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THE BINGO VaN

Louzse Erdrich

Aset of brilliant
) novels, plys .
Louise Erdrich oo P I POCMS, essays and short sior
appeared in vﬂ}sep:/s:tron in Amertcan literature, “The Biﬁ ror l\e/i'; e'n Syre
chapter in The g, ew Yorker in 1990. The author later reE\)/' ;‘? frt
North Dakota T;]”ego Palace, the fourth novel in her qu—arter ’;i fas
erations of Ch'l'p ?se four :'1(3ng5 tell the multivoiced story (;f&?fi el
with Love /\/I@oﬂf‘p.(-:Waw and white relatives. Frarich began th o
1986 Traékg," Ialne In-1984, followed it with The‘B@@; € quartet
/\s/ the ‘t.n 988, and then The Bingo Palace in f99;1 ueen in
a (el
charactore vfhg)neznfo;ds, refaders discover complex refaﬁlons '
character in éong/rznd(-)T.rec'procal love and understanding, A ?mong
bler named L1 edicine and The Bingo Palace is a Jik - A central
at being ah ipsha Morrissey. Erdrich portrays him ¢ ceable bum-
J . - - as a i
sometiné’)ze,s saenr(i:i;)un~e d bf/\hls m.Other and in search of h?s father, He j
PUNCtuates hv : > and sometimes amused at his own a -\.er' s
novels, ag i e;§er;oug tone with irony and humor. No, v nucs. Erdrich
By Ithe ;’!ntd is fshz)rt story, is as sweetly comic c:}‘; Lips(;’:;’i i the two
or Love Medicine. 1; o :
Nanapush, wh e, Lipsha has met h; -
» Who bears the name of ¢ . is father, Ger,
: ame of the Chippe y ’ ry
aanapush or nan: . © -Uppewa traditional tr
plays bingo wéﬁfféﬁzg‘; tj'p?f’a'-‘; grandmother Luly Laﬁﬁi’éﬂ(ﬁiﬁff
Seeing into the her an @: inally tells him the stor of his parent. N
Yo vfag oy e heart of Lipsha’s anguish, she says, ”We};! ! :;Svparinrage.
In The Bm ‘ }fl;s; troubled. You never knew who v(;u W ot
> 50 Falace, Lipsha incre: . } ere,”
powers icul: Lo Creases his unde i .
Man Pi}‘gaglchJJa:y the healing “touch” that he i:ﬁ?:i?ng‘fng o
dger, N P . . c Srite g
American gcontirrbw aman, and .h's father’s father, Like mOS;OIr\Y; Q!d
search for identityp?%rg ”/Ovehgtg, Erdrich writes of their inevitztf])\!/e
lot of thj o €S A quest for one’s own backarar o e
“One Ofihi/or::/ she explained inan interview withljjgzi(g{()und ina
: = characteristics of heing 4 eH
look back . o> OTDeIng a mixed-blood is search:
make C;:a?:d }s}a}/, Who am | from? You must quéitsizamhmg You
s choices. You're able o “stion.
. oy : > to. And it [ .
C 3 ,
urse.” Lipsha Morrissey feels precisely that ‘\fviij Plessing and it o
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When Twatked into bingo that night in carly spring, 1 dida’t have a girl
fricnd, a home or an apartment, a piccee of land or a car, and [ wasn’t tat-
tooced ver, either. Now look at me, I'm walking the reservation road in bor
rowed pants, toward a place that isn’t mine, downhearted because I'm left
by a woman. All T have of my temporary riches is this black pony running
across the back of my hand—a tattoo 1 had Lewey’s Tattoo Den put there
on account of a waking dream. I'm still not paid up. 1 still owe for the little
harse. But it Lewey wants to repossess it, then he’ll have to catch me first.

Here’s how it is on coming to the bingo hall. It’s a long, low quonset
barn. Inside, there used to be a pall of smoke, but now the smoke-eater fans
in the ceiling take care of that. So upon first entering you can pick out your
friends. On that night in ecarly spring, I saw Eber, Clay, and Robert
Morrissey sitting about haltway up toward the curtained stage with their
grandmother Lulu. By another marriage, she was my grandma, too. She had
five tickets spread in front of her. The boys each had only one. When the
numbers rolled, she picked up a dabber in cach hand. It was the Earlybird
game, a one-hundred-dollar prize, and nobody had got too wound up yet
Or $Crious.

“Lipsha, go get us a Coke,” said Lulu when someone else bingoed.
“Yoursclf, tco.”

