage

window.
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I took in a deep breath. Though cold filled my lungs,

the February air was still heavy with the richness of Iowa

soil and trees and all things deeply rooted.

I'd come home.
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Chapter 4

That first night, after a brief tour of my

grandmother's farmhouse, I dished up the pot roast and

potatoes that Aunt Esther had left in the fridge. There

was no microwave (I hoped the wiring wasn’t too old to

support one), so I had to heat my plate of food in the

oven.

While I waited I began unloading the truck. Stella

stayed at my heels the first couple of trips until she

surmised I wasn’t going anywhere and watched me from the

warmth — and tantalizing smells — of the kitchen. Every

time I walked back in the door the smell of home cooking

enveloped me. When at last it was ready, I ate every last
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bite and debated whether I should allow Stella to lick the

plate clean or do it myself. As if reading my mind, she

let out a groan of agony. I relented.

When she finished, I felt my eyes pulling closed with

exhaustion. I left the rest of the boxes in the back of

the truck and we headed off to bed. We climbed the steep,

narrow steps to the second floor. Poor Stella was panting

by the time she reached the top, and I was no better off.

Aunt Esther had made up the front bedroom for me.

This was the room I’d always stayed in whenever I slept at

my grandmother’s. It was situated in the northeast corner,

where the sunrise would help warm it up on winter

mornings, and come summer it wouldn’t get the hot

afternoon sun.

I threw a blanket on the floor and patted it. “Come

on, Stella, here’s your bed.”

She looked at me quizzically and put her front paws

on the bed frame. I sighed. The hardwood floor was pretty

cold and drafty. Up in the bed she went. She tucked

herself between my arm and side, rested her floppy-jowled

mug on my shoulder and let out a huge sigh. Even she

seemed to know she was home.
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We both slept soundly until 7:30 in the morning. I

headed downstairs to use the bathroom and was halfway down

the steps when I realized Stella wasn’t following me.

“Come on, girl,” I coaxed. She tentatively lowered her big

front paws down one step, then froze and whimpered. Her

head and chest were so much bigger than her back half that

she seemed about to teeter down the steep stairs.

I carried her down. “You’ll have to get used to these

sometime, you know.”

When I let her outside I glanced at the truck and my

heart sank: my boxes were gone. Then I saw they’d been

stacked on the porch. A note sat on top:

Told Esther I’d give you a hand but

didn’t want to wake you. Welcome back.

— Delbert

I should have known it was kindness, not a crime.

Delbert Fulton had run the Martin farm ever since my

grandfather died, which was before I could remember. Dad

and Uncle Phil certainly had farming experience, but they

had gone to college and pursued different careers. Dad

became a pharmacist and opened Martin’s Drugstore. Uncle

Phil taught science at the local college. Grandfather had

been disappointed, but it pleased my grandmother to no end



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 37

that her boys weren’t engaged in such hard labor. The

Martin men had a history of bad hearts and early deaths.

She thought that by not farming, her boys would live

longer.

It didn’t help my father. His heart had failed before

he turned 50.

I hauled the boxes into the house before I sat down

to toast and coffee. Aunt Esther had left me a long list

of instructions, including that I was to be at her house

for Sunday dinner. I smiled, remembering that "dinner"

meant lunchtime (and "supper" meant dinnertime). Cousin

Lisa and her husband, Paul, had driven down from Des

Moines last night with the kids, so they’d all be joining

us. But before dinner they’d see me at church, her note

said. I was to be on the front steps of First United

Presbyterian at 10:45.

Except for weddings and an occasional Christmas Eve

service, I hadn't been to church in more than 10 years.

Mom and I had gone our first couple of years in San Diego,

but once I was out of the house at college I stopped

going. Most of the churches were nondenominational, and

enough little things were done differently that I could



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 38

never really feel at home. I would find myself standing

when no one else did. When everyone else stopped the

Lord’s Prayer at "the Kingdom and the power and the

glory," I would keep going with "forever and ever.”

But back in Martinville, in my old church, it was

like I had never left. Aside from new red cushions on the

dark walnut pews and a different minister (Reverend

Stipple had retired), everything was just as I had left

it. When I turned to the people behind us to shake hands

and say, "Peace be with you," an older woman said, "Why,

you're Bill Martin's boy!"

