                        legends & myths
                                      Dusty Ryder
What I’m going to tell you now might make you think I’m loco. I hope that you’ll 
believe me, but I don’t care if you do.

You asked me what - in all my life’s - the strangest thing I’ve seen.  Well… crazy as 
this story sounds… I swear to you... it’s true!
I was on a cattle drive, the second time around, slightly north of Austin, on a late September night.

A night where any cowboy that was ridin’ near the herd would have been a cinch to hear… and hard to hide from sight.

The sky was clear and cobalt blue, with countless twinkling stars, and gliding o’er the prairie… like an old pastel doubloon… 

A softly glowing, ivory sphere cut silhouettes of all that stood, or milled or rode beneath that floating autumn moon.

Nothing short of nothing could have moved across that stretch without them being easily seen… the sky would light them up. 

But, friend… I’m here to tell ya’… this is actually what I saw the night that Dusty Ryder’s ghost brung in a stranded pup!
Out a ways… I s’pose around a hundred yards or so… a bawlin’ little calf was lost... he’d left his mother’s side... 

An' I could easily tell he’d gone and got himself in trouble, and knew I’d prob’ly need to saddle up and take a ride.

It was shortly after midnight when that whinin’ little brat first commenced to callin’ out. He missed his mamma’s bag. 

That’s when ol’ Mariah whopped her head against my chest to tell me she’d prefer it if I'd pick some other nag.

“This ain’t gonna take too long,” I promised my old friend, “an’ we don’t want him windin’ up some old co-yo-te’s meal.

He just wants his mamma… and it’s you and me’s on duty… and if some varmint brings him down… just think o’ how we’ll feel.”

But as I tossed the blanket on, to saddle up my partner... glancin’ across the prairie…

just beyond the milling herd… 

I could not believe my eyes… and neither could Mariah.   Both of us just stood there…staring.  Neither said a word.

Off there… in the distance… run the calf that had been bawlin’.   He zigged an' zagged repeatedly… like he was being chased! 

Before we knew it, there he was… standin’ by his mother.   There… amongst a thousand cows… the calf had been replaced!
All the cattle - undisturbed - seemed unaware and careless.   Would me and old Mariah 
be the only ones that knew?
I removed the blanket from her back, then stroked her brow, an’ said, “You know… I can’t believe what I just saw… can you?”

Old Mariah shook her head to tell me she agreed. It seemed as though a ghost had drove that little feller in.

The way he darted… left an’ right… he seemed to be respondin’ to someone actually dogin’ him… to bring him home again.

And yet… we never heard a sound - except that bawlin’ baby -- and never saw no cowboy on a horse behind that calf!

(Tell ya’ what I’d probably do if someone told me this… I’d tell 'em they’d been drinkin’ far too long… and then I’d laugh!)

By the time that dawn had come, me an’ old Mariah hadn’t slept a wink all night... I think it’s plain for why.
I milled around the camp awhile… afraid to tell my tale, ‘til some old guy who’d rode that drive fer far more years than I

Looked me up an’ down a bit then offered -- “You look tired!   “In fact,” he added, friendly like… “ya' look a might confused!” 

I just sorta looked at him, then figured… might as well… (but I was extra careful with 

the kind o' words I used).

“Didn’t really sleep too good last night,” I started out.   “Heard a little dogie out there…stranded on the prairie.

But when I went to saddle up… because the moon was bright… I spotted somethin’ out there, sort o’ strange… an’… kind o’ scary!
Out, from in the distance, comes this whinin’ little pup… a ziggin,’ an’ a zaggin’… 
like a dogie bein’ drove!
Well... I’ve got eyes, an’ I’ve got ears, an’ swear there had to be some cowboy’s ghost 
a-dogin’ ‘im… the way he dodged and wove!”

“Of course there was,” the old guy said… a grin come on his face...“and you ain’t seen a thing at all that ain’t been seen before!                                                                              That there calf was brung back to his mamma by the best… an’ the Lord ain’t making men like Dusty Ryder any more!
“Dusty drifted in one day and signed on as a driver.   A big old bolt o’ lightnin’ spooked the herd in ’83,

An' a thousand head run straight across where Dusty’d been a-brandin’.   They run right through the fire an’ all… an’ caught him… on his knee!
“Dusty’s horse - a sorrel mare - was killed that day as well.  The trail boss laid ‘em down together… south of Abilene. 

Everyone who knew him understood he had a weakness fer stranded calves... an’ that explains what some of us have seen!
“I was on a graveyard shift, an’… just the same as you… in from off the prairie - (where 

he never should have been) -
Jigged and jagged a whinin’ calf, when… right before my eyes… somethin’ that I couldn’t see… or hear… done fetched him in!
“It’s true, my friend… without a sound… with nothin’ there to see… he run him to his mamma… in the middle of that herd!
Rowdy swears he seen him do the same in ninety-four… and after what I seen myself…

I’ll take him at his word.

“Hard to blame the ones we tell about what Dusty’s done fer thinkin’ we’ve been drinkin,’ and it’s true… they often laugh,

But I can tell you this, young man… for forty-seven years… on forty-seven cattle drives - we've never lost a calf!   
I’ve long been fascinated by how the 'facts' of a story tend to change from teller to teller!
                             Has Anyone Seen Buck?

Somewheres close to midnight… ‘bout a week ago today… we’s passin’ ‘round a bottle 
(as we’s ventin’ off the chuck), 

When Coosie starts ta speculatin’… tryin’ to figure why, fer quite a while ain’t none of 

us seen hide-nor-hair o’ Buck!
Badger claimed some feller said he’d seen him down in Brownsville, draggin’ ‘round a 

big ol’ cast… and lookin’ kinda rough. 

Dan was thinkin’ Rowdy’d said he’d seen him up in Billings… tradin’ pelts fer flour an’ lard, an’ jerkey… beans… an’ snuff.

Baxter’d heard he’d hired out fer twistin’ on the 6’s. Kilroy said, “I heard he’s tendin’ 
bar in Coeur d’Alene.”
Then Paco tried convincin’ us that we was all mistaken.  That everything we’d heard…
and that our friends had claimed they’d seen
Simply wasn’t possible, ‘cause… clear back in November… he’d been told by Colonel Slaughter’s foreman - Booger Red… 

Buck done caught some slicker palmin’ cards in San Francisco.  That feller pulled a pistol from his vest an’… shot ‘im dead!
Funny how the gossip ‘bout a feller gits around, an’ funny how it varies like it does from tale to tale,

But, friend... as far as I’m concerned… until I know for sure… I figure me an’ Buck ‘ll meet up somewhere down the trail.
                              Nothin’ Left to Chance

                         Sittin’ in this tavern, lookin’ back upon my youth, 
 My mind is plagued with loneliness… and doubt.

Feelin’ pretty foolish for the way I missed the truth…                                                    And why it took so long to figure out.

From Abilene to Wichita… San Angelo to Vale… 

We drove the herds across the arid plains.

The days were long and lonely out there, ridin’ down the trail. 

We rode and slept in heavy snows and rains!
But every tiny cow town had a place to wet your lips, 

And most -- a gal or two to warm your soul.

The pretty ones would always know who left the biggest tips, 

And which of us would hold the largest role.

I used to figure Shorty had a slightly greater thirst, 

And therefore headed out before the rest,

But soon I came to understand why he was always first… 

You see… the first to town would get the best!
I was twelve years younger, but it didn’t take me long 

To realize that Shorty’s little trick

                       Always left me sorry fer the way I done it wrong.                                     

                       Yup… good ol’ Shorty always got his pick.

                       Only reason I’ve sat down to pen this little rhyme… 

                       Tellin’ ‘bout the night I played it smart…

                       Is just to let you know about the one and only time 

                       I skipped the 'chuck' to make an early start.
                       I was watching Shorty drag a razor ‘cross his jaw 

                       And comb his curly hair when I snuck out.

                       I remember feelin’ like I’d pret’ near broke the law

                       When I slipped out alone an’ -- rode the route.

                        Never were no shortages of willin' pretty girls 

With whom a lonely man could share a bed,

But only one had ivory skin, fluffy auburn curls, 

And eyes of hazel green -- they called her “Red”.

I’d been savin’ jingle for this very kind o’ night… 

When I would beat ol' Shorty to the bar.

Showin’ up that early, well… I thought I’d done it right, 

And everything was goin’ good… so far!
Strollin’ up to Red I said, “Tonight, I’m extra lonely, 

And I am fixed to pay most any price.

I’m full-aware that Shorty's always been your 'one-and-only'... 

But don’t you think variety is nice?”

“Well, sure,” she said... “and you’re a very handsome lad indeed, 

And I’ll be glad to drink with you… and dance -

But someone else 'll have to help you fill your -- 'special need', 

                       ‘Cause Shorty always pays me… in advance!”
                          Make Yourself a - ‘Better Deal’
             First time me an’ Jessie seen him - walkin’ in from nowheres - 

couldn’t o’ been a stranger sight - as each of us recalls,

But I’d been kinda lookin’ for a kid about his sort 

for doin’ chores like greasin’ mills an’ cleanin’ out the stalls.

The road that he come in on was a thirteen mile blacktop! 

Closest town was Abilene, so that was quite a walk!
I remember thinkin’, ‘this young man is either dumb,

or full o’ try to come this distance just to have a talk!’

The hat that he was wearin’ pret’ near covered up his ears. 

Figured it was likely one some feller’d throwed away,  

But most the rest of what I saw was close enough to 'cowboy'

to make me choose to give the kid a chance to make his play.

“Howdy, son,” I started off, “gonna be a hot one. 

Come on up an’ grab yerself a rocker full o’ shade.” 

“Thank you, sir,” he countered, as he slowly climbed the steps.

“I’m lookin’ around fer somethin’ in --- the bronco-bustin’ trade!
“Truth is, I don’t actually know the ins-an’-outs o’ ranchin’,

but I learn fast, an’ I‘m as tough as twenny-penny nails!
Got this way by ridin’ skids from early morn ta sundown,

an’ winnin' several trophies for the tallest stacks o’ bales!”
Starin’ right straight at him, I said, “Sonny… ridin’ skids 

don’t come close to what it’s like to bust a horse at all!
I been breedin’ buckin’ stock fer nigh on forty years,

And hire on a couple o’ twisters pert' near every fall,

“An' I can't see no kid like you breakin' a two-year old,
But… if ya’ ain’t real picky, I’d be glad to help ya’ out.

We’ll teach ya’ what ya’ need to know, an’, son… you ain’t alone...

there’s lots o’ stuff that lots o’ fellers don’t know lots about!
                  “But, pardner - if I’m readin’ ya’ right - to learn the ‘ins-an'-outs’ -

                  yer full prepared to take me up on any job I’ve got.”
“You’re close to right,” the kid replied, “I’m full prepared for some...
but here’s a few, I’ll fill ya' in right now, fer which I’m not. 

“The fact is - I’ve got allergies to horse hair - and manure,

so cleanin’ stalls is somethin’ I’m afraid I just can’t do!
                  And when it comes to heights - above ten foot, I tend ta puke -

so greasin’ mills is also out.    I’m sorry… but it’s true.

“An’ three more things I struggle with - because I’m carpa-tunneled -

are:   saddle-soapin’… groomin’ stock… an' 'specially… makin’ fence!”

But please don’t think - because of these few things that I can’t do -

that givin’ me a chance to learn the ropes don’t make no sense.

“I never leave a bunkhouse ‘til my bed is made up neat,

an’ when it’s time to take a break, or eat… I’m never late.

I’m punctual - I’m courteous... an’ - once I’ve settled in -

you’ll quickly see I’m actually worth -- above the goin’ rate!”
“I hate to say it, son,” I said, “but you don’t sound too temptin’. 

We don’t pay our hands to make their beds, or eat a meal.

When it comes to hirin’ men who’ll likely earn their keep,

no offense, young fella,  but… I need a -- better deal.”  

The kid stood up and reached behind his back, produced a phone,

glared at me - while he was tappin’ buttons with his thumb -
“A friend o’ mine’s been waiting ‘bout a mile out,” he quipped -

“an’ seein’s this ain’t workin’ out - I've texted him to come.” 

“Ain’t my fault,” I countered, “you can’t do what I need done… 

an’ I ain’t ‘bout to hire a dude who can’t do what’s required.

A 'ranch hand' needs the will to work… which, clearly, you ain’t got.

You’ve likely quit a ton o’ jobs!    More likely yet - been fired!”  

The pansy-assed impostor left the porch and sauntered off

as - right up to the bunkhouse porch - a rusty pickup rolled,

And as they sped away I thought, ‘Now, that poor kid’s a loser!’

An’ who would argue… based upon the tale that I just told? 

                   But - forty-three months later, as I sorted through my mail,

 then ripped the paper wrapper off my - “Rodeo Magazine”,

There stood  -  Mr. carpal tunnel  -  allergies and all!
The caption reading --  “Chris LeDoux wins BIG in Abilene!”  

The center section, packed with photos, told of how he’d won

trophy after trophy at their huge “Tri-County Fair”.

I couldn’t believe the kid had actually qualified to enter -

and actually'd won a hundred thousand bucks… especially there!           

The article was thorough, and he’d told it like it was, 

explaining how, in younger days, he’d tried the ‘grifter’s’ life.
Lying - when he’d try for jobs - ‘bout what he couldn’t do -

an’ tellin' how - because of how he’d been - he’d lost his wife!
Now they’re back together, and he’s quite the cowboy star!
When asked what he gives credit to for having such appeal,

His answer was, “A foreman once refused to give me work 
because, he said, to work fer him… he’d need a --- better deal!’ 

“From that day on I’ve strived to make myself a -- ‘better deal’,

learning all I could each day… while working my way up. 

And every prize I’ve won since then belongs, in part, to him…
                  including this here buckle… and especially -- this here cup!”
    This piece was inspired by a journal left behind by an adventurous young man that elected to take his wife and two young children, by ox-drawn wagon to California, in the early 1850s, expecting to discover enough gold to afford his family a prosperous life.
   But, sadly… having failed to find so much as a trace - and with his confidence dim-inished to where even hoping seemed pointless - reluctantly certain they would never make it back to the meager, but adequate, cabin they'd abandoned in southern Tennessee two long years before - his sole intent was to provide his and his wife's next of kins with an explanation as to how their demise came to pass.  

                               Victims of  - Another 'Desert's Tale'          
                   Heading home from whence we’d left a long two years before - 

whatever 'treasure' hiding in the hills we’d picked apart

Had totally eluded us… and so… despite the lore… 

We’d fin’ly given up, and planned to make a brand new start. 

A couple hundred miles back a stretch of rocky road

had cracked a wheel so we’d been forced to use our only spare.

We’d used the wagon’s tongue and - after lightening up its load -

raised ‘er up just high enough to manage the repair.

The burning sun - which could have passed for a giant gold doubloon - 

found itself meandering through an all but cloudless sky,

When… as shadows all but disappeared - (‘twas close to noon)…

We learned our barrel of water’d sprung a leak - and now was dry!
          A couple bags of cornmeal and another few of flour
were all that now remained with which to feed our hungry group,

When… just as we were wondering if we’d reached our final hour…

we spotted, near the distant hills, a roving cavalry troop.

Very little lay between the soldiers and our trail

so we assumed they’d spot the cloud of dust our wagon made,

But as they coursed across the dunes, alas - to no avail…

We stood and watched what likely was our final savior fade!
                   Drifting into nothingness, we watched them disappear, 

knowing that if, very soon, some water wasn’t found…

All of us were bound to die… and not too far from here…

an all-too-common ending - with which 'desert’s tales' abound.  