I went to the concession with Eber, who had finished high school with
me. Clay and Robert were younger. We got our soft drinks and came back,
set them down, pulled up to the table, and laid out a new set of tickets
before us. Like I say, my grandmother, she played tive at once, which is how
vou get the big money. In the long run, much more than breaking even, she
was one of those rare Chippewas who actually profited by bingo. But, then
again, it was her only way of gambling. No pull-tabs, no blackjack, no slot
machines for her. She never went into the back room. She banked all the
cash she won. I thought I should learn from Lulu Larmartine, whose other
grandsons had stiff new boots while mine were worn down into the soft
shape of moccasing. I watched her.

Concentration. Betfore the numbers even started, she set her mouth,
snapped her purse shut. She shook her dabbers so that the foam-rubber tips
were thoroughly inked. She looked at the time on her watch. The Coke, she
took a drink of that, but no more than a sip. She was a narrow-eved woman
with a round jaw, curled hair. Her eveglasses, blue plastic, hung from her
neck by a gleaming chain. She raised the ovals to her eves as the caller took
the stand. She held her dabbers poised while he plucked the ball from the
chute. He read it out: B-7. Then she was absorbed, scanning, dabbing, into

the game. She didn’t mutter. She had no lucky piece to touch in front of her.
And afterward, even if she lost a blackout game by one square, she never
sighed or complained.

All business, that was Lulu. And all business paid.

1 think 1 would have been all business too, like her, it'it hadn’t been tor
what lay behind the stage curtain to be revealed. I didn’t know it, but that
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You know how it is about charging. People suddenly think vou are worth

something,. Used o be, I'd go anyplace T was called, take any price or take
nothing. Once Tetit ger around that I charged a twenty tor my basic work,
however, the phone at the bar rang oftf the hook.

“Where’s that medicine boy?” they asked. “Where’s Lipsha?”

I took their money. And i’s not like bencath the pressure of a twenty 1
didn’t try, for 1 did try, even harder than betore. 1 skipped my palms
together, snapped my fingers, positioned them where the touch inhabiting
them should flow. But when it came to blanking out my mind I consistently
failed. For cach time, in the center of the cloud that came down into my
brain, tthe van was now parkcd,{in perfect focus.

I suppose I longed for it like a woman, except I wasn’t that bad vet, and,
anyway, then I did meet a woman, which set me back in my quest.”  — "

Instead of going for the van with cverything, saving up to buy as many
cards as I could play when they got to the special game, for a few nights 1
went short term, for varicty, with U-Pickem cards, the kind where you have

to choose the numbers for yourself,

First off, I wrote in the shoe and pants sizes of those Morrissey boys. No
luck. So much for them. Next I took my birth date and a double of it—still
no go. I wrote down the numbers of my grandma’s address and her anniver-
sary dates. Nothing. Then one night [ realized if my U-Pickem was going
to win it would be more like revealed, rather than a forced kind of thing. So
I shut my cves, right there in the middle of the long bingo table, and 1 let
my mind blank out, whitc and fizzing like the screen of a television, until
something formed. The van, as always. But on its rail this time a license plate
was officially fixed and numbered. I used that number, wrote it down in the

boxes, and then I bingoed.

I got two hundred dollars from that imaginary license. The moncy was
in my pocket when 1 left. The next morning, 1 had fifty cents. But it’s not
like you think with Screna, and Il explain that. She didn’t want something
from me; she didn’t care if I had money, and she didn’t ask for it. She was
seventeen and had a two-vear-old boy. That tells you about her life. Her last
name was American Horse, an old Sioux name she was proud of even
though it was strange to Chippewa country. At her older sister’s house
Serena’s little boy blended in with the younger children, and Screna herself
was just one of the teen-agers. She was still in high school, a year behind the
year she should have been in, and she had ambitions. Her idea was to go into
business and sell her clothing designs, of which she had six books.

I don't know how I got a girl so decided in her future to go with me,
cven that night. Except 1 told mysclf, “Lipsha, you’re a nice-looking guy.
You’re a winner.” And for the moment [ was. I went right up to her at the
Coin-Op and said, “Care to dance?”, which was a joke—there wasn’t any-
place to dance. Yet she liked me. We had a sandwich and then she wanted to
take 2 drive, so we tagged along with some others in the back of their car.
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It was Juck. Serena’s animal, American Horse.

“This is the last night 'm going to try for the van,” I told myself. 1
always kept three twenties stuffed inside the edging of my blanket in back of
the bar. Once that stash was gone I'd make a real decision. I'd open the yel-
low pages at random, and where my finger pointed I would rake that kind

of job.
Of course, I never counted on winning the van,

I was playing for it on the shaded side of a blackout ticket, which is
always hard to get. As usual, I sat with Lulu and her boys. Her vigilance
helped me. She let me use her extra dabber and she sat and smoked a filter
cigarette, observing the quict frenzy that was taking place around her. Even
though that van had sar on the stage for five months, even though nobody
had yet won it and everyone said it was a scam, when it came to playing for
it most people bought a couple of tickets. Thar night, I went all out and pur-
chased cight.