The church hadn’t changed, and neither had my aunt

and uncle. Aunt Esther still wore her hair and dress June

Cleaver-style. Uncle Phil was gray at the temples and then

some, but still sported a full head of hair. Now more than

ever he reminded me of Fred MacMurray on My Three Sons,

cardigan and all.

After church I stopped to pick up Stella — I didn't

want to leave her in new surroundings by herself too long.

By the time we made it to Aunt Esther's house I was

starving. The smell of ham and scalloped potatoes greeted

me at the door.
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"Sonny boy, you can get the butter out of the

cupboard over the toaster," my aunt said. This was the

only helping she would allow me to do. I set the butter

dish on the table next to the plate of white bread. It was

the little things like this — bread and butter at every

meal, the butter stored at room temperature to keep it

soft — that I hadn’t even realized I’d missed.

I looked out the window at my cousin Lisa's sons,

their breath visible in the winter air. With no snow on

the ground, the boys had brought out the basketball for a

game of HORSE. Stella hijacked the ball and rolled it

around the yard and the boys chased her, laughing.

Lisa joined me at the window. “Do you remember

teaching me how to shoot?”

I smiled and nodded.

“You kept telling me just because I was a girl didn’t

mean I had to shoot baskets like one.”

“You held your elbows out like you were doing the

chicken dance,” I told her.

“And when you corrected me, forcing me to tuck my

arms in, I couldn’t make a basket any more!”

“But your form was perfect,” I said.
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She gave me a soft punch and left to call the boys in

for dinner.

When we all sat down at the table, Stella positioned

herself under it, ready to snatch any morsels that

dropped.

“Stella is already getting spoiled with table scraps

and we haven’t even been here a day.” I could only imagine

what kind of farts she’d be detonating tonight.

"We fed Chester nothing but table scraps until the

day he died," Aunt Esther said.

Lisa laughed. "Yes, and you used to fry him an egg

every morning."

"Well, the dog had to eat," my aunt said. “Just as

easy to cook an egg as it is to open a can of dog food."

It was a dinner scene I had often participated in as

a boy. We passed the peas and swapped stories. Rubbed our

bulging bellies and complimented my aunt on her potatoes.

Said we couldn’t eat another bite and then polished off

the second helping she heaped on our plates. I pictured

looking in on this scene from outside through the window:

the warmly lit room, the family gathered around the table.

It was a Norman Rockwell painting, and I was a part of it.
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And then, over chocolate cake, the paint began to

chip. The boys were excused to play a board game. Lisa had

put the baby down for her nap. Paul asked me what I hoped

to do for work in Martinville.

I'd already been asked this question several times

outside church this morning. I wished I had a better

answer than the truth: I wasn't sure.

"Well, it'd be a shame to waste your education in

meteorology," my aunt said. "I do hope you’ll find

something in your field.”

“If not, maybe it’s time to try something else," I

said. "Maybe I’ll go back to school, take a couple

classes.”

I noticed some glances around the table. Lisa cleared

her throat.

"You mean classes at Roo U?"

"Lisa, that's none of our business," my aunt said.

"Well, he brought it up! Everyone has been avoiding

the subject and I think we should just get it out in the

open."

"Get what out in the open?" I said.

"Did you move to Martinville to become a Roo?" Lisa

said.
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“What’s a Roo?"

"You know, a guru, a Maharishi follower. A tee-em-

er."

Paul saw my confusion. "She means a Transcendental

Meditator. TMer for short." He turned to Lisa. "See? He

doesn't even know about it."

"Well, I'm sure he knows about it. His mother would

have told him. Mom, you did tell Aunt Marlene, didn't

you?"

Aunt Esther pursed her lips. "It's not the kind of

news one likes to tell the world, Lisa."

"You can't just pretend it hasn't happened! Honestly,

you didn't even tell her that the Maharishi bought Dillard

College?"

An uneasy feeling crept over me. "Could we back up a

minute? I don't know what you're talking about."