          Every time we slowly pass another fleshless skull

that blowing sand has peeled to bone and years of sun has bleached…

                   The oxen are reminded -- if the wagon which they pull

                   falls apart before a source of water can been reached --

They - along with all of us - will die of thirst, and then…

someone else, eventually, will happen down this trail…

Find our bodies… read this log that I’ve been filling in - 

and learn that we were victims of --- another “desert’s tale” -
                   Murdered -- like so many that were lured by dreams of gold, 

                   even though they clearly understood that they might die!
                   Of course… you’d not be reading this had we avoided death!
                                 Cyrus Baxter  -  1857  -  late July
                                  The Cowboy Way

Thadeous Delmond Waldenthorp the 3rd arrived on Sunday - ‘bout quarter after four - by private jet!
He’d never had to stand up on his own two feet, but now… his father’d said,  “It’s time he got ‘em wet.”

Little T. D., Jr. was disgusted by the prospect of learnin’ what a ranch was all about,

And when the airplane landed it was all his folks could do to fin’ly drag that little booger out.

“I hate this place already,” he exploded at his father.   “It smells like rotten hay and old manure!

What’s the point in forcing me to learn the ‘cowboy way’… and how much can a twelve year old endure?”

‘Round about a minute later, trotting passed the plane - there happened by an old decrepit horse. 

Seeing this pathetic beast come slowly plodding by would only serve to deepen his remorse.

“This is what they ride out here?” he queried T. D., Sr. That walkin’ pile o’ bones could pass for dead!” 

His father turned to board the jet, then glancing back, he countered, “Son… remember everything I said.

“Rowdy Bob’s the wisest man I know, and when he’s through ‘teaching you the ropes’, 

(as cowboys say) -

If you’re only half the man that he is, son, you’ll be… twenty times the man you are today!
Screeching up to meet him - as the airplane disappeared - an old red truck - (its hood held down with twine) -

Covered him - and everything he had - with so much dust… he couldn’t muster breath enough to whine.

Choking out - sarcastically - the comment, “Golly gee… I love the way you’ve customized your truck,” 

Through the dust a firm but friendly Texas drawl replied… “Howdy, little feller… my 
name’s Buck.”
“Toss yer duds in back and climb on in,” the man went on.   “I’ll take you to the bunkhouse… move ya’ in…                                                                                                                          Then you an' me 'll saddle up an’ ride on out to where they're brandin’ calves and wranglin’ - ‘round the pen.”
“Golly gee, I just can’t wait,” the snotty little stinker spouted off… “I’m sure I’ll have 

a blast.

The way this piece o’ garbage sounds I’ll bet that half-dead-horse would get us where we’re goin’ twice as fast.”

Rollin’ ‘cross the prairie, not another word was said, and T. D.’s lower lip was out a mile.

Glancin’ up to study Buck - who turned to check him too - then hit ‘im with a big ol’ toothy smile -

“Ain’t you glad to be here, son,” a curious Buck inquired… “don’t you think the cowboy life’s for you?” 

Maybe by the time you leave you’ll think it ain’t so bad.   It all depends, o’ course, on…how ya’ do.

“After chuck this evenin’ we’ll be goin’ straight to bed, cause all of us is gittin’ up at dawn!
Workin’ side by side with Curly -- Rowdy’s youngest one -- ‘ll make you strong as hell before you’re gone.

“Rowdy said to pick you out a horse that’s lost its fight, but knows it way around - and likes to run. 

That’s the fastest way, he said, to teach a - “tenderfoot”… how to ride a horse - while havin’ fun!
“Think I’ll prob’ly pair you off with sweet old Bandelero. She’s never throwed a boy your age or size. 

The only thing she does that’s bad is… when she’s feelin’ orn’ry… liftin’ up her tail an’ squirtin’ pies!
“She knows she ain’t real perty, so… whenever people gawk… she finds a way to make 'em pay the price! 

Most the time she’s gentle, but I’ve seen her - when she’s angry - stoop to doin’ things that ain’t too nice!
“One time - when some feller stopped behind her and his cell rang… just as he was digging out his phone… 
Bandelero actually raised her tail an’ -- let ‘er rip!  That rooster tail done drenched him 

to the bone!
All the while T. D.’d been doin’ his best to keep from smilin’… but, fin’ly, he done all but split a gut! 

“Serves him right for spookin’ her,” he absolutely roared, “by talkin’ on his phone behind her butt!”

After calmin’ down a bit, the youngster started talkin’: “I’ve watched a lot of westerns on TV,
And all they do is ride around - shootin’ thieves an’ injuns!    Don’t look like a real tough life to me.
“What’s a cowboy do all day?  And what about this “code” my daddy tells me guides the way he lives?                                                                                                                            He says -- ‘A man is measured not by -- what he has in life… but rather by the things he does -- and gives.’
“Son, you’re daddy’s right,” Buck said   “That’s why he brung ya’ here.  He knows because -- and while -- you’re still a pup… 

Spendin’ time on Rowdy’s ranch ‘ll teach ya’ many things a lot o’ kids don’t learn while growin’ up.
“Here’s about the way it goes --- when brandin’ time rolls by, we take on extra hands to get us through. 

Couple days o’ burnin’ calves ‘ll have ya’ understandin’ what it’s like to brand and - buckaroo.

“Twice a day… sun up - sun down… we gather ‘round fer chuck.  Ol’ Coosie lays a spread ya’ can’t turn down. 

It ain’t all gussied up with colored sauce an’ set on fire - the way them fancy clip joints do in town -

“But, son, I gotta tell ya’… when a big ol’ side o’ beef’s been spinnin’ slow since dawn, and over wood -

Ain’t no place on earth I know… an’ ain’t no high-browed chef… can serve a steak as tender - or as good!
“Sure, the days are often long… the work is sometimes hard… but long, hard work provides its own reward. 

Ranchin’ tends to turn a man from weak to tough as nails… you’ll rarely hear a cowboy say he’s bored…

“And when a neighbor’s needin’ help - when someone’s hurt, or dies - ‘cause every cowman cares about the land -

Fer every kind o’ help he needs to get his ranchin’ done - he’ll rearrange his own, and lend a hand.

“After chuck we saddle up an’ head fer parts unknown, to hunt from dawn to dusk for slicks an’ strays. 

Coosie loads the wagon up with salt pork - flour - an’ beans ‘cause now an’ then we’re out fer several days.

“Almost all the hands ‘ll carry chew, and drink tequila… but Rowdy ain’t about to let you drink. 

Had me drive to Beaumont Friday night fer sarsaparilla -- an’ if ya' was to ask me what I think…

“I’m prepared to make a bet your daddy ordered Rowdy not to let you chew… or get ya' drunk!
Here’s the bunkhouse,” Buck announced, “enjoy it while ya' can.  Tonight’s the only night you’ll have a bunk!
Once again the humor that his newfound friend conveyed had left the nervous child in all but tears. 

“Wonder if yer daddy’d come unglued if he found out that you an’ me’d done shared a couple beers!”

Almost spitting up with laughter, T. D. saw that Buck was trying very hard to be a friend.

Gazing at his weathered face --- his wise and harmless eyes --- he knew the time that he an'' Buck would spend
Workin' side by side would change the way he saw his 'purpose'. The way he felt a man was meant to be. 

And certain Buck was -- like his daddy, tough and unafraid… he planned to somehow prove that - so was he!
“What’s it like to live for days on end” the boy inquired, “without a PDA, or Bluetooth cell?”

“Well, young man,” ‘ol Buck began, “I’ll bet in two, three days... yer gonna think you've died an’ gone to hell!”

“Gittin’ used to bedrolls takes a week or two, an’ then - at best, a few hours sleep is all you’ll get!
An’ even on the hottest days the nights can get real chilly - an’ like as not you’ll wake up cold an’ wet!
“Ain’t no doubt about it, son… a cowboy’s life is tough… but tough is what it makes you… and that’s good. 

The chance o’ findin’ some way… not as hard, but - just as fun… to earn a livin’s slim…
but if I could…

“Ain’t no way I’d even think o’ doin’ somethin’ diff’ernt.   Why, ranchin’ life is all I’ve ever known.

The sun’s the only clock we need… we never pay fer parkin’… an’ ain’t no hands allowed to bring a phone!
“Time to git yer pony, son… ol’ Bandelero’s waitin’… an’ then we’ll hit the barn an’ grab some tack.
An’ if ya’ don’t fall off, T. D. - or let ‘er catch ya’ starin’ - I guarantee - she’ll git ya’ there and back.
“An’ Curly ‘ll treat ya’ right - but keep ya’ busy,” Buck went on… “finest ‘hoodlum’ Rowdy ever raised! 
T. D. was surprised to hear him call some guy a 'hoodlum', but figured any man that Buck had praised

Must o’ been the type that never took no crap from no one, and lived his life by what they call - “the code”!
“Curly works as hard an' long as anyone,” he added - as off into the setting sun they rode.

Couple hours later - ‘neath a near-full-yellow moon - a flickering little campfire first appeared. 

Gatherin’ ‘round their horses - as they trotted into camp… (each one wore a moustache…some a beard) -

T. D. quickly figured out that… Buck had brung their mail - and as they raced to read them by the fire -

Couldn’t help but wonder how they - season after season - found so many crazy fools to hire!
Pret’ near every day was hot… the nights were often cold… the work was hard… the pay   was hardly 'good' -                                                                                                                      An’ figurin’ those who’d hired on would know how tough it is - he couldn’t make no sense o’ why they would!
Lookin’ ‘round the tiny camp he noticed just how peaceful everybody seemed.  It made him think. 

That was when he noticed someone standin’ by the wagon... liftin’ up a cup to take a drink.
“Water’s on the wagon, if ya’ want some,” Buck explained. “Looks like Curly's beat ya’ to the punch. 

Maybe if we whine enough… swear to God we’re starvin’… an’ never had no breakfast - or no lunch…

“You an’ I can snag ourselves a couple plates o’ vittles. You’ve prob’ly never tasted ‘cowboy’ food,
An’ one o’ Coosie’s favorite things is hearin’ -- ‘Damn, that’s good’ - when grub he’s made is sampled by - a 'dude'!
“Nothin’ wrong with bein’ raw - but ain’t no way to hide it --- it’s plain as it can be…

you’re turnip green! 
Lots o’ younger fellas git to cowboy ‘round these parts.   The kid that’s breakin’ colts is seventeen…
“But even he’s been - ‘roun’ the horn’  (as cowboy’s like to say).  He’s done his share to 
git to where he is. 

His older brother 'broke' last fall, but this year Toby’s drovin’… so now -- the job he’s waited for is his.

“Might be kinda busy in the mornin’.   Hard to say.   Prob’ly oughta introduce ya’ now.
Fittin’ in with fifteen hun’erd head an’ forty hands is perty tough… but - Curly ‘ll show ya’ how!”    

Droppin’ down beside his horse - then doin’ just like Buck - he whipped his reins around a hitchin’ post… 

Patted Bandelero on the neck, then raced to meet the hand on which ol’ Buck had done the boast!
“T. D…this is Curly,” Buck began -- then said to Curly -- “guess this feller here prefers ‘T. D.’.
T. D.’s come to stay with us…but as it stands right now… this ain’t the kind o’ place he’d like to be.

“He’s stayin’ at the ranch tonight - but startin’ in the mornin’ - we’re s’posed to teach him everything we can. 

Back in New York City he was hangin’ out with trouble. His daddy feels he’ll make a better man
“If we an’ Rowdy take his reins an’ lead him down a path that ain’t all boogered up with creeps and thugs,

Where streets are actually safe and clean, an’ two things he won’t see - are prostitutes - 

and scumbags sellin’ drugs!”
T. D. walked up friendly-like and ventured, “Howdy, Curly… you’re prob’ly mad they’re sticking you with me!”
“Oh, I don’t mind,” a sweet an’ silky accent answered back. Good grief, he thought…    the ‘hoodlum’… is a she!!!
Standin’ there in total shock, he had to ask himself - “Can cowboys learn the things they do - from girls?” 

But then - from out beneath her hat (spilling as she doffed it)  a great big, silky pile of auburn curls

Pret’ near took his breath away… and as she left the shadows - dancing in her piercing emerald eyes -
T. D. saw the flick’ring of the campfire… and was smitten - by beauty that reality defies!
Buck - a wise, perceptive man - could easily see the boy was knocked fer quite a loop by what he’d seen. 

Actually rendered speechless by her softly glistening hair - her ivory skin - and sparkling eyes of green,

And easily comprehended - as young T. D. started hopin’ - that theirs would be a friendship strong and true. 

“Her name is actually Gail,” he said… “but Curly’s what we call her. I think it’s fairly plain fer why we do.

“Time to head on back,” Buck added… “git what sleep we can. We’re glad you’re here, an’… glad you joined our crew... 

An’ if ya’ give it all ya’ got you’ll make your father proud… an’ that’ll go fer me an’ Rowdy, too.”

That was 36 years ago... which -- if you do the math -- has T. D. Jr.’s age at forty-eight,
And every year the Waldenthorps commuted back and forth between that big ol’ ranch and New York state.

On his 20th birthday - with some help from Mom an' Dad - he bought himself a ranch, and -- you know where! 

Right next door to Rowdy’s - so the woman that he married… the one the guys had nicknamed for her hair…

Only had to ride a couple miles across the prairie to visit with her fam’ly, and with Buck,
And T. D. actually wound up offrin' Buck a thousand bucks to purchase what became his fav'rite truck!
But Buck retired a year ago, an’ bought himself a Harley... and - seein' as T. D.'d chose the 'rancher's life' -
He gave that rusty pile o’ junk to Thadeous as a present -- his gift, fer takin’ Curly fer his wife!
An’ more than once I’ve heard him say, “There’s no way I can pay the debt that I owe Rowdy - Buck - an’ Dad!” 

An’ now --- as Governor Waldenthorp -- he testifies profusely that most the greatest times he ever had

Happened there on Rowdy’s ranch - where he’d become a man. And when his kids complain, he’ll always say...                                                                                                                 “Because it did so much for both your mother and myself, we’re going to raise you all… the 'cowboy way'!”
                                                     Gettysburg
            Despite the soft and tepid breeze, the day felt cold and mean,     

As I became a witness to the foulest things I’ve seen. 

The flag they had so proudly flown, now lay there… in the mud, 

Surrounded by the lifeless lads… the soil was red with blood.

Still huddled in their would-be tombs, I walked the losers’ trench. 

I saw the torn and mangled souls, and smelled the choking stench.

I watched as surgeons scoured the field for soldiers they might save. 

The souls who fought against us… were they not as fine - as brave?

Patriots, just as we, whom by their causes are compelled… 

Duty bound to fight until they’ve won, or they are felled?

I listened as the chaplain gave his prayer for all who’d died.

My heart had no complaint as - with his words - he chose no side.

I walked among the corpses in a dark, remorseful daze,

When, trudging through the carnage, in this god-forsaken maze,

I caught the faintest whisper.  “Help me, please… I beg of you.”                                                              (I’d wondered often:  If this ever happened… what I’d do.)

I motioned to a medic as I beckoned, “Over here.”

The wound was very grave and I, at last, would taste a tear,

As, when they rolled him over, and had kicked away his gun,

           I found this was no stranger.   ‘Twas my brother’s eldest son!
           At once I knew the gentle face… he had his father’s eyes. 

           I told myself, “This is my flesh and blood… and if he dies,
            Though I - myself - quite likely not be he that took his life, 

            How would I disclose this to his father… and his wife?”

            His feeble body lying there, I knelt and took his hand.

            He found my eyes and softly said, “Weep not. I understand.”

That would be the last time I would see my nephew’s face,

            And those of us who mourn his death… we know the time and place,

            But I have never found the need, nor strength, with which to tell 

            That I was firing… from the other side… the day he fell!
                                A Welcome Intrusion
Without a cloudless sky and harvest moon that autumn evening I might have missed the figure that was slinking through the night,

Darting in, from tree to tree, in search of what it deemed a means of breaking in that was completely out of sight.