A girl read out the numbers from the hopper. Her voice was clear and
light on the microphone. 1 didn’t even notice what was happening—Lulu
pointed out one place I had missed on the winning ticker. Then I had just
two squares left to make a bingo and I suddenly sweated, [ broke out innto

a chill, I went cold and hot at once. After all my pursuit, after all my plans,
I was N-6 and G-60. I had narrowed myself, shrunk into the spaces on the
ticket. Each time the girl read a number and it wasn’t that 6 or 60 I sick-
ened, recovered, forgot to breathe.
She must have read twenty numbers out before N-6. Then, righr after

that, G-60 rolled off her lips.
I screamied. T am ashamed to say how loud T yelled. That girl came over,
got the manager, and then he checked out my numbers slow and careful

while everyvone hushed.
He didn’t say a word. He checked them over twice. Then he pursed his

lips together and wished he didn't have to say it.
“It’s a bingo,” he finally told the crowd.
Noise buzzed to the ceiling—talk of how close some others had come,

green talk—and every cye was turned and cast on me, which was uncom-
fortable. I never was the center of looks before, not Lipsha, who evervbody
took for granted around here. Not all those looks were for the good, cither.
Some were plain envious and ready to believe the first bad thing a sour
tongue could pin on me. It made sense in a way. Of all those whod stalked
that bingo van over the long months, I was now the only one who had not

16
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lost money on the hope.

0K, so what kind of man doces it make Lipsha Morrisscy that the keys
did not tarnish his hands one slight degree, and that he beat ir out that very
night in the van, completing only the basic paperwork? I didn’t go after
Serena, and I can’t tell you why. Yet I was hardly ever happier. In that van,
I rode high, but thats the thing. Looking down on others, even if it’s only
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been imsudied by our litde conversation, or remember it anvmore. 1 reasoned
that he had probably picked ap the shire vacationing, though who would
wantt to go across that border, over to where the world got meaner? T told
myself thar Tshould calm my nerves, go back into the room, have fun. What
kept me from doing that was the sudden thought of Serena. . ..

Once T remembered, T was lost to the present moment. One part of me
caught up with the other. 1 realized that T had left Serena to face her crisis,
alone, while T took off in my brand-new van.

I have a hard time getting drunk. Ie%s just the way 1 am. I start thinking
and forget to fill the cup, or recall something [ have got to do, and just end
up walking from a party. 1 have put down a full can of beer before and
walked out to weed my grandma’s rhubarb patch, or work on a cousin’s car.

Now [ was putting mysclf in Sercna’s place, fecling her feelings.

What would he want to do that to me for?

I heard her voice say this out loud, just behind me, where there was
nothing but wall. 1 edged along until I came to a door, and then T went
through, into a tiny bedroom full of coats, and so far nobody either making
out or unconscious upon the floor. I sat on a pile of parkas and jean jackets
n this little room, an alcove in the rising buzz of the parey outside. I saw a
phone, and I dialed Serena’s number. Her sister answered.

“Thanks a lot,” she said when [ said it was me. “You woke up Jason.”

“What’s wrong with him?” T asked.
There was a silence, then Serena’s voice got on the line. “I’m going to
hang up.”

“Don’t.”
“He’s ¢rying. His cars hurt so bad he can’t stand it.”

“I'm coming over there.”

“t “Forget it. Forger you.”
She said the money I had loaned her would be in the mail. She reminded

me it was a long time since the last time 1 had called. And then the phone
went dead. I held the droning recciver in my hand, and tried to clear my
mind. The only thing I saw in it, clear as usual, was the van. I decided this
was a signn for me to get in behind the wheel. T should drive straight to
Serena’s house, pur on the touch, help her son out. So I set my drink on the
windowsill. Then I slipped out the door and [ watked down the porch steps,
only to find them waiting.
I guess he had recognized me after all; and I guess he was from Montana.
He had friends, too. They stood around the van, and their heads were level
with the roof, for they were tall.
“Let’s go for a ride,” said the one from the all-night gas pump.
He knocked on the window of my van with his knuckles. When I told
him no thanks, he started karate-kicking the door. He wore black cowboy
boots, pointy-tocd, with hard-edged new heels. They left ugly dents every

M

time he landed a blow,
“Thanks anyhow,” [ repeated. “But the party’s not over.” T gied to get
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Bands, Twas the fiest 1o see Lowew, Think, the st o notice that he was not
just a picee of all the wrash and accumulated junk that washed through the
concrete-loored cellar but a person, sitting still as any statue, in a corner, on
a chair that creaked and sang when he rose and walked over,

He even looked like a statue—not the type you see in history books, I
don’t mean those, but the kind you see for sale as you drive along the high-
way. He was a Paul Bunvan, carved with a chain saw. He was rough-look-
ing, finished in big strokes.