"Well then," Uncle Phil said. He wiped his mouth with

his napkin then carefully smoothed the cloth on his lap.

“A few years after your mother and you moved from

Martinville, Dillard College closed.”

I was stunned. “Why?”
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“Bent on increasing enrollment, the dean relaxed

standards, and the college lost its accreditation. It went

bankrupt and closed its doors.”

“Why didn’t you tell us?” I’m sure my mother never

knew; she would have told me.

“It was quite an embarrassment, as you can imagine,”

Uncle Phil said, looking down at his lap. “For the

citizens of Martinville, as well as the faculty.”

Aunt Esther touched his arm. “You have nothing to be

ashamed of, Phil. You always held your students to high

standards.”

“But if you haven’t been teaching at Dillard, what

have you been doing since then?” I asked.

“Well, we hated to relocate,” my uncle said.

“The Martins founded this town,” Aunt Esther chimed

in. “Our entire lives are here.”

“So, I’ve been teaching classes at the community

college in Carver. It’s not a bad drive.”

I felt horrible that Uncle Phil and Aunt Esther had

felt the need to keep this secret from us. And yet, they’d

welcomed me back with open arms — their long-lost nephew

would hadn’t even bothered to write regularly.

“But how did the Maharishi get involved?” I asked.
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The Maharishi Mahesh Yogi — the one the Beatles hung

out with back in the 1960s — purchased the entire campus,

lock, stock and barrel. He opened the Maharishi

University, or "Roo U" as the locals call it.

"Why would he choose the middle of Iowa?" I said.

"He got a complete college campus for four cents on

the dollar,” Uncle Phil said.

“And a place to do his brainwashing where it wouldn’t

get national attention,” Aunt Esther added.

"People actually come to Martinville to go to the

school?" I asked.

"Oh, they flock here," Lisa said. "Not just students.

Martinville has become a kind of Mecca for the Roos. Even

after the Maharishi’s death last year – maybe more so."

"They're trying to take over our town, that's what

they're doing," Aunt Esther said. "They've bought up the

best homes along Main Street — you'll see what they've

done to them. And they run retail shops on the square!

They sell 'healing crystals' and hemp this-and-that — I

think they smoke that stuff, because a lot of them look

very spaced-out.”

“Now, Esther,” my uncle chided as she began to clear

the table. He turned to me and lowered his voice. “She’s



Maharishivile — Long — Julie@julielongwrites.com 45

still a little bitter about Dillard College closing and

seems to take it out on the meditating community.”

From the kitchen Aunt Esther continued. “And oh! The

traffic every morning and every evening! All of them

rushing to get to those two hideous golden domes they

built to meditate in. Why, some of them say they can

levitate, do you believe that?"

Back at the farmhouse that night, in my squeaky old

bed tucked under a handmade quilt, I couldn’t sleep.

Stella dozed soundly, oblivious to the gas she passed. Her

snores grinded like a semi-truck downshifting on the

highway. I stared at the room's sloped ceiling. Its

downward slant seemed to reflect the turn my perfect plan

had taken. I’d thought I’d left all the new-age nonsense

back on the West Coast. I thought I’d moved to normal old

Martinville, just the way it always was. But I was

mistaken.

I'd just moved to Maharishiville.
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Chapter 5

The way Mayor Corbin Wallace saw it, the very thing

most people loved about a small town — the fact that

nothing changes — is what doomed it to extinction.

"Innovate or evaporate, folks," he told the council

members. He’d learned that rule running his software

company, and he knew the same rule applied to running

Martinville. "If we don't find something to attract

visitors to Martinville, this town is going to be passed

by, quite literally." 

The Highway 15 bypass would be completed by the end

of next year. Traffic would no longer come right through

the middle of town.

"This bypass will be the beginning of the end, if we

don't create some kind of attraction that makes

Martinville a destination."
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“You mean like how Kalona has the Amish?” Stan Keen

asked.

Paul Chillings raised his hand and said he had an

idea. "My wife and I were in Kansas visiting her family

and we drove through Cawker City and saw the world's

biggest ball of twine. It was really quite amazing. It’s

more than 11 feet high. Maybe we could create our own big

something."