Despite the moon I couldn't tell if it were male or female, (with knowing so-s deduced by - how they ran, and - what they wore).

All I knew was... if they'd come without corrupt intentions... I would soon be listening to them knocking on my door. 

Waiting easily long enough for a welcome soul to knock... I powdered up a pistol and prepared to check things out.

Slipping on my nightshirt and a pair of socks and boots, I tried my best to help myself to disregard my doubt.

Working to assure myself the figure that I'd seen was merely someone stopping late to bring important news,

Lifting up my lamp - thereby exposing all I could - I swept the room with nervous eyes in hope of spotting clues.

Somewhere - fairly close - what seemed the sound of breaking glass would tell me, quite conclusively, an uninvited guest

Had made its way inside my home, and I had fingers crossed the fate that lay in store for me was not what I had guessed. 

Imaginations tend to foster ill-informed assumptions, leading one to favor outcomes rife with needless fears, 

And, I... the sort who's known for seeing monsters in the dark, and prone to being petrified by foreign sounds he hears...

Quickly started wondering -- will this pistol be enough?   I paused beneath the chandelier at half way down the stairs,

Then, quivering as I reached the floor, I turned to face the parlor, confident the noise I'd heard had likely come from there. 

Making not the slightest sound, I raised my lamp up high, presuming I'd discover who'd apparently broken in...

When - staring through the dimness - I would finally spot the window... the open one - in which I knew its missing glass had been. 

“I know you're in here, convict,” I proclaimed,” and I am armed!   Show yourself, or know the fate a burglar often does!”

“I am not a burglar,” came the culprit's meek reply.   His very weak and trembling voice would tell me where he was. 

From out behind a bookcase he would slowly show himself, clutching to a chair that hid the fact that he was lame.

The kid was clearly starving and was certainly not a threat, prompting me to put aside my gun and -- ask his name. 

“My name's Christian,” he replied... “I think my last name's Murphy.   I grew up in an orphanage in a village north of Rome,

But pilfering off some finer things to sell for cash, My Lord, believe me's, not the reason why I broke into your home. 

“The truth is, sir, my only goal's a far less worthy prize... but if that prize - and a chance            for me to earn that prize - are wed...

The claim I've made will be confirmed, and I would be so grateful to - rightly so - in any way - exchange my sweat for bread!
“Have you any menial chores a crippled boy can do, for which perhaps a cup of milk or slice of bread are paid?”

I studied him for just a bit, fin'ly comprehending how he saw the options in the offer that he'd made. 

Whether he'd have made his offer - had he not been caught - I could only speculate, but, based on what he'd said,

What he was proposing was to take on manual labor... any he could handle - in exchange for being fed!
“If cleaning stalls is something you're OK with,” I replied, “first thing in the morning you can earn yourself a meal.

But, son... because I'm certain that you'll do a proper job... I'll pay you in advance, so tell me... do we have a deal?”

“Cleaning stalls is fine,” he said, “but lettin' me eat now... before I actually do the work...

and after what I've done...

Shames me more than I can say, and only makes me wish that, somehow - in some other instance - I could be your son.”

“Any idea how old you are?” I asked him, just to know. “Well, based on what I've learned, I'm somewhere close to seventeen.

My mother died as I was born, her maiden name was Murphy... a chambermaid, according to the records that I've seen.

“I never knew her first name, but it started with a 'C'.   A father wasn't listed, so an orphanage took me in.

They taught me how to read an' write and do some basic math, but I've been hiding out 

an' stealing food since I was ten!”    

For many years, a void - wherein my mind had lived a thirst to know the truth had challenged me to learn what had transpired

That suddenly drove away the only girl I've ever loved... a member of my staff that - twenty years ago - I'd hired!
This boy could not have known about the girl named - Caitlin Murphy - who'd worked here as a chambermaid - and promptly stole my heart,

But always made me feel as though she felt - she wasn't worthy... constantly rejecting my proposals from the start. 

Our intimate relationship went on for several months, and countless times she'd told me that her love was mine alone,

But nothing that I told her would convince her - it could work... she didn't understand  how much my love for her had grown. 

“Let's go grab a snack,” I chirped, “I'm actually rather hungry. And once we've finished eating, son, there's many an empty bed
That you are more than welcome to.   The staff all live next door.   Meanwhile, I'll be thinkin' about a couple things you said.” 

I led him to the kitchen, where I lit a candelabra, then rifled through the icebox and produced a leg of lamb.  

I grabbed a couple loaves of bread and poured us each a goblet of lukewarm milk, then quizzed him, like the curious soul I am. 

“You say your mother's maiden name was Murphy,” I began, “and records, as is common, showed no father's name as well.

Well...years ago a girl named Caitlin Murphy used to work here, and those who knew the reason she abruptly left - wouldn't tell
“Why she'd made her mind up to abandon what we had... a very deep and honest love, and faithful from the start.

More than once I'd contemplated -- might her misconception, concerning 'social status' have convinced her we should part?

“She'd strongly felt nobility and servants shouldn't marry, and every time I'd asked her for her hand - she'd told me, 'No',

And after sharing everything with only one another - without an explanation - she decided she should go. 

“For months I'd tried convincing her to take my hand in marriage... to let me change her status from - my lover - to - my bride.

Three years hence, a friend of hers - who felt I'd want to know, sent a letter telling me - while giving birth - she'd died!”

I leaned a little closer toward the boy that I was feeding, gazing at the candle flames reflected in his eyes.

The color - just the same as mine, and similar nose and jaw, made him look, I swear, my virtual twin... except for size!
“Caitlin's father's name was Christian,” I explained... and I believe your mother - not the orphanage - chose your name.

When you've finished eating, son, I'll show you what she looked like... plus one of me - at seventeen, that shows --- we look the same!”

We sat there, actually trembling, as we struggled to decipher all the implications that my theory had discerned,

Wondering how our lives would change, assuming there, in fact, was any truth and consequence at all in what we'd learned.

“Are you saying - I'm your son?” he whimpered... now in tears.  Then, standing up, he locked his eyes on mine in frozen stare.

“Based on all we know,” I said... “I'm pretty sure you must be... and... even if it can't be proven... I don't really care!  

“I would say, beyond a doubt, that Caitlin was your mother, and Christian, as I mentioned, was, in fact, her father's name...

And having left so suddenly I'm certain that her intent was saving me from wrestling with regret -- and endless shame.  

“Your age is what it needs to be - 'twere you to be my son - and none would argue both of us possess the others' eyes.

And I believe, with all my soul, that hearts confirm the truth - regardless of the reasoning, that - at times - the mind denies!
“Caitlin obviously disappeared because she'd gotten pregnant, thinking all the while herself a burden to my pride,

But had I known that, when she left - you were in her womb... and had the letter told me not just when but how she died, 

“I'd have searched the whole of Europe searching for you, son!  And now that we've determined that - you have to be my child -
Here - with me - is where you'll stay........"       Then - gently interrupting - 

"And I'm convinced, without a doubt, that your my dad,” he smiled!
“Something deep inside me, plus the pictures Mother left - most in which she's smiling big and arm-in-arm with you -  

And each of those - in which you'd pass for me - let me believe that what I know the both of us are hoping for - is true!”

Thus is how it came to pass.   A never'd-married baron and only girl he'd ever loved and begged to be his wife,

Made a child who - by God's grace, had found and - broken in to - both the bachelor's manor and - his very empty life!
With both of us uncertain but determined we could manage the unexpected union that we knew had just begun...

We promptly took advantage of the gift we'd just received ---

a child had found his father...
and...

a father'd found his son!
                           A More Than Fair Exchange
An ivory-tinted, fluffy billow drifted through the sunrise - thankfully diffusing what 

could easily blind the eye -

Off’ring Bosun Thurston Brooks a disconcerting glimpse of what to which their badly battered ship was drawing nigh. 

Assaulted by a pirate who’d been plundering English vessels, the Hercules, an ironclad, 

had taken several hits,

And Captain Clark... believing that her hours afloat were numbered...raised her every sail 

with hopes to catch his fellow Brits.

Separated, early on, by rigging gone awry... the battle they’d been forced to wage was 

done with no support 

As those whom they’d been trailing, long ago had sailed from sight, assuming they 

would reappear and join the fleet - in port!
But badly wounded stem to stern - her only compass lost - and sobered to distraction by 

the empty seas he’d scanned...

Captain Clark informed his Bosun... “Brooks... we’re going down... and as it is, our only chance to not is - finding land...
“And doing so with only stars!    The compass lies in ruin, and several hours from 

any land - we know of  - has our plight 

Teetering on a precipice that hovers our demise... so, pray, with me, for what we need…

a calm and cloudless night!  

“Only constellations, now, will light for us the pathway leading to the destiny for 

which we charted course,

And stellar navigation... when your compass fails to work... is something I and all good sailors, worth their salt, endorse.

“To dodge the risk of veering off our path, we’ll drop the sails just before the groups required have faded from our views,

Then raise them once again when dark... though only if, of course... the ones we need to 

point the way are there for us to use.”

“But, Sir,” he cried, “the starboard bow is taking water fast... and if we fail to find a 

shore that we can quickly reach,

The Hercules will not survive!    The only way, I fear - to keep her, sir, from sinking - 

is to -- ground ‘er on a beach!
“Sailing on without a compass - this far out to sea - merely spurs the likelihood of

wandering far astray,

So I propose,” he carried on, “we try instead to save her... and every sailor on ‘er... in 

this far less risky way.

“We’ve food enough for several days, and, down as far as this - aside from those that host disaster - each day’s like the last,

So I suggest we make a run for what I saw this morning, and hoist our Union Jack above the crow’s nest - on the mast. 

“Veiled by fog the ship we’d trailed had failed to see our flagman, rendering her - explicably - devoid of all concern...      

While each of us was certain... once they’d sailed too far to see us... one, at least, within the fleet would feel an urge to learn

“Why it was we’d fallen back, and - if in fact they had - maybe they’d have been in time 

to help defend our rig!”

Handing Captain Clark the glass and gesturing to the west, Brooks continued, “What’s required, of course... need not be big...

Only lying close enough to let us reach its shore in what I’d say would wisely be within, 

at most, two hours!” 

Now, a ‘Bosun’ - as I’m sure you know - often man the crow’s-nest... passing down the details of the visage that he scours...

And while, that morning - as he’d said - the sun had been reluctant to let him scan the bit of land he’d noticed leeward side -
Now much higher - what he’d spotted could, indeed, be seen... and when ones ship is tasting that on which it’s meant to ride...

One who clearly comprehends the odds within his grasp -- understands the prospects of a fate-dictating move --

Must, at times, compel his minions - even those opposed - to risk, with him, an option of which all may not approve!
Aware that he was gambling with the lives of all on board by sticking with his strategy to run the ship aground -

And knowing well that even if they made it to that shore - and if, in fact, a rescue ship had actually turned around -

Their likelihood for finding them was very slim to none, plus... navigating back to where 

their vessel’d last been seen

And finding only remnants of - a ship that had been sunk - would cause them to assume

what such debris can only mean! 

Guessing that the Hercules had, sadly, fallen prey to those who plunder solo ships, he knew that all they’d do

Was circle ‘round the void in which they felt they might retrieve the Captain - had they 

let him live - and members of his crew.

Their only two alternatives: abandoned ship and pray - or make a run for what appeared 

an answer to their prayers!
Both knew well the Hercules was definitely going down!   And knowing that, without 

a doubt - deprived of her repairs - 
Only those who’d wisely grabbed a means to stay afloat, and - by the grace of God - 

were quickly found would have survived -

He was feeling justified in what he’d chose to do, and - sure that... had they waited for what help had just arrived...

Given how the 'Sea' disperses all that can’t resist... and all deployed, if unprepared, are subject to its will...

Every mate on board, in time, would surely have succumbed to victim-hungry, frigid waves that do their best to kill,

He knew that, short of searching -- on a hunch they hadn’t sank -- and finding, fairly soon, the place to where their ship had fled...   

Every next of kin, within a month, would have been right in guessing all who’d been on board the Hercules - were dead.  

But shortly after disembarking - Captain Clark beside him - standing at the water’s edge 

where they’d just breached the shore -

Through his tears, the telescope displayed a fellow vessel gliding in to where they’d been attacked just hours before.
Then, to their amazement, as he strained to watch it move, the long-expected patron - 

that he knew was from their fleet -

Suddenly drew her bow around and filled her every sail to make a run they prayed was worth their effort to complete.

And knowing what they’d found when they’d arrived at - where they’d been... then seeing them, through grateful eyes, en route to - where they were...

Merely served to emphasize the more than fair exchange the Hercules was off’ring to the men who served on her.  

Once aboard the 'Lady Luck', as customarily done... Captain Clark had Bosun Brooks anoint the ship with tar...

Confiscate the Union Jack - shift what could be held - then lay a trail of powder to a 

battle-splintered spar,

Say the prayer that sailors do, then set the ship on fire!     With head-wear doffed and heavy hearts, and every man on board, 

Captain Clark - standing aft - adorned in full regalia - stood until the fire’d gone out, saluting with his sword.

While persons unfamiliar with the grip that crossing oceans tends to have on sailors are perplexed and think it strange...

Those who'll gladly sacrifice their lives to sail the sea, feel, without exception... it’s a 
more than fair exchange!
                                       Jimmy Rigg, the Tool Freak
Jimmy Rigg - this dork I know, from Billings, Pennsylvania - always carries doo-dads in his pockets, front to rear,

Just in case some unexpected problem might arise... bent on having what he’d need to fix the issue near!
“Like what,” you ask!      I’ll tell ya’ what.    A pocket knife... some tape... little rolls of string and wire... three-four types o’ glues...

And when he wears a jacket he’ll have interchangeable bits... a fully-charged-up battery drill, and several kinds o’ screws...

A crescent wrench... a monkey-wrench... a channel-locks... a pliers... plus every sort o’ nail there is, and, naturally... a hammer!”

So when I heard the news last night on Channel 17 that someone up in Billings - who’d been locked up in the slammer -

Had disconnected all alarms... unlocked every door... and set a ton of inmates free --

I promptly called his folks! 

Gettin’ arrested purposely - then emptying out the jail - was very much in keeping with this nut-job’s kinda jokes.

He'd jimmy-rigged his parents’ doorbell once or twice a week to terrify delivery people... make them crap their pants
By setting off a tape recorded vicious-sounding dog, which is, of course, a very disconcerting circumstance! 

He jimmy-rigged a traffic light in Portland, West Virginia, to actually bypass amber - and go straight from green to red -

Just to watch the mass confusion - accidents - and mayhem... not the least concerned that someone might have wound up dead!
He jimmy-rigged an ATM in Phoenix, Oklahoma... over-road its algorithms… killed its call to “STOP”...

And 30 seconds later he was fillin' up his jacket with every 'access-code' he tried - at fifty bucks a pop!
He jimmy-rigged a semi down in Houston, Massachusetts... boogerin’ up an eighteen- wheeler’s tranny - just for fun!
The poor old trucker ‘bout went nuts when every forward gear would actually take him backwards for the fiendish tweak he’d done!
He jimmy-rigged a court-house clock in Denver, California... causing it to lose a couple seconds every hour...

‘Til Denver’s clock repairman - who was baffled by the prank - fin'ly threw his life away by leaping from the tower!
He jimmy-rigged a pop machine in Boston, Colorado... had it spittin’ cans for free by switchin’ certain wires.

They still ain't proved he done it yet but feel they prob’ly can ‘cause, at the scene, they found a pair of --- “J. R.” monogrammed pliers!
Well, that, for me - is proof enough!    The frickin' guy's insane... and one of the world’s, I swear to God, most cruel and ornery fools...