“Please,” I said, “I don’t want . . .7

Marty squeezed me around the throat and tousled up my hair, like

friendly.
“He's just got cold feet. Now remember, Lewey, map of Montana. You

know where. And put i a lot of detail.”

" I tried to scream,

“Like T was thinking,” Marty went on, “of those maps we did in grade
school showing products from cach region. Cows’ heads, oil wells, those lit-
tle sheaves of wheat, and so on.”

“Tic him up,” said Lewey. His voice was thick, with a commanding for-
mal accent. “Then lcave,”

They did. They took my pants and the keys to the van. T heard the engine
roar and dice away, and 1 rolled from side to side in my strict bindings. I felr
Lewey’s hand on my shoulder.

“Be suill.” His voice had changed, now that the others were gone, 1o a
low sound that went with his appearance and did not seem at all unkind. 1
looked up at him. A broke-down God is who he looked like from my
worm’s-cye view. His beard was pure white, long and patchy, and his big
eyes frozen blue. His head was half bald, shining underncath the brilliant
fluorescent tubes i the ceiling. You never know where you're going to find
your twia in the world, your double. T don’t mean in terms of looks—I"m
talking about mind-sct. You never know where you're going ro find the
same thoughts in another brain, but when it happens you know it right off]
just like the two of you were connected by a smail electrical wire thar sud-
denly glows red-hot and sparks. That’s what happened when T mer Lewey
Koep.

“I don’t have a pattern for Montana,” he told me. He untied my ropes
with a few quick jerks, sneering ar the clumsiness of the knots. Then he sar
in his desk chair again, and watched me get my bearings,

“1 don’t want anything tattooed on me, Mr. Koep,” T said. “It’s a kind

Wy

of revenge plot.”
He sat in silence, in a waiting quiet, hands folded and face composed. By

now 1 knew I was safe, but T had nowhere to go, and so I sat down on a pile
of magazines. He asked, “What revenge?” and 1 told him the story, the
whole thing right from the beginning, when [ walked into the bingo hall. 1
left out the personal details about Screna and me, but he got the picture. |

g

told him about the van.
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“That’s an enusual pieve of good fortane.”™

“Have you ever had any? Good fortune?”

“All the time. Those guys paid plenty, for instance, though 1 suppose
they wane it back. You pick out a design. You can owe me.”

He opened a book he had on the table, a notebook with plastic pages
that clipped in and out, and handed it over to me. T didi’t want a tattoo,
but I didn’t want to disappoint this man, cither. I leafed through the drag-
ons and the hearts, thinking how to refuse, and then suddendy T saw the
horse, It was the same picture that had come into my head as T sar in the
woods. Now here it was. The pony skimmed, legs outstretched, reaching for
the edge of the page. T got a thought in my head, clear and vital, that this
little horse would convinee Serena 1 was serious about her.

“This onc.”

Lewey nodded, and heated his tools.

That’s why I got it put on, that little horse, and suftered pain. Now my
hand won’t fet me rest. It throbs and aches as it it was coming alive again
after a hard frost had made it nub. I know I'm going somewhere, taking
this hand to Serena. Even walking down the road in a pair of big-waisted
green pants belonging to Lewey Koep, toward the So Long Bar, where |
keep everything T own in life, I'm going forward. My hand is a ball of pins,
but when T ook down I see the little black horse running hard, fast, and
serious.

I'm ready for what will come next. That’s why I don’t fall on the ground,
and T don’t yell, when T come across the van in a field. At first, I think it is
the dream van, the way T always see it in my vision. Then ook, and it’s the
real vehicle. Totalled.

My bingo van is smashed on the sides, kicked and scratched, and the
insides are scattered. Stereo wires, glass, and ripped picces of carper are
spread here and there among the new sprouts of wheat. I torce open a door
that is bent inward. T wedge myself behind the wheel, which is tipped over
at a crazy angle, and I look out. The windshield is shattered in a sunlight
burst, through which the world is cut to bits.

I’ve been ap all night, and the day stretches long before me, so 1 decide
to sleep where T am. Part of the seat is still wonderfully upholstered, thick
and plush, and it reclines now—pernanently, byt so what? I relay into the
small comfort, my body as warm as an animal, my thoughts drifting. [ know
Il wake to nothing, but at this moment [ feel rich. Sinking away, I feed like
evervthing worth having is within my grasp. All T have to do is pur my hand
nto the cmptiness.