Mayor Wallace rolled his eyes. Before he could stop

them, the council was brainstorming Guinness World Record

gimmicks, including the world's largest collection of

hubcaps. According to Stan, he already had a sizable

collection.

"Folks, folks, please stop!" He pulled an issue of a

software magazine out of a folder. "See this article?

Central Iowa is being touted as 'Silicorn Valley' because

of the number of high-tech companies there. That's the

direction Martinville should be headed. High-tech, not

Hee-Haw. Now, we already have a bit of high-tech going on

— my software company, for one — but we need more. We’ve

got to build jobs and attract tourists.”
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"Too bad the Maharishi college isn't pulling in

people like we were led to believe it would," Wes Hurley

from the bank said.

"Wes, I think we'd all have to agree the college has

done its part. But you can't expect it to balance out the

closing of the glove factory and the machining plant."

"High-tech, that sounds so cold," Vera Wagner said.

She lifted her shoulders and crossed her arms as if a

draft had snuck into the room. "As head of the Visitors’

Bureau, I want people to come to Martinville for the

friendly people and quaint atmosphere — and let me tell

you, quaint hasn't been easy to keep going with these Roo

stores selling incense and such."

The mayor cringed at the slang term. How could these

people not realize that “Roo” was a derogatory term? "Let

me remind you, Vera,” he said, “that the TM community

created the few jobs we've added to the area." He adjusted

his pin-striped tie.

"And let me remind you, Mayor," Wes Hurley pointed at

him, "that these ventures seem to vanish just as quickly

as they appear."

The mayor sighed. These people didn't understand

entrepreneurialism, he realized. The majority of start-ups
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anywhere didn't make it to five years. It wasn’t because

"kooky meditators" started them.

The mayor pointed out to Wes that his company,

AgriSoft, had been here 10 years and had experienced

continual growth. He didn't mention that it was growing so

strong that it was looking attractive to major software

players out West. When he sold out, the town would no

doubt be up in arms. But what he planned to do with the

capital would really put Martinville on the map. Only the

citizens were nowhere near ready for that idea.

If only he could get more of his supporters — more

meditators — on the council. His power as mayor was

limited without council support. But until the next

council election, all he could do was try to convince the

current council that the TM movement was a benefit to

everyone in town, not just those who meditated.

"Look, no one likes to admit it, but meditators are

doing their part to spur Martinville's economy." He began

ticking things off on his fingers. "The Vedic Spa north of

town. The co-op market. The health food store. The

conference the college held on organic farming. And the

Heaven on Earth Festival that's coming up over Memorial

Weekend. These things are unique to Martinville. Unique
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things draw visitors. Give the meditating community come

credit."

"I give them credit for creating rush-hour traffic as

they head to those domes every morning and evening," Ted

Robbins said, drawing laughs from the group.

"Thank you, Ted," the mayor said. "Really, because

traffic is a good sign. As long as we have traffic we know

we are not evaporating into a ghost town like Armorville."

He let that thought settle in their brains while the

clock on the wall ticked. For several seconds it was the

only sound in the room. Mayor Wallace put his elbows on

the table and leaned toward the group.

"We're on the same team here. Meditators and

nonmeditators. You've got to start realizing that. We are

all citizens of Martinville and we all want to keep this

town thriving."

The fact that Mayor Wallace had been elected should

have meant that the factions in Martinville were coming

together. Only 30% of the townspeople meditated, and yet

he’d won 54% of the votes. Obviously there were

nonmeditators who recognized that he was more than a

meditator, that he had a good head for business.
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Yet now that he was in office, he was having trouble

identifying these supporters. It was as if no one wanted

to admit they had voted for him. The editorials in the

paper speculated that he had only won due to low voter

turnout among nonmeditators. The townspeople had thought

there was no way he could win against Mayor Thompson —

he'd been the mayor for 20 years!

But he had won. And if he couldn’t say he only wanted

what was best for the town, there was no question that

what was good for him was also good for Martinville.

Sooner or later, he reasoned, the citizens would have to

come to terms with the fact that TM was Martinville’s

future. That he himself stood to benefit tremendously from

it was so much the better.