And the only way a human being can do what Jimmy does, is to wear... and be proficient with... a wide array of tools!
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                          They Fin'ly Got Their 'Vicky'
Nobody knew, but many suspected, the people who'd purchased the house - 

the rotting old mansion just west o' the church - would tear the place down to the ground,

So seeing the purchasers scraping the siding and patching the floor of the porch 

was quite unexpected as most o' the town had assumed they'd be knocking it down. 

Watching their progress, my family and I were impressed with the time they devoted

to nursing what had - in its day - been undoubtedly very expensive to build.

Back in the late 1800s, you see...you would need to have worked with a firm

that knew where the massive and intricate mill-work these projects require were milled -

Knew where the latest, most elegant fixtures - both candle, and, yes, kerosene - 

for properly lighting the finest of mansions, regardless their prices, were found,

And where they could purchase the classical paper for covering their twenty foot walls,

and hire - for painting their ceilings with murals - the finest of artists around. 

See... building a palace like this - at that time - was a challenge requiring the skills

of many unique and experienced experts, in many a difficult trade.

People with talents that very few had, who were known for their quality work,

and literally thrived on the honor and pride their involvement to build them had played. 

Beginning in May, by the middle of August the outside was well on its way. 

The wood that was rotten had all been replaced, the tuck-pointing nearly complete,

And both of the pillars supporting the portico honestly looked as though new,

leaving but only the roof's restoration... a costly and difficult feat.

Partly in tile and partly in copper, the roof was in fairly good shape,

with turrets and dormers and windows galore... with finials and cresting of brass...

Spires arising from each of the domes that had symbolized power and wealth -

and many a chimney depicting its owner as one of - superior class. 

Familiar with how it had looked in the past - back when these beauties were built -

with black 'n' white photos reminding us all on display in our local museum,

Most of us know this magnificent mansion had once been the pride of our town,

and are keenly aware that but few have survived - explaining how seldom ya' see 'em.

Most of that wintertime kept them inside, while much of the exterior was done,

And twenty months later - with all of the lighting and parquetry flooring installed -

All who were anxious to seem them succeed in their quest to restore it were stunned

when, late that October, it suddenly seemed their endeavor to finish had stalled!
Waving him over while mowing one evening, in hopes of discovering the cause,

"I'm sure it gets tricky to find what you're needing," I probed, "for a mansion like this."

"That's not the problem," the fella confessed... "we've found all the items we need...

What's holding us up is a snag we were praying would never appear on the list!
"We're pretty well broke!     We don't wanna quit, but our savings are virtually gone!
We knew from the start we'd be spending a fortune to bring this old house back to life,

But finding - and saving - a fancy old 'Vicky'... one we could fully restore...

has been, since the day we were married, our dream... and a promise I made to my wife!"

"I'm on the council," I cheerfully quipped... "we meet every month on the 1st,

And many, I'm certain, will love my proposal for what can be done to help out.

I'll be suggesting, the first chance I get, that we set up a fund at the bank

for taking 'donations' - a fund that, I'm sure, when they learn what the effort's about -

"Will fill to the brim in a loving attempt to assist you in helping restore

what many contend, when it's finished, will be what is clearly the jewel of our town!
We'll keep ya' goin' - with no strings attached - and the fact is, believe it or not...

The same day ya' bought it the town had just voted to tear the old dinosaur down!"

"That would be awesome," the guy was in tears, as the gesture I'd made was absorbed.

"And we'll keep on fighting... I promise," he said... "the house will be perfect when done!
By using some pictures that show how it looked -- both from the street and inside --

we'll do our darndest to keep it authentic 'til every last battle is won!"

"And we'll keep on raising as much as we can to help you make Pinkerton proud.

We're very impressed with your progress thus far... rememb'ring how awful things were...

And grateful you've chosen this 'Vicky' to save ... grateful to you an' your wife...

and tickled to know our donations will help with your keeping your promise to her!
                   "Berrben's Bourbon's" Key Ingredient
On Monday morning, August 7th, 1823... someone that you’ve never heard of took his first small breath,

And all that he’s remembered for’s his awesome sour mash, and how he met, by all accounts, his quite peculiar death!
According to our fam’ly tree, Jebadiah Berrben owned the largest brewery that Ohio’d ever had

Back in the1800s... and for years I’d been reminded that every man - on every branch - and that includes my dad -

Knew - and knows - the closing times of every bar in Dayton -- yet all have been - since cars appeared - nailed with DUIs!
Hell... every joint that peddles liquor loses tons o’ money every time a Berrben serves a stint in jail - or dies!
But, back to Jebadiah.      All the - ‘fermentation vats’ - built back then from solid oak - were fitted with a ladder, 

And every day, when by himself, he’d scale them, one by one, and - seasoning each about 

the same - discreetly --- drain his bladder!
“I use a - ‘key ingredient’” - he’d boast about his brew, “that sets my whiskey far apart from all the rest there is!”

Well... I can guarantee ya’, friend, I’ve sampled countless brands... an’ I ain’t found a bourbon yet that drinks as smooth as his!
“Berrben’s Bourbon” first appeared in 1859... and great, great, grandpa Jebadiah died in 1910...

Which was of course - and sadly so - the year the brewery closed, and when we’d learn - at last - what that ‘ingredient’ had been!
In his will the wise old dude had fin’ly spilled the beans on what he’d always felt had made his bourbon so unique.

He said the only tricky part was finding opportunities where no one there would see him when he’d climb to --- take a leak!
And HOW he died is also strange!    Having scaled a vat... after makin' sure there weren't nobody else around...

On the brim and leaning in to - you know --- do his thing --- he evidently slipped and fell and consequently drowned!
Today, with what they bring at auction, man I wish we’d saved some... bottles now bring crazy bucks, but I can tell ya' this...

What they fetch would drop like hell if ever word got out that Jebadiah’s secret ‘key ingredient’ was -- his piss!
          A Very Young Child Chastises a Very Old Throne
I watched the child approaching me with wonder in her eyes... a welcome sight I’d seen at least a thousand times before.

Most the answers people sought were on the plaque beside me, but this young lady, I could tell, clearly wanted more.

The date and cost of my construction, built for reigning Monarchs - listed on the placard - was, to her, of no concern.

‘Twas 'why their subjects honored those who’d sit between my arms -- and knelt in their subservience' -- the girl had come to learn!  

I felt her curiosity peruse my every feature... tasted her resentment for the way it made her feel

To scan - a piece of furniture - before which all like her - had been, for years, expected, by its occupants, to kneel!
“There’s no such thing as ‘royal blood’,” she growled beneath her breath, then drew from out her tattered coat an ivory handled knife.

With no one there but she and I, she butchered my apparel, and - having plucked my every jewel, trying to end my life -

Very nearly did so.    It’s a wonder I survived.    But now, with new upholstery and my every stone replaced,

I’m convinced her brazen deed - for which I owe her thanks - helped me comprehend the greatest truth I’ve ever faced!
‘Royal blood’ does not exist... and never has, my friend!   Regardless of who sits in me…they’re not worth kneeling for!
Apart from what a person owns - or special skills they have... each is just another human being --- nothing more!
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                                          Fireflies
Driving down a country road one sultry summer evening, with headlights sweeping through the little clouds of dust ahead, 

Caused by cars that led the way… or met me in the night… I scanned the ditches, left and right, for signs - to find a bed.

I’d always stayed in small motels, for more than thirty years, and always favored little towns, with cozy, quaint cafés. 

Their friendliness and peacefulness had been the better part of how I’d always wound up winding down my working days.

Selling ladies shoes was what I did to earn a living. My clientele were clothing stores within a hundred miles 

Of where I lived, in Pinkerton, and I’d done fairly well by making sure I’d always kept abreast of current styles.

Somewhere north of Buckingham, and west of Waterloo, a deer, from out of nowhere, charged across the gravel road. 

Slamming on the brakes and sliding sideways to a stop, I disembarked and trotted ‘round the back to check my load.

Everything was moved a bit, but basically intact.   I breathed a sigh of great relief, then jumped back in the seat.

But when I tried to drive away, I found that I was stuck, and after several failed attempts, stepped back into the heat.

Though recent rains had left the shoulder soft, my spinning tires had spewed a massive cloud of dust, which darkened more the night, 

But once the air had fin’ly cleared I found myself surrounded by what I’d have to simply call… an overwhelming sight!
Brilliant, sparkling, floating dots… as far as I could see.  Their legions rivaling galaxies… would quickly mesmerize 

A mind that, for a moment, felt the sky was upside down, but what had seemed a million stars, were actually… fireflies!
Wafting through the quiet night, like embers fit with wings, the twinkling quilt of tiny sparks exposed a field of hay. 

They looked like little lantern-guided boats, adrift at sea… that hid behind the waves…then reappeared… as if at play.

Nothing can prepare you for a vision such as this, and I can guarantee you… I will not forget the sight.

And ever since that evening, as I drive from town to town, I scan the summer country fields for what I saw that night.

I search the hills and valleys for the tiny blinking specks, to watch them light - then fade, then light… then fade again from view. 

The spectacle is timeless, and it always makes me smile.   It’s simply just amazing what those little bugs can do.

In fact… I still remember, as a child I’d run the yard on quiet summer evenings, with an empty mason jar, 

And pluck a tiny firefly from flight to watch it glow.  At only five years old, to me… it seemed a “flying star”!
So this is why I don’t complain about the bolting deer, and I am actually grateful that I wound up getting stuck. 

I would stand there, hypnotized, for nearly half an hour before I finally said goodbye, and climbed back in my truck.

Quite away from anything that seemed a means of help, I beat that old transmission up to rock ‘er… back and forth, 

And I could feel a tiny bit o’ progress every time, until, at last, instead of facing west…

I pointed north.

Only three or four more tries and I was out and gone, but as the twinkling ocean slowly disappeared from view… 

For long neglected embers that it stoked within my heart, I said a little prayer of thanks 

to all the sparks that flew.

                               50th Class Reunion - Class of 1935
All the guys and gals that I had graduated with, from Jimmy Dorsey High School, back in 1935,

Half a century later were dispersing all around us, surprising me with whom among my class was still alive. 

All of us, of course, were somewhere close to sixty-eight, accept for Ronny Melencamp -    Ron was 82!
He’d taken half his classes twice - plus one or two three times - and if ya’ needed help with homework everybody knew

Ya’ didn’t go to him.   Hell... by the time he graduated... Ronny had at least a couple kids 

in Junior High!
In my class - in 7th grade - he actually pinched the teacher!    She slapped his face and yanked his beard so hard it made him cry.   
The chubby little redhead standin’ next to him’s a doozie - a cocky little so-n-so - who's always chewin’ gum, 

Is Jeremiah Coleman... the only guy I know who had to take his freshman year 3 times - for bein’ dumb!
The skinny blonde in purple slacks, Sharon Tuscadero, got knocked up - at seventeen - by one o’ the cross-walk guards! 

I heard her son, in 1950, won the conference championship by kickin’ a winning field goal shot from - eighty-seven yards!
The old guy checkin’ people in is Father Mondinaro - known by all who know him for his endless stupid jokes.     

He must be close to eighty-five, but claiming he’s been celibate, is… and I believe it, dear... a seven-decade hoax!
The fact is, Leonard Sexton... who I’m pretty sure I told you’s the only kid his mother,  Margarita, ever had...

Only ‘bout a year ago... while playin' 4-man euchre... swore to God that wheezing little fraudster -- is his dad!
'Any way of provin’ that?' I couldn’t help but ask.   'Wish I could,' he said… 'but all I’ve got is Mother’s word.'

After hearin’ Leonard’s claim - dependin’ on the source - I’m definitely far less skeptical of rumors that I’ve heard. 
That’s 'Freckles'  Brown - a big time track star - standin’ in the doorway.  His real name's Melvin.   Rumor is he rarely lost a race,

But takin’ spills when hurdling on our old-style cinder track is how he got his nickname - those ain’t freckles on his face!
By the time we graduated, Melvin’s cinder-scars made it really tough for him to land a date for prom.

His mother, I remember, was his date in ‘35... and if my eyes are workin’ right… I’m guessin’ that’s his mom
Rollin’ in behind him!   Damn... he’s doing it again!   The woman’s on a scooter, but -- that’s Mrs. Brown, alright!
I swear to God... that tub o’ lard and Melvin won the dance-off when Norma Jean done slid that fool - between her legs - that night!
It’s hard to tell from where we’re at but, trust me, once you’ve seen 'im really close, like - super close... I’m talkin’ eye-to-eye...

As far as understanding how a major jock like Melvin’s never found a wife - and ain’t about to... you’ll know why!
That big ol’ gal with platinum hair - fussin’ with her lipstick - if I’m not mistaken is the kid who rang the bell
Every day when class began - (again - when recess ended) - and, if she’s who I think she 

is -- that’s Shirley Jean Burrell!
See that little pipsqueak by the stage... that’s Clarence Buckley.    Clarence tells the folks who know him well to call him, “Buck”...

But if he fails to recollect that you an' he are friends -- and take a chance and call him 

that -- he’ll hit ya’ like a truck!
'Mr. sequins - feathered hat - and - alligator boots' always won the championship for - “most obnoxious clothes”.

I pret' near died the night I saw him try to kiss a waitress outside Kroeger’s Dairy Queen - she damn near broke his nose!
His father was the cop in Doon.   His name is - Rowdy Tucker.   You’d never guess a lawman’s boy would do the things he’s done,

But truth be told they say his Pa was every bit as bad, and... like I’ve often heard it said… bad daddies make bad sons!
The dude there by the Ladies’ john is big ol’ Howard Goddard.    He'd never get away with what he used to do - today. 
He’d hustle chicks by hangin’ around the doors to women’s restrooms, which is - he’ll proudly tell ya’ - how he landed Anna Mae! 

But Anna passed away last year, so Howie’s runnin’ stag... and looks like he’s resortin' to that desperate ploy of his.

Had I never mentioned it you prob’ly 've never noticed, but why d’ya’ s’pose he’s hangin’ around the 'Lady’s' like he is?
Not too bad a turnout for a class as small as ours -- and everyone who’s still alive is here by now, I s’pose --
My 25th, as you’d expect, was twice this size at least, and -- by the time our 55th reunion comes and goes --

Which, if we do a 5-er’s, gonna be in 1990... Melvin’s mom and Leonard’s daddy likely won't be there,
And -- if I’m gone... but Howie’s not... and asks you for a dance ---- as long as it’s a fast one, honey... I won’t really care!
                                                Amber Dextrous                   

Among my sadder mem’ries from the days when I was young, ain’t no doubt - of all the folks I’m able to recall - 

A scrawny, knock-kneed, redhead by the name of Amber Dextrous… wins the first place trophy for the saddest of them all. 

Abandoned by her father at the tender age of three, only six months later, Amber’s mother ran away!
Placed with total strangers - with no kin to take her in, I believe’s the reason why she’s like she is today.

Ashamed of what her parents did, I think it’s safe to say that - trying to hide her past, it’s been, undoubtedly, her pride 
That’s fostered all the desperate tales she’s told throughout the years… ‘cause every time a person’s asked about her folks… she’s lied!
The first time that I met the girl she swore her folks were Gypsies, and that she’d run away from them just south of Montreal!

Two years later Amber claimed she’d grown up with her parents, and half a dozen siblings, on a farm outside St. Paul!
Brady Beeker told me once he’d quizzed her on a story she’d told when they were juniors, and he claimed it made him cry!
He said at first she tried like hell to tap dance ‘round the truth, then - sounding very much rehearsed - told still another lie! 

In this one, both her parents had been killed in Monte Carlo, and - being only three years old - they’d placed her in a home.

After staying several weeks… when “fam’ly” couldn’t be found… they packed her up and flew her off to live with nuns - in Rome!
In time, the church - believing she’d be better off adopted somewhere in her homeland - paid her fare and booked a flight.

Once again she’d lose her ties to everyone she knew… and end up in a foreign place... with strangers… overnight!
Touching down in Roanoke, in 1965… she wound up living next to us - when neighbors took her in. 

That’s when those of us who know her well began to hear the various tales about her parents’ fate -- and where she’s been. 

It’s always greatly puzzled me the way she’d rather lie than simply tell the honest truth.    To me, it makes no sense. 

Of course, I might feel differently had I been - as a child - abandoned by my mom and dad… and hadn’t seen them since!

I might have done the very same.  I guess it isn’t fair to blame someone for fighting to escape a painful life.

Thinking back to seventh grade it’s hard to top the doozie Amber put together on the day she met my wife.

Riding on the bus together, Amber told a story, Sheryl -  to whom I’m married now - was sure could not be true.

She said her folks, while sailing ‘round the world, had disappeared… so living now with foster folks was all that she could do. 

Having heard the rumors, Sheryl knew -- before she’d finished -- because she’d asked about her folks -- she’d just been told a lie! 

But saddened by the reason Amber’d made the whole thing up - despite the fact she’d hid the truth - she didn’t ask her why. 

And that’s the way it’s always been.   We’ve all just - let it go, ‘cause everybody realizes - Amber’s terribly sad.

We understand how hard it is to face that kind of truth… and why she tries to veil the facts about her mom and dad.  

Struggling with a broken heart - a void that’s hard to fill - she prob’ly would have suffered less if both her folks had died…

And I was not surprised at all to learn that - just last week - Amber… for a second time…attempted suicide! 
                                            Drummin' Up Business
Pinkerton's mortician is the richest man in town... despite the fact, the story goes, despite the day he'd come

Ridin' in from Badger Holler - dressed in filthy rags - lookin' for a meal without a penny to his name!
That was back in '63... the war was goin' strong, and Ezra Boxer'd told the town he'd gone to - 'buryin' school',

But, somehow - durin' the movin' - his diploma'd disappeared!   But undertakers, as they knew, weren't common as a rule,

So Pinkerton's town council took a vote an' hired him on.  The war had kept their budget strained, but what I'm told he earned

Got him by quite nicely 'til the war came to an end!   Then I became suspicious when, a week ago, I learned

That Ezra's income, had, in fact, very nearly doubled ever since the several hundred soldiers had returned!
I asked the kid who drove the hearse if Ezra'd raised his prices... figurin' what he charged to be interred - or - gettin' burned -

Might have risen drastically.   "Not a cent", he claimed, and the only other reason I could muster made me ill!
Obviously his clients, which were anyone who'd died... plus anyone that anyone had made a point to kill...

Wound up in his mortuary, needin' burned or buried, and weren't no other undertakers 'round for ninety miles,

So Ezra 'Boxer'd named his outfit -- "Ezra's 'Boxin' Store" -- by sellin' fancy coffins in a dozen diff'rent styles!
Now grossing more than ever - pret' near 2 - 3 times a month - someone who'd been livin' right - with no disease at all -

Suddenly died and wound up on his table, gettin' embalmed, 'cause everybody knowed there weren't nobody else to call!
Pinkerton's a tiny town - just fifty-seven hundred - but healthy folk, both young and old, were dyin' left and right,

And virtually all his clientele for goin' on two years had been the prey of fowl play -- 
and always late at night!
Findin' out that Ezra'd hired the sleazy Snuffin twins to guarantee his inventory never fell to nil...

With what I've heard that pair 'll do for a 20-dollar bill... 5 'll get ya' 10, my friend... I'm sure it never will!
They call it - "drummin' up business" - and the 'Boxin Store' proprietor's found a way for makin' sure his dough keeps rollin' in...
At least for now!    Problem is... guys 'er always cheaper... and Pinkerton ain't all that far from -- runnin' out o' men!
                           Our Favorite Antiques Shop

The breeze was brisk and cool that day, as Connie read the map tryin' to find a brand new route to get from here to there. 

The same old way was boring, and we both love tiny towns, so when she asked me what 
I thought, I told her... “I don’t care.”

“I think I’ve found a town we’ve never been through,” she announced, “just ahead we’ll take a left on County 39. 
It takes ya' right through Pinkerton.  I’m sure we’ve never been there.  The population’s 
86... I saw it on their sign.”
“I hope they have a station,” I replied, “we’re gettin’ low... and if they've got small café we’ll have to grab a bite.

I’m actually feelin’ pretty tired - we’ve driven quite a ways, so if they’ve got a nice motel, we’ll stop there for the night.

“How much farther is it, dear?” I asked my lovely wife.   She said, “It’s less than fifteen miles. At least the road is good.

Hopefully they’ll have a shop that’s packed with great antiques.” (When Connie felt the urge to find a shop… she always could.)

Sure enough, about a mile before we got to town, a fairly good-sized faded sign, to our delight, would say, 

“Pinkerton Antique Shop... where you’ll only find the best.    9 a.m. to 5 p.m. - we’re open every day.”

“I can really pick ‘em, hon” she chirped, “they’ve got a shop!”   I simply smiled and told her, “Dear… it’s after 5 p.m.,

But if, by chance, we find a small motel, I say we stay, but I’m afraid the chance of that is lookin' pretty slim.

“I can live without a meal… there’re chips and pop in back… but if there isn’t some place nice where we can spend the night,

We’ll have to keep on rolling ‘til we find a bigger town.” Then - right on cue - a small motel came drifting into sight.

Though fairly old, the place was clean, and “VACANCY” was lit.  And there, beside the office, was the only pump in town. 

A neon sign above the door read, “Thelma Lou’s Cafe,” and both of us were tickled pink with what knew we’d found.

The antiques shop was just across the road, but closed, of course, so we gassed up and booked a room, then grabbed a bite to eat.                                                                        The meal was great, and we could tell we’d get a good night’s rest, then, first thing in    the morning, we would trot across the street

And spend a couple hours doing what we really loved… to sift through tons of ancient things in hopes of striking gold. 

See… me and Con surround ourselves with things from shops like this, and almost everything we buy is very, very old.

Up at eight, we grabbed some ham‘n’eggs at Thelma Lou’s.   We left the tip at nine-o-five then across the road we sped. 

The door was standing open as we headed toward the shop - with lofty expectations - 
for the way the sign had read.

“Where you’ll only find the best,” was racing through our minds as we came shooting 

in with great excitement in our eyes.

But very soon we came to feel that we had been deceived… for all we saw were things 
that almost no one ever buys!
What's more, to our dismay, there was a 2-by-3 foot placard just inside the door that read, 'NOTHING IS FOR SALE' -

"Pinkerton Antiques is now a subsidized museum - funded by a trust fund set aside by me and Dale.’

“Hi there, folks,” a greeting came, “I’m really glad you stopped.   Come on in and look around.   You’ve picked a lovely day.”

We slowly scanned the room until we found the voice’s face!   The oldest woman in the world would smile at us and say,

“You’re prob'ly disappointed, kids - which I can understand - but those old signs are all I’ve got to lure ‘antiquers’ in. 

I know it isn’t right, of course, but since my husband died, I've been really struggling with how lonely I have been!
“Might you have a tiny bit of time that you can spare to visit with a lady that would fib to make you stop?
Please forgive me,” she went on, “but… many years ago… a nice young man from out of town - while browsing through our shop -

“Told us we should place a sign on either edge of town to help improve our business… so we did.     But that’s not why!
We knew the signs would help with telling travelers we were here, but we were not at all concerned about how much they’d buy!
“What we actually wanted was more people we could chat with. My husband had the gift of gab… and I’m about as bad. 

We really didn’t care about the money that they spent… our only hope was adding to the visitors we had.”

Well… the “Nothing is for sale” disgust would quickly dissipate, and Con an' I both grabbed a chair then slid in fairly near. 

Smiling, she asked sweetly, “Do you kids have far to go?”   And I replied... “We live about a hundred miles from here.”

We spent the next few hours talking mostly about antiques.   The way the costs have risen… and how scarce some have become.                                                                                    That friendly conversation was the highlight of our trip.  But with the many things we’d yet to do, the time had come

To hit the road, and so, at last, we stood and stretched our legs. We thanked her for the visit, and we told her we’d be back 

Any time we got the chance, to simply - sit an’ talk! And as we walked away from where her unimpressive shack

Stood there… so deceptively… I told my wife, “Hey, Con… how about we grab ourselves 
a couple cans of pop.”

As we did, I told the clerk, “We’re really glad we stopped, and glad we got the chance to see your so-called - “Antiques Shop”.

He looked at us and smiled, then said... “This happens all the time.  Every day at 9 a.m. the door will open wide…

Then, right at five, it closes!   And it’s been that way for years… despite the fact the owners of the shop have long-since died!
“Dale - her husband - had a stroke and died in ‘65, but Clara said she’d promised him 
the shop would never close.

She kept it open three more years, until she passed away, so… who the tourists say they talk to's something no one knows!
“Apparently ‘antiquers’ are a very special breed, and only they can see her when they step inside the shop.

We almost took the signs down, but we actually think it’s cool, and - just like you two - now and then… they make somebody stop!”

We paid him for the soda pops and headed out the door.   I glanced across the street and saw the door was now ajar.                                                                                                      I knew that I had closed it when we left a while ago, and I would say to Connie, as we climbed into the car -

“Look… the door’s back open! Do ya' think it’s actually true? It’s probably just a story they made up to have some fun!”                                                                                          But, yet today, despite the fact that nothing was for sale -- of all the shops we’ve ever found, it’s still our favorite one!
                                      Gitter Dunn

Times were hard when I was young, and - tryin’ to help with bills - when I turned twelve 

I made a vow to find some part time work. 

Turned out Mr. Wilkenson had just put out the word that - startin’ June - the Whippy-Dip would need a soda jerk,

But I was thinkin’ more along the lines o’ lookin’ into an opening I’d heard about at Leroy’s 66.

Havin' helped my daddy in his shop fer several months - weren’t that many simple things 
on cars I couldn’t fix!
Knowing I was lookin’ - when the rumor got to Dad - thinkin’ I was qualified, he called about the job. 

Leroy told my father he'd ‘ve given me a try, but - just a couple days before - he’d hired his nephew, Bob.

Weren’t no other jobs around. The Whippy-Dip was it. But I was tickled pink when Mr. Wilkenson said, “Son… 
All you had to do was tell me who your daddy is.  Ain’t no finer man I know than good ol’ 

Gitter Dunn!
“Gitter’s been there many times to help the folks ‘round here make it through the hardest times that some of them have faced. 

Like me - the folks whose lives he’s touched will argue fairly hard your dad’s the sort that, once he’s gone - can never be replaced!
“Close to twenty years ago, the two of us were miners.  Gitter was the ‘point man’ - more or less a human mole! 

An unexpected detonation caused a massive cave-in, and nine of us were trapped beneath a thousand feet o’ coal.

“All of us were positive we’d heard some fella holler -‘fire in the hole’- before the signal had been given…

But thanks to Gitter’s expertise that nearly fateful day…he an’ me an’ seven other miners went on livin’!
“Thinkin' we were gone for good, eight of us were positive weren’t no way the bunch of us was gittin’ out alive. 

Gitter, on the other hand - a genius with explosives - still possessed some dynamite, and took his final five -

“Twisted in a fuse real good - buried them just so - then calmly led his group of given-uppers in a prayer!
Only one man’s lantern hadn’t failed, which meant - of course - that all of us were very close to - runnin' out o’ air!
“But once the smoke had fin’ly cleared, the 'breath of life' returned… and all us other fellas’ kids -- and all us fellas’ wives --
Think the world of your old man… and see him as a hero… ‘cause, ain’t no doubt about it, son… your daddy saved our lives!
“And here’s another story where your daddy made an effort to help somebody make it through a really awful time. 

And, by the way… he did these things to help this couple out despite he didn’t know them,  and he never took a dime!
“Around eleven years ago, a twister come a callin’… an’ Merlin Willard’s house ‘n’ all his barns were torn to shreds!
The only things it didn’t rip to ribbons were - their chimney - the clothesline poles - the cellar door… an’ two old scruffy sheds!
“Really poor… the Willards - with no kin - and no insurance - and in their later eighties - were completely unprepared
To cope with such destruction, but the town was not surprised when good ol’ Gitter - true to form - was quick to show he cared.

“Promptly rounding up a group of willing volunteers, they gathered up some lumber and the products they would need 

To resurrect - along with what was left - a makeshift home… proving once again that he’s a very special breed.

“An' then -- next Sunday service -- once the plate had made the rounds - standin' up, he asked the congregation how they felt --
‘Wha-da-ya-say we take these funds an’ give ‘em to the Willards... to aid them in recovering from the blow that they’ve been dealt?’
“Every single person, and the minister agreed… and just to raise a little more they passed the plate again!
Three years later Hattie died… the next year Merlin joined her... and with no kin -- 

to thank him for the friend that he had been --

“Everything they’d owned he had bequeathed to your old man... not forgetting how -- 
when he had found them in the lurch -- 
He’d organized the group who’d put a roof above their heads, and gathered up some sorely needed money from the church!
“And for your information, son... the “Merlin Willard Trust Fund”… set up by your daddy at the Union City Bank -                                                                                                   Takes in every penny of the profit from that farm… so lots of Rockford County folks  have Gitter Dunn to thank
“For takin’ care of doctor bills they have no means to pay… badly needed mortgage help for those who’ve run astray…

And funds for fightin' back when devastation strikes the way it did when poor old Merle and Hattie lost their home that day!
“And that’s not all.      The year they built the feed mill down in Paxton, Sonny Porch - (your neighbor then) - was crossin' Walnut street, 

When Lester Pitlick had a stroke and winged him with his pickup.  Didn’t break a single bone - just knocked him off his feet -

“But just a little farther down the road he jumped the curb. Hit a big ol’ high-line pole - got boogered up real bad. 

Only seconds later Gitter happened on the scene, an’ ain’t too many folks - I’m guessin’ -- other than your dad --

“Could o’ saved old Lester’s life, but - quickly as he could, Gitter gently pulled him out and laid him by his car.

Then, droppin’ down beside ‘im, wrapped his belt around his arm - to help control his bleeding - then he gave him CPR!
“Twenty-five years later… when it got to hurtin’ bad… Lester’s daughter - Casey Joe, replaced your daddy’s knee. 
Martha told my sister - when she sent his bill - it read -  ‘Because your saved my father’s 

life… my services are free!’
“Ever kept a man from dyin’?  Trust me, son… it’s awesome... even if they never actually know you saved their life! 
And that reminds me… don’t suppose your daddy ever told you how it was he came to ask your mom to be his wife.

“Well... back in 1946, Martha was a beauty… raven hair a mile long, and eyes of emerald green.

And Gaylord, as I’m sure you know, is not exactly squeamish, and, thinking her the finest lookin’ girl he’d ever seen,

“Attempting to impress her, at the county fair in Jasper… knowing how a Ferris wheel repeatedly will stop…
When their pod had fin’ly peaked - he slithered ‘neath the hand-bar, taking full advantage of his - moment at the top!
“On one knee, he asked her for her hand, but when the 'carny' threw the wheel in gear again, your father lost his grip! 

The rocking of the capsule had him swinging to and fro - until, at last - despite his youth and nimbleness - he’d slip!
“Dangling like a monkey at a hundred ninety feet above the ground young Gaylord drew a massive frantic crowd!
The operator quickly stopped the wheel and started screaming, “What the hell’s he doing? Getting out is not allowed!”

“Afraid to start it up again, the carny stood there trembling… absolutely terrified your dad was going to fall. 

Luckily your mother kept her wits and very wisely braced herself - and - leaning out -extended him her shawl!
“She wrapped her legs securely ‘round the hand-bar of the capsule, then, reaching out and downward, hollered, ‘Gaylord… take a hold!’ 

Gitter claims that little Martha’s bravery saved his life… and gives her ample credit every time the story’s told.

“The ending of the story is that - later on that evening - telling Martha - had she panicked, he’d ‘ve likely died,
He proclaimed - because she’d risked her life it meant - she loved him - and swore he wouldn’t rest ‘til she agreed to be his bride!
“Haven’t got the time right now to tell ya’ all the tales about how Gitter touched the lives of folks throughout the years…

But I can guarantee ya’, sonny… even Reverend Baxter isn’t more respected than your daddy by his peers!
“Like I told ya’… all ya’ had to do to get this job was bring to my attention that your pop 

is Gitter Dunn,
And you should be the proudest kid in Pinkerton, young man.  Proud o’ what your father’s 

done… and proud to be his son!”

                                    I Was Framed          

‘Twere me an’ Ol’ Dan, on a cold winter night - whilst ridin’ the streets o’ McGiven - 

Who noticed a couple o’ fellas ride off from the house where the preacher was livin’!
Far as I knowed he was not out o’ town, so I hollered, “Hold up,” to Ol’ Dan, 

Thinkin’ we’d wait for a minute or two, till we’d seen us a sign o’ the man.

Dark as it were, with the moon bein' full, ‘twere easy to see that the door

Hadn’t been closed - an' fer how they’d rid off… we waited a few minutes more.

Seein’ no light, I was guessin’ the preacher was either asleep or was gone,

But wonderin’ why - with the door bein’ open, an’ barely an hour from dawn -

People’d been there... an’ I got suspicious, so… tetherin' Ol’ Dan to a stone -

I gingerly walked to the door of the parsonage... nervous... and very alone!
The preacher’s old hound-dog was goin’ berserk as I cautiously stepped on the porch,

An’ blacker than pitch ‘neath the roof - and inside - I sure coulda used me a torch.

“Anyone home?” I inquired quite loudly… then waited… then did it again!
Now kinda worried ‘bout what were the cause for a zero response could-a been,

I shoved the door open and once again hollered, “Anyone home,” really loud!
Then, glancin’ around, I could see - fer my shoutin’ - I’d gathered a sizable crowd.

“What’s going on here?” someone inquired.    I answered... “Can’t really say,

But minutes ago I seen two older fellas - on horseback - a-racin’ away!
“They’d left the door open, an'... seein’ no lights, I figured I’d best check it out.”

Well... that’s when the Sheriff, who'd come to the scene to learn what the fuss was about,

Looked at me hard an' asked, “What’s goin' on?” - lit up a lantern that hung by the door,

And started to grill me --- “So, tell me exactly… what were you comin' here for?”

“I weren’t comin' here, Sheriff,” I firmly replied... “I was simply out ridin' around!
Nothin’ yer seein’ is anything diff’rent than what - when I got here - I found.

“I’ve been a-hollerin’, agin an' agin, but ain’t never once heard a word,

An’ no doubt about it, if Amos is in there -- an' nothin' ain't wrong -- he’d a heard!
“Couple o’ fellas done flew out the door - then rode away quick as a blink,

An’ I’m only guessin’, but - if ya’ should ask - I’d tell ya’ straight out what I think.

He woulda heard me by now - ain’t no doubt - even if he’d been in bed - 

An’ given ya’ ten to one odds on a dollar… I'm bettin' the preacher is dead!”

“Don’t let him leave, boys,” the Sheriff commanded, “I’m goin’ inside for a look,

And if he ain’t in there I’ll be doin' some checkin’… to see was there anything took! 

“Looks like a robbery to me," he announced, "I'm just hopin' the preacher’s OK,

So 'til I come out, Jessie... watch 'im real close, and don’t let this guy get away!” 

Only a couple o’ minutes had passed ‘fore the Sheriff, with fire in his eyes,

Stormed out a-yellin’, “Yer wastin’ yer breath, an' my time with yer bull-shittin’ lies!
“Amos is dead… and the fund for the church he kept locked in his desk isn’t there!”

Then, turnin' to me, he said, “Mister… you’re claimin’ you seen this mysterious pair

“Leavin’ the parsonage lickety-split - right when you just - 'happened by'!”

“That’s what I saw,” I growled at the fool, “an' if I’m the killer, then why…

“Why would I stand here and holler like crazy, drawing a crowd like I did...

And stay here and risk someone findin’ the money I'd obviously have to have hid?”

“I see it different,” the Sheriff explained. “I’m bettin' the dog started howlin’,

And you got to figurin’ the folks passin’ by would o’ noticed you over here - prowlin’,

“So....... you drew a crowd to establish an alibi - claimin’ you’d only just come!
Well... you must be thinkin’ yer perty damn smart… an' hopin’ that I’m perty dumb!” 

Well... while we were squabblin’, his sneaky young deputy, knowin' he wouldn’t be seen, 

Stashed - in my saddlebag - some of the money with which they had gotten away clean -

And after he'd signaled the Sheriff with a nod that their devious ploy was complete...

They promptly insisted on searchin' my saddlebags -- tying their story up neat!
See… they were the two I’d seen ridin' away!    They were the killers and thieves!
But since bein'-found-to-be-guilty depends on whomever the jury believes...

I was convicted of doin' a crime for which I was errantly blamed,

And I’ve spent the last 40 years in a cell unable to prove --- I was framed!
                             The “Bates Motel” Exists!
Three of us... me, and sisters, Dawn Marie and Crystal, were headin’ down to Mardi Gras to snarf some cajun food,
When... pullin’ off to -- fill the tank -- empty Crystal’s bladder, and fill a couple thermoses with coffee - freshly brewed -
We began to notice how the thinner trees were leaning.  The air began to quickly fill with leaves and small debris,

And slightly south of Baton Rouge we started gettin’ nervous - aware of just how devastating coastal storms can be. 
The sky was fairly dark, but there was sunshine showing through in spots as big as football fields, so we continued on, 

But twenty minutes down the road the wind got really gusty... and as we scanned the skies ahead, all sunny spots were gone. 
Dawn Marie was trembling as she quivered, “This is crazy.   Let’s pull off the road someplace and wait this sucker out.”

I was surfing frantically for local-weather news - hoping to discover what these winds were all about -
When Crystal spotted four big trees, not far up the road, that anyone with brains could tell were perfect for our plight.

Pulling off... at 6 p.m.… the sky had grown so black - it seemed like we were driving in the middle of the night!  
As blinding, random lightening bolts were strobing through the sky, an old roadside motel could just be seen not far ahead.

Then Crystal added, “I’m with Dawn... and older, small motels are usually cheap and fairly clean, and all we need’s a bed!
“Come on, Chester,” she persisted... “if the storm continues... and - comin’ from the south - ya’ gotta bet it prob’ly will…

We’d be better off, I think, to stop and get a room.   The arguments for drivin’ in a storm this bad are nil!”
Noticing the road - on either side - was nearly bare... a testament to locals... who respected how things were...
And glancing back, seeing the worried look on Crystal’s face, deciphering in a heartbeat that - if it were up to her -
We’d be giving in to what we knew was somewhat risky, waiting out the turbulence -preferring ‘safe an' warm’ 
To what, if things got nasty, would have likely ruined our trip... I... and not reluctantly... surrendered to the storm.
“Vacancy” was lighted on the sign out near the road, and, just below --- “Week and monthly rates upon request”.

But... dangling from its bottom was a thought provoking offer whose meaning those who’re - ‘cleaner cut’ - will often fail to - 'get'!
“Rooms for 30 minutes now just $14.95 -- and -- More than 4 - a buck per person --
no ID required!” 

Exchanging glances - rife with looks expressing our disgust, had the storm been weaker - and we not so frickin' tired -
We’d ‘ve kept on going till we’d found a nicer place.  An option less conspicuous as a dive that rents its rooms

To sleazy, horny scumbags!    Rooms that - when you enter them - your nose is not accosted by its former users’ fumes!
A single room - with double beds - was all we’d really need, and that’s what older sister, Crystal, asked for off the bat.

“We don’t got no double beds... but I see why you asked,” he smirked, then quipped sarcastically... “it ain’t my fault you’re fat!”
Glancing through the picture window, intermittent strikes were lighting up the evening sky as bright as day - non-stop -

When - Mr. Jack-Ass - filled us in -- “You prob’ly know it’s raining... but every room is furnished with - a plunger - and a mop,
“So... just in case the stool backs up - or rain comes through the window - everything you’ll need to keep your mattress nice and dry

Is right there in the closet, folks, but - just to play it safe - try to keep your shoes and clothing somewhere nice an' high!”    
“We’re not stayin' here tonight,” Dawn Marie exploded, “this, without a doubt’s, the worst motel I’ve ever seen!
Even if the rooms were free they wouldn’t be cheap enough... and based on how this office looks... there ain’t no way they’re clean!”
“Let’s head down the rode a ways,” Crystal recommended. “I’m convinced this brothel’d  give us rashes... lice... an' bugs!
And I believe this shit-for-brains, sarcastic little weasel's prob’ly makin’ porno films, and definitely doin’ drugs!”
Now... referencing the fact that we, in fact, are overweight to justify his rude remark concerning our request

For double beds was bad enough, but... when he winked at Crystal... she, of course, became incensed and grabbed him by the chest,
Pulled his wimpy ass from out behind what stood between them... grabbed him by the throat an’ crotch... pinned him to the wall...

Then choked him, ‘til his face went blue, and -- just before he croaked -- kicked him in the you-know-whats... then watched that sucker fall!
Dawn and I were cheering all the while...   

We knew big sister had a real bad temper, and was not afraid of men,

And super proud of what she’d done, as we went storming out... Dawn was glad to kick him in the you-know-what’s again!
Back inside the SUV - knowing we’d dodged a bullet - Dawn proposed an answer to the problem that we had.

“Next small town we come to...if we find ourselves a mall... and wind up sleeping in the car... that won’t be near as bad
"As what we nearly did just now.  Can you believe that guy?  Insulting us the way he did... 

I'm glad I kicked him twice! 

And I agree with Crystal... had we stayed there overnight, we’d all 've gotten bit to hell by bedbugs - fleas - an' lice!"
And I agreed as well, but as I leaned to start the car, something that I’m guessing's prob'ly happened once before... 

pret' near killed the three of us.    A monstrous bolt of lightening had nailed us on our luggage rack... shot right through the door...

Then swept across the dash and blew the rear-view-mirror to hell!  The ignition switch was barbecued, the seats began to smolder,

And everybody knew the car was slowly catching fire, and those of us who'd harbored plans for - getting any older -
Understood that time was fairly short for getting out.  Choking on the blinding smoke, we found the doors had locked,

So I kicked out the windshield - to enable our escape.   Back inside the lobby, it was clear the clerk was shocked
To see us all come bursting in, and, sniveling like a coward, before we’d spoken, shouted out... “There’s been a cancellation!

Our Bridal Suite, with 2 king beds, is yours... and it’s brand new!   I'd hate, in any way at all, to ruin your vacation...
“Soooooo - you can have the suite - no charge!   I shouldn't have called you fat... and giving you the suite for free’s my way of -- making peace!”

Well... not the sort to be this nice, I felt it far more likely the jerk was more concerned about us -- calling the police!   
Soooooo - given what had happened to our smoldering SUV...and everything but what we'd grabbed had just gone up in flames...
Only seconds later, being stranded, more or less... we'd turned around the guest book 

and were filling in our names! 
“This so-called ‘suite’ had better be a set-up fit for Kings,” Crystal snapped, “‘cause 

if it ain’t... we’re comin’ after you!”

“The room is gorgeous - just been cleaned,” the quivering clerk assured, “with a Minibar, two king beds, and everything is new!
“I’d help ya’ with your luggage, but I’m having trouble walking!!   The rooms on either side aren’t rented... shouldn’t be hard to sleep.”

“If it is, you’ll hear about it,” Dawn Marie forewarned!   “We’ll look you up at checkout time... ya' nasty little creep!”
We took the key then found the room he’d promised us was nice, and when we entered, sure enough, the place looked pretty swank...

But how it smelled was something else... and - in between the beds was where we found the answer as to why the damn room stank!
Still a little moist, we found a reeking pool of vomit bubbling near the nightstand of the second single bed.

The bathroom had no soap or towels... the TV screen was cracked... there were no drapes, and what they’d used for privacy instead
Were fitted sheets, with various colored stains from --- who-knows-what!   In less than 

90 seconds we were standing at the desk 

Where Mr. Bullshit -- who we found was just then heading out -- was touching up his makeup for an evening of -- burlesque!
Scared to death we’d kick his ass, he grabbed his you-know-whats... backed against the wall and whimpered, “What’s the problem, guys?” 

“You’re not going out like that?” a freaked-out Crystal barked.  “I’ll bet you’re actually thinking that - by wearing that disguise -
“No one’s going to know it’s you - behind that purple lipstick!   Your glued-on Hitler mustache is a virtual giveaway! 

Absolutely sure I’d seen the world’s most twisted weirdo... you, ya’ lyin’ pile-o’-poo-poo proved me wrong today!”
As we left, I called up nine-one-one to find a flatbed... someone who could haul our car to where it had to go.

The guy I got - a small town cop - provided me the number for someone he referred to as - 'The only guy I know
Who fixes cars' - but then explained... “He doesn’t have a flatbed... which means that - if your car won’t run - he’ll have to pull it in!
You say you’re at - the ‘Bates Motel’.   I hear it’s super classy, but others say it’s not the fanciest place they’ve ever been.”
“My car was hit by lightening, sir... so, yes... he’ll have to pull it.   It nuked the wiring - blew the tires - and burned it to the bone!
But if an' when I reach the guy, I’ll make him understand that if an' when he heads this way - he best not come alone!
“And you'd be wise to tag along... that is... if he’s a friend!   The creepy dude who runs this place needs locked up in a cell!
We caught him sneakin’ around just now - dressed up like a woman... which tells ya’ all ya’ need to know about --- the 'Bates Motel'!”
                               On Fam'ly Traditions
The one time before they had brought me along to this cabin - to fish on this lake... 

and stay in this shanty... which Leo - Dad's father - had constantly threatened to sell...

I was a toddler... Father was 30... Leo - then 50... Mathias - a spry 85...

and this was the first time I'd ever been back since the day that Dad's grandfather fell. 

Back in the summer of '76,  Mathias - Dad's granddad, was tragically killed!

He'd climbed up the side of a silo, then slipped... a good fifty feet to the ground.

Otherwise healthy - we couldn't be angry he'd tried what he had on his own -

and the doctor'd assured us he'd not have survived regardless of when he'd been found.  

Always their - “TRIO” - 'til I'd reached the point where the three of them felt I was ready,

agreeing that - if I could swim like a fish - and sit close to silent for hours on end -

I'd be an asset - at six-an'-a-half - to what they believed - though expensive - 

was worth all the time and the effort to do, and the oodles of money they'd spend!
That, as I've said, was the only 'tradition' I'd gotten to share with -- the “TRIO”,

due to the fact that just seven weeks later... a third of the TRIO  -- was gone!
The fishin' trips ended abruptly that autumn, and we wouldn't be here today
had I not suggested that - due to my grades - they should go... and should take me along!
On June 27th... with Dad turnin' 40... and Leo now 60 years old... 

for me havin' graduated top-o'-my-class, I asked if they'd grant me a wish.

“Being July - for 20 odd years - was the month you'd make use of the cabin...

how 'bout next weekend we head to Black Bear, check the cabin, an' catch us some fish?” 

“Sounds like a winner,” my father replied, “I just finished plantin' the corn!   We'll buy 

us some food an' some beer when we get there, as well as some ice and some wood.

I'll do the cookin' 'cause Denny McCallister sent me some pictures last year showin' 

how a twister'd left nothin' but splinters where “make-ya'-puke-Millie's” had stood!
“Now, Millie's Cafe - as I'm sure you remember - was known for its pitiful food, 

but over in Shelby... at “Donovan's Tavern” - from 5 until 7 o'clock -

Suppers you'd never expect could be found in a town of a hundred an' two -

were so stinkin' good... if you ran outta dough... you'da put your old lady in hock!”

A few minutes later I overheard Dad - as he checked how Mathias was doin' - 

and I was delighted to hear him say... “Wonderful... try to be ready by five,”

Then told him goodbye, and continued... “He's game... and he's really excited to boot - 

which means that the two of us get up at 4 --- be nice to have someone help drive!”       

Our flat bottom boat had been shoved to the rear of the vehicles kept in the barn,

so digging it out would be quite an ordeal... and... as far as the permits required

And licenses needed to fish were concerned... provided the place was still there...

Black Bear Marina had always been where what we needed - by law'd - been acquired.  

By just after sundown we'd checked all the tires and the lights on both trailer and boat,

then hit the hay early - a tad before ten - and set our alarm clocks for four.

By 4:25 we were runnin' the road toward a place where I'd only been once, 

and Mathias, of course - as expected --- was sittin' in wait at his door! 

Twelve hours later we pulled into Shelby, and - sure enough... Millie's was gone...

but there, in her place, was a brand new McDonald's... beside it - a Holiday Inn!
Entering town on the Boulder Lake blacktop - lining the highway - both ways -

several examples of how towns can change would remind us of --- how it had been. 

Typically towns of this breed had resisted their chances to grow and expand,

and we were disgusted to see what its focus on - tryin' to get current - had done.

“Can't blame a town for attempted improvements... but this is insane,” Leo snapped,

“it's lookin' to me like... whenever they voted... the folks of our sort never won!”

What we were witnessing shouldn't 've surprised us... a decade was plenty of time 

for even a town as remote as was Shelby to fall to a few of the --- “chains”.

Only more anxious to make our way out to the cabin and check out the lake -

while we saw the changes as heartbreaking losses - the 'newbies' perceived them as gains!
I made the comment, “I'm sure the old timers, who've lived here for fifty some years,

are sorry they opened the door to this... “progress”.... I'm bettin' that Donovan's does.” 

But Father an' Leo were both close to bawlin' when - pausing to wait out a light - 

Dad would explain... “Son... that Amoco station -- is sittin' where Donovan's was!
“Shelby was one of the quaintest - and prettiest - towns in Wisconsin,” he said,  

“I wonder how many destructive “improvements” these butchers have made to the lake.

I noticed a sign readin' - 'Boulder Lake Campground' - a couple o' miles from town. 

No way o' tellin' what butt-ugly changes these -- “lovers of progress” 'll make!”

Today we all know - by what happened to Branson --- for decades a 3-diner-town ---

that every development made - close to water - that's proved a commercial success -

Has greatly diminished the “lure” for what tourists - who simply go fishing to - FISH - 

come there to find... and the 'Auras' are ruined by people who couldn't care less!
“Might as well grab us some food an' some beer... some ice an' some bundles o' wood,

an' prob'ly some charcoal... there ain't nothin' better than Walleye from right off the grill. 

Half o' the coolers at Black Bear Marina were crappy for keepin' things cold, 

but if we can buy what we'll need for our fishin'... some crawdads an' minnows... we will.” 

“Damn... they've been busy,” my father complained, as we made our way out to the lake.

“This was all gravel... and none of these windmills were here back in '75!
I wonder if Joey - or old Virgie Michel - are still comin' up here to fish.

Both were your age,” he said... grinnin' at Leo... “and you're - more or less, still alive!”

I swear, on the eight mile run to the cabin, there must 've been twenty new signs!
“200 hookups, with water and power, and each a short walk to the mall!

3-bedroom condos, with every convenience.    Jet skis!   Ski boats!   Pontoons!
Clean sandy beaches with bathrooms and showers, and lifeguards from Springtime to Fall.  

“900 acres of crystal clear water -- with 23 species of fish --

'Big Bass Marina' has all that an angler could need to assure a great catch,

And 'Boulder Lake Inn' - with a pool and three tennis courts - open to only our guests - 

offers cuisine from our world renowned chef... with a connoisseur's wine list to match.”

But what we were seeing was merely a warm up for what lay in store for us three, 

when, reaching the gate, we were stunned to discover the 'progress' we happened on next.

The huge, gaudy entry - complete with a guardhouse - had prices for 'extras' displayed:
“Twenty for Wi-Fi... a dollar per email... and twelve for unlimited text!
“Bungalows starting at three hundred dollars per weekday... weekends were eight...

and cable - with fifty-nine Pay-Per-View channels... eight off'ring movies... was ten!”

Aware the remaining - “original” - cabins... like ours, were still privately owned... 

the guard understood that the people who owned them were not to be charged to get in.

Dad showed the Ranger his photo-ID - he checked his computer, then lifted the gate.

Driving in slowly we saw only more of what... 10 years of “progress” can do.

Our cabin, now goin' on 60 years old - from sitting there empty, unused for a decade - 

looked like a shanty that most would've bull-dozed, with homes all around that were new!
Only a couple of those that had been there for 40 plus years were still standing, the rest were all gone - their lots - thanks to 'Progress' -- in their way of thinking -- improved -     

With water and sewer included with each - hookups for natural gas - on beach-front created by dredging the shoreline when centuries-old-trees were removed!   

We paused at the entry that led to the cabin where year after year they'd vacationed, 

but now - unmaintained - for a span of ten years... the driveway was hard to discern.

I saw in my father's and grandfather's eyes their contempt for the signs of neglect... 
as all of us dreaded the so called 'improvements' that lay but around the next turn! 

“Hard to believe that the dock is still standin'!” my Dad was the first one to speak. 

“I'm bettin' it's pretty well rotten,” he said... “we'll prob'ly be beachin' the boat!
Wha'da'ya' say, guys, we call it a day... I'm sure there'll be problems inside... 

and first thing tomorrow we'll hit the marina, an' see if ol' 'TRIO' 'll float!”

Tracin' the faint pair of lines up the lane, he parked 'er 'bout 20 feet short.  "Ain't hard to tell," he confessed, "why the newbies are tearin' these dinosaurs down," then added - (while wading through belly-deep-weeds to the mold-covered porch) - "I'm just prayin' them pin-headed fools ain't done to the lake what they've already done to the town!"

Twirlin' the key as he unlocked the door, it was feelin', to me, like I'd beaten the odds -  

As though I'd surmounted the challenge of reaching a goal that had challenged my mind. 

And the seed of that goal had been planted the day that I'd first pulled a fish from a lake, 

and had suddenly learned what it was that - the “TRIO” - had so often come here to find.

The door would require a pretty stiff kick, then - crossing his fingers, he tested the light. 

A stickler for mindin' his bills - when it lit... we knew for a fact that the cabin's were paid. 

And utilized only in sultry Julys... we'd never had need for a tank of LP...

but cookin' with wood was what Father preferred for the wonderful breakfasts he made. 

With no signs disputing the cabin had - somehow - escaped having ever been breached,

and given the endless inquiries concerning our... “very best lot on the cove”,  

We were surprised that the doors were still locked, that none of the windows were broken, as Dad said -- “It feel like Mathias is with us!” -- then walked with the wood to the stove.

Peeling three beers from the twelve in the cooler, Dad took a seat at the table,

so Leo and I grabbed another two chairs and relieved him of 2 of those 3.

It tickled my innards to ponder the fact that the last time we'd come here to fish 

was the first time we'd done so as - 4 generations - with the newest, of course, being me!    

With 2 tiny bedrooms, and only 3 beds... the one time I'd been there I'd slept on a cot! 

And tossin' a coin for the one with 2 beds - the winners, it turned out, were Leo an' Dad.

But Dad - for a reason I'd learn about later - privately claimed that the smaller room's bed was a 'tiny bit firmer' - and begged me to trade on account of his - back bein' bad!
Well... it ain't very often I question my father... but pretty much all of us fib now and then,

and all morning long I was watchin' for signs that his back was messed up... like he'd said.

But now that I've suffered a night next to Leo - who I'm tellin' ya' - snores like a Grizzly...

I'm here to tell ya' his reason for swappin' - had nothin' to do with the bed!
Not having slept for as long as 10 minutes I grabbed me a chair an' slipped out to the deck. 

Three hours later I watched as my father would open the stove an' then - tickle the wood,

Foster ignition by using his lighter... something the stove hadn't felt for ten years...

grease up a couple o' pans on the burners - an' whip up some vittles like only he could. 

He'd plugged in the icebox the minute we'd entered, knowing how long it could take to get cold.  He knew, by its vintage, the thing was a gamble - prob'ly as old as the cabin itself! 

Ten minutes later, when Leo emerged - precisely when Dad was expecting - 

“Sunny-side-up, over-easy, or hard?” he queried, then, dragging some plates off a shelf, 

“An' how many eggs do ya' want,” he inquired... "the cistern is full so I whipped up some 'Joe'.”   “2, over-easy,” Leo replied, “an' if ya' bought bacon, son -- throw me in 3!”

“Gotcha,” Dad chuckled, “now do me a favor - slip out an' check on the dork on the deck! He looks like a zombie, I'm bettin' he's sleepin' - see what he wants and then signal to me.”  

Leo obediently flashed him my order:  3 sunny-uppers an' 5 strips o' bacon!  
I'd gotten no sleep, and would shortly be fishin' with those who had boogered my night,

and I was determined to make sure my belly was filled with a bunch o' good food

'Cause tryin' to fish when you're hungry - and cranky - as everyone knows, isn't right. 

We'd all finished eating by 5:45, and Dad went to killin' the fire in the stove.

After submersing the plates and the cups in the side of the sink that he'd filled,

He stocked up the cooler with jerky and beer, unaware that -- but only once more --

would we - as a trio - make use of the cabin that Leo had actually been willed!                   

Certain he knew where the 4 or 5 stumps that could booger the boat were concealed, 

after he'd jack-knifed the trailer to leave, he kept to the path that we'd cleared coming in,

Then pointed the pickup toward what we all knew were the last things we wanted to see --
more signs of  “progress” -- with little remaining to relish from -- how it had been!    

Less than a mile down the newly-paved road -- I realized that Leo was weeping!
“Why do they do this,” he choked through his tears... “they've totally ruined the lake!” 

Scanning the campground - the condos - motel - and the bungalows lining the shore...

“We're sellin' the cabin!" he snapped - "an' this here's the last trip to Boulder I'll make!”

“7 a.m. and the Jet-skis are everywhere,” father exploded... “so much for fishin'!    

I say the three of us run up to Hayward --- I hear they've got cabins for sale.

We gotta find us a 3-bedroom place, with a new stove an' fridge - and a shower!
I've heard their Marina is still where they're gettin' their medicines -- haircuts -- an' mail!
“Gotta be places near water up there that haven't been boogered-to-hell by - the 'chains'! Places near lakes that are super for fishin', with ancient cafe's -- but no airport or mall.

As long as the cabin is right on the water - the size o' the water ain't that big o' deal... 

and Hayward, I've heard, is 'delightfully backward', and, thankfully - still really small! 

“Leo, ya' see, had been given this place by a friend who'd no siblings or children, 

and, we, as a - “TRIO” - for 2 awesome decades - had made this a - 'fishin'-tradition'.

Then losing Mathias -- one's father -- one's son... had, sadly, destroyed our resolve, 

but now... here we are... as “TRIO” again... thanks to you, son, our latest addition!
“We're lucky the fam'ly still owns it, of course, but the 'progress' is breakin' my heart, and the money we'll get for that musty old shack 'll surprise ya' 'cause - though it's a wreck -
Some o' them rich guys 'll pay ya' a fortune to just get ahold o' yer lot!”   

“I couldn't agree more,” I replied... “by the way... there's a badger's nest under the deck!”

“Most o' the callers the last couple years were mainly concerned with the price, 

but not even once - in all o' that time - did I let an 'inquirer' inside!
Knowin' damn well it's the 'site' that they're after, I've turned down a ton of good offers...

especially the summer we stopped goin' up - 'cause a third of our“TRIO” had died! 

“The fact is the reason I've never said yes is due to my realization 

that 'fam'ly traditions'... like fishin', for us... affords us a chance to - 'commune'... 

And all of us 'anglers' -- healthy or not -- as well as the ones who don't fish -

sooner or later -- just like Mathias -- 'll be fishin' with God plenty soon!” 

And now comprehending the worth of - 'Traditions'... and knowing what bonding can mean... I can assure you there's nothing more perfect for helping your fam'ly survive...

So do what you must to create - and maintain - a - 'Tradition' - whenever you can,
and you will be amply rewarded -- like me -- for the 'TRIO' I helped to revive!   
                    How My Sister and I Duped a Crook
Luigi Capacheeno was a tough Italian immigrant who made his way to Frisco back in 1853,

And everyone who knew the guy was terrified to cross him, so, naturally, there weren’t 

a lot that did... including me!
Every other business on the square in early Frisco either sold ya’ beer an’ vittles, rented folks a bed,

Or weighed whatever gold ya’ found and swapped it out for cash, and, what they had in common was - they all belonged to Red!
‘Red’ - Luigi’s nickname - for the color of his hair, came to be, without a doubt, the richest man in town,

Which I’m not here to argue with, but - those who didn’t like him formed a little ‘partnership’ which aimed to -- take him down!
Jessie Baker, Delbert Nash, and Jeremiah Campbell owned the biggest gold mines and were keen to buy some land,

Thinking they would build a bunch o’ homes to sell to miners, but went full blown ballistic when they came to understand
That every single acre within 30 miles o’ Frisco now belonged to Capacheeno!   Yup... 
he owned ‘em all,

And ridin’ a horse, for many folks, was not a fav'rite thing, so every rooming house he owned -- each 10 stories tall -- 
Rarely had a vacancy!   Which... as you would expect... brought their plans to bust him to an expected halt.

The ‘partnership’ would come to find most every dime in Frisco - wound up stashed, consistently, in Capacheeno’s vault!
An’ that right there’s where I come in.   Knowing every man - particularly a rich man - has a weak spot, sure as hell...

I telegraphed my sister back in Pinkerton, New Hampshire, to come on out to Frisco, and it started out --  “Dear Belle,
“Remember how I always told you:  ‘Real good looking girls... if they use their beauty right… never have to work?
Well... if you’ll come to San Francisco - if we do things right - you an' I can easily fleece the city’s richest jerk
“Out of somewhere pretty close to twenty million bucks!   No one here can stand the guy, and, Belle - with your degree...

Provided his accountant is -- incentivized to quit -- given how damn cute you are, and -- given he’s a “HE”
“Who thinks - because he’s super rich - that every pretty girl wants to win his favor and, in some way, kiss his ass,

Once I’ve worked it out to where he needs to find a person qualified to keep his books, and do so rather fast,
“I can guarantee you, Belle, I can get you hired... and all you’ll have to do is keep him drooling... you know... FLIRT!
It won’t be long ‘til you can quit, and - though this dude’s a turd - what we stand to gain, believe me’s, definitely worth the hurt.”
Belle agreed and made her way by train and coach to Frisco, bringing all the economics skills she'd learned in school,

And we set out to turn the wealthiest jerk in California’s into - by the time we'd finished - Frisco’s biggest fool!
First - I got the three who’d partnered up to pry Luigi’s very good - but underpaid - accountant from his grip

By offering him - collectively - a whole lot higher wage, and - as I’d planned - a few days after Belle’d begun her trip,

Capacheeno ran an ad to find a new accountant.     Next -- I stopped to see him and explained -- ‘a friend of mine’,

Who’d graduated recently from college was en route to visit San Francisco and was hoping she could find

Something in the field of keeping books - for which she’d trained!   And then - to bait the hook - I showed a photograph of Belle

Posing in a bathing suit - smiling ear to ear - to which he blurted eagerly, “I’m sure she’ll do quite well!”

I took my sister home when she arrived and we consorted, planning out the steps we'd need to take to rob him blind -

Counting on Luigi’s great conceit - and her great looks - to make him think he stood 

a chance at - what he'd have in mind!
With silky hair, glassy skin and eyes of azure blue - added to the fact that Belle was really good at - ‘flirt’ -
And given her amazing legs - the sort of butt guys love, and boobs that take mens’ breath away certainly didn’t hurt -

On the following morning, in the shortest skirt she owned and very tightest blouse as well, 

in hopes to get the job,

Belle waltzed in to Capacheeno’s office with a smile to meet, at last, the target we’d 

teamed up to slyly rob!
Blinded by her beauty... as I knew full well he’d be... “The job is yours,” he spouted, as 

he pointed at his lap,

“Have a seat right here, my dear,” he added with a wink, and as she twirled to ‘play the game’, he gave her tush a slap!
“The friend you’ve come to visit said your - ‘highly qualified’.   He claimed you went to college, and are great at keeping books,

But never said a word about your overall appearance, and... though I’m not preoccupied 

with how a person looks...

“You’re not hard to look at, hon!   He also said you’re single, sooooo - if you keep me satisfied and - please don’t get me wrong -

Make me glad I hired you... you know - do my bidding - you’ll be well rewarded, and I know we’ll get along.

“You can start tomorrow,” he continued, “nine o’clock, and when you see your buddy you can tell him you’ve been hired!
The nerd who’s done my books ‘til now has no idea at all that he's been on the verge, for quite a while, of being fired!
“Now and then a circumstance arises when some funds need to be - reallocated... you know... moved around...

And often he would raise a stink, worried - during an audit - several major assets that I'm hiding might be found.

“It’s my responsibility to answer any questions asked about the things I’ve done to hide from paying tax,
Soooooo... if you’re gonna work for me, dear - once or twice a month you’ll be asked - no... make that -- TOLD... to alter certain facts!
“All you’ll need to help me do is hide a few investments, but, if that’s not your cup of tea, dear... tell me so right now...

But think before you answer, Belle, ‘cause, you’ll find out, in Frisco - though there's plenty o' lonely bachelors... I’m the sacred cow!”
“Oh, I’m OK with - cooking books,” she gently set the hook, in what she knew, without 

a doubt, was Frisco's richest fish!
She knew, if we succeeded, it would take us to a point where both of us would have enough to answer every wish

Each of us has ever made!    What a lovely thought!    Robbing major money from the biggest crook in town!
And I could tell, when Belle returned to say how things had gone... like the clever gal she is, she hadn’t let me down.

“I got the job,” she volunteered, “I start at nine tomorrow!    The slimy weasel let me know right off how things will be.

He came right out and told me that I’ll need to - ‘tweak his books’, and clearly thinks, without a doubt, that -- he’ll be tweaking me!
“Of course, I’ll have to schmooze him if we’re going to pull this off, but I’m OK with teasing him to dig into his stash.

Once I’ve gained his confidence, I’ll start to do some - “juggling” - and build, in ways he’ll never find, a hoard of trace-less cash!
“I’ll also transfer one deed each to lots the jack-ass owns, and pay for them with funds of his, regardless what they’re worth,

Then you an' I will have the finest architect in town - compliments of what will be the dumbest crook on earth -
“Build us each a brand new home, for which, of course -- HE’LL PAY!    I’m pretty 

sure he’ll never know, but if he does find out,

I’ll surprise his sorry ass and say that you - my ‘friend’ - are actually with the IRS,

which will, of course, no doubt,
“Rearrange his attitude... make him shut his mouth - well aware that often, when a sleazy rich guy falls -

Gals with looks an' brains like mine - if they've played it smart - have no need for lawyers ‘cause -- they’ll have him by -- the balls!”
Barely three weeks later, Belle had tweaked the books real hard... and - tired of all his groping - it was time to -- drop the bomb!
Just before she quit her job and left for good that day, storming in to where he sat, she snarled -- “My brother - Tom,
“Said to tell you - ‘Thanks a ton for giving us our lots, and paying for the super fancy homes we’re going to build’!
And, just in case you’re thinking you can beat the wrap in court, a friend of his will send 

a letter -- should we wind up killed -- 
“To, of course, the FBI, explaining what you do, and - only if, you greasy pervert, you can stop the mail -

Given you’ll be cornered by the shrewdest men alive - will you find a way to, somehow -  not wind up in jail!
“Course -- Tom an' I are quite content to - look the other way - satisfied to ‘ve found the perfect pigeon we could fleece,

And not reveal the brainless fool by whom we’ve been endowed with -- after taxes --

twenty-seven million bucks -- apiece!!
“Best to simply ‘live an' learn’,” she twisted in the knife.  “I know you’ll easily find some weak-kneed-dork to 'cook your books'…

I only hope they’re wise enough to make you pay the price for playin' along with one of California’s biggest crooks!”
                                      Just in Case

Four blocks down from ‘Cheeter’s Bar’ - where Mother’d earned her living - me an’ little brother, Cody, stood behind her casket,

Listening to the feigned remorse of disconcerted patrons who shared a common question - 

but were terrified to ask it. 

The funeral’d started right at sunset... Deacon John presided, and being a sultry Sunday evening, most the town was there.

Despite her promiscuity - which plenty o’ folks resented - couldn’t o’ been no more than 

fifty folks that wasn’t there. 

Mother’d never said for sure, and likely never knew, which of those she’d 'been with' - were our Pas... we’ve never known...

And none have made a gesture yet to learn if we was theirs - now that she had passed away and left us on our own. 

Cody always claimed I looked the most like Dusty Baker, an’ I’d ‘ve bet a dollar - out of all o’ Mother’s guys -

Cyrus Becker had to be the only guy she’d - ‘known’ - from whom he coulda got his pointy jaw an' funky eyes.

Now... I’d been 12 for 18 days and Cody’d just turned 9, an’ we’d been doin’ fine thus far without no proper dad...

So weren’t no need for anyone we knew - or didn’t know - to help us through what we perceived as bein’ --- 'not that bad'!
Mom had left us all she’d saved - owed nobody money - an' I’d got good at farmin’, mendin’ clothes, an' makin’ meals,

So when it comes to - ‘livin’ hard’... folks worse off than us are gonna have to be the ones to tell ya’ how that feels. 

Stuck with working nights, of course, on every day but Sunday, Mom ‘ld spend at least an 

hour workin’ on our brains,

And what I’ve said - an' what I’m going to’s - what the situation both my little brother an' me are in today explains. 

Ain’t that many people haven’t heard a tale or two matchin’ up, in certain ways, with me an’ Cody’s plights...

But this one’s pretty diff’rent, friend, 'cause --- now both in our thirties --- thanks to one who sold her soul to earn her money - nights - 
12 of her best 'regulars' -- believin' we were theirs -- willed us -- when they kicked the bucket -- huge amounts of cash,

An' twixt us 2, we're now controllin' - 90,000 acres - thanks to someone many’d seen as - nothin' short o' trash!
All we ever feel is ‘Love’ when thoughts of Mom appear... remembering her devotion when we see her pretty face,

And who’d 've guessed so many men would allocate so much to appease their guilty consciences, and do so --- just in case!!!   
          As Was Only Right - I Turned My Captive Loose
"You ain't gonna kill 'im, are ya'," someone from the crowd spouted out defiantly... "just 

turn 'im loose somewhere."

"They're nowhere near as plentiful as back when you were born," a second watcher reasoned, "and, for one, son... I don't care
"If some old scraggly cougar's out there runin' 'round the hills!   Truth be told ya' hardly ever see 'em anymore!

They're only tryin' to stay alive... and don't forget, young man... it wasn't us who showed 

up first... they were here before!
"They say, with how they're clearin' trees, they're bound to go extinct, and the cost o' that, to me, at least - despite the toll they take
Even killin' cattle - ain't worth nowhere near the price... and certainly not a bargain, son, 

that I'm prepared to make!"

The gal who'd voiced the first complaint had slipped from out the herd - the herd o' folks who'd gathered when the rumor'd reached their ears -

When, "Let him go," some fella barked... "they're gettn' awful scarce... hell... I ain't seen a cougar in the flesh for twenty years!" 

I was pushin' thirty... she an' he were gray as hell... and all the rest were pushin' - or were over - forty-five.

"Just might be," he added, "if the cougar is endangered... this one here, on down the road - could be the last alive!"

I'd snagged 'im high on an upper slope, usin' a homemade snare, then drugged 'im up an' run 'im down to the Buckin' Horse Saloon. 

I asked a couple good-ol'-boys to help me spread the word that every rancher wantin' in on a 'special treat' aroun' noon -

'Could win a chance to take a shot - literally - 'take a shot' - at one of what was known for leavin' grazin' cattle dead!'

I hoped to 'round up several ranchers - show them what I'd caught - then auction off the chance to put a bullet in its head!
I'd crammed 'im into a large steel cage - (before the drug wore off)... then placed the cage on a flatbed truck - to accommodate a crowd -

But as the ones who'd gathered stood there - none of whom were ranchers - and all appearing puzzled by my clearly seeming proud -
I deduced, 'round 4 p.m., that no one else was coming - guessing that - when those who'd spread the word to let folks know
What it was the winning bidder'd get was going to be -- the chance to kill a cougar -- (one they'd rather see let go) --

And actually take its life while it was - trapped inside a cage --- all were clearly passing!There was no one but these few
Who'd overheard me braggin' on - what it was I'd done -- and listened to me tellin' what it was I - planned to do!
Havin' had three members of the crowd denounce my plan - ones who'd made it crystal clear they hoped I'd turn it loose -

And havin' had no takers for my auction - it was time to pull my brainless pin-head out and put my mouth to use.

"Listen guys," I started out, "you've helped me see the light!    I'm headin' out this afternoon to pick up all my snares! 

I won't be trappin' anything but mice from this day on... not mountain lions... timber wolves... or even Grizzly bears!
Instead of usin' bullets I'll use only anesthetics whenever they're discovered where they're not supposed to be --
An' far as what I plan do with this ol' timer here... I'll run 'im up a couple thousand feet an' -- set him free.
                           Deja vu - 'Wuthering Heights'
Just a couple years ago, while jogging ‘round the duck pond, Buffy Bugarelli - Doctor Bugarelli’s daughter - 

Seeing she was in my path, made a hard right turn to - very much intentionally - drop 

down near the water!
Seemingly avoiding me for no apparent reason, I began to wonder - when I waved to 

say hello,

Why she hadn’t acknowledged me!    Convinced she’d seen my wave... and positive that  

if she couldn’t stand me - I would know...

I decided, then and there, to quiz Ms. Bugerelli, and headed down to join her on the shoreline of the pond.

But just before I reached her I crossed paths with Darla Doofus, and wound up rendered speechless by the way that she’d respond

When I began to whine about my feeling somewhat snubbed.   Darla, as you may recall, was Buffy’s closest friend,

And viewing this a perfect chance to - chase me off her scent - crushed my aspirations when she looked at me and grinned,

“What were you expecting, Webster?” she would coldly snarl.   “Give it to me straight,” 

I said... “no ifs or ands or buts...
Does Bugarelli like me?      You should know!      I’m sure she does!”    To which she countered... “Absolutely not… she hates your guts!”

“Wha’da’ya’ mean, she hates my guts,” I snapped... “we’ve never met!   I’m fairly nice 

to look at, and I’ve got a great physique!”

“First of all,” she fired back, “your hair is actually GREEN... and you could prob’ly open cans o’ 'Campbell’s' with that beak! 

“And when it comes to - ‘great physique’, I’ll have to disagree, ‘cause I don’t see no 

signs o’ muscles hidin’ ‘neath your shirt!

Your forehead’s got a great big dent... your teeth are all but gone... and I would say... unless, of course...  you thrive on gettin’ hurt...

“You’d be wise to turn around and keep on joggin’, Webster... Buffy’s way too cool fer you... that's just the way it is!
Maybe if you saw a surgeon... had him trim your hooter... dyed your hair to look like Elvis... had a face like his...

“Got yourself some dentures - or a couple dozen implants - and body-puttied-up that 
dent - you might just stand a chance,

But lookin’ like you do right now... no two ways about it... chicks like Buffy don’t give 
dorks like you a second glance!”

Now... anyone with ears could tell that Darla didn’t like me, so I, of course, was skeptical about her spiteful claims,

And she don’t know how close she came to gettin’ smacked around fer callin’ me -- and right there next to Buffy -- hurtful names!
“See... you’re what’s called a - ‘crater-head’,” she brutally explained, “and acne covered, bony wimps with putrid chartreuse hair

Don’t too often win the hearts of gorgeous girls like Buffy, so - trust me -‘Mr. Eagle-Beak’... despite it don’t seem fair...

“You ain’t got a snowball’s chance in Hades... not a prayer... besides,” she added cheerfully, “she’s dating Cameron Jones,

And Cameron - if you're not aware - is captain of the football team, and holds the conference records for both sacks and -- broken bones!”

It prob’ly won’t surprise you when I say - with all her statements - every hope I’d had 

for asking Buffy for a date

Pretty much went up in flames, and, given what she’d said - like the man I felt I was, 

I turned to face my fate!
BUT... as I spun around to leave, a soft and tender voice took me by complete surprise 

by saying, “Wait... don’t go!”  

Buffy Bugarelli had requested me to stay!!   “I heard what Darla said,” she said, “but… what she doesn’t know

Is - just a couple years ago, I wasn’t near this pretty!   And now that I’m what people 

call - ‘the cutest girl in school’ -

Darla tries to chase away the really creepy guys that try to get a date with me, and generally, as a rule,
“I’ve been very grateful.    She’s only trying to help... and you’re, without a doubt, the weirdest dude I’ve ever seen!
Your smile’s a mess... your nose is huge... you can’t weigh ninety pounds... that dent 

is truly worrisome, and, Webtser…... chartreuse green?!?!
“You’ll need to either dye your hair or shave your head,” she quipped... “and it might 

take a couple tries, but... Dad can fix that beak... 

An' prob’ly pound that dent out, too... then all you’ll need’s some teeth to get to where, 

if all goes well... you’ll sail through MY critique!
“Daddy did some work on me to get my face this nice... and I had oral surgery twice to get a smile like this,

But though I don’t - as Darla claimed, actually ‘hate your guts’... I simply can’t imagine, Webster -- giving YOU a kiss!”   

Standing there, with mixed emotions, learning of the pathway to garner her affection, I devised myself a plan.

Just the same as Heathcliff did in Bronte’s “Wuthering Heights”... I theorized -- by 

altering what she deemed an - 'icky man' -

By honing all my weaknesses... addressing her complaints... then coming back a dashing stud -- that I could win her heart! 
The only snag in what I’d planned that I had not foreseen would come from my mistake 

to put --- ‘the horse - behind - the cart’!
While utilizing every means I could to change my looks to satisfy the only girl I knew 

I’d ever love,

The only living goddess I was sure I’d ever meet... the one recurring fantasy I’d long 

been dreaming of... 

She... the same as Cathy had when Heathcliff disappeared... took the hand of someone 

who was far from being pretty,
But loaded to the gills with money... rich as all get out... which I, of course -- as Heathcliff did -- perceived as downright shitty!                                                                                    

And... just like Heathcliff... so depressed - (despite my great improvements)... in my desperation... and entirely out of spite...

Thinking that by doing so, Buffy’s tears would fall for opting not to offer me a chance 

to - make things right -

I decided, foolishly - (something that I’m good at) - that I could make her sorry if I 

married her best friend!
Darla -- pleased with my ‘new look’ -- who had... along with Buffy... brought to my attention all the flaws I’d need to mend...

Answered my proposal with... “I s’pose it’s worth a try!”, and as I’ve far too often done...

I leapt before I looked!
In my haste I’d not discovered Darla’s three main rules:     She didn't clean house -- launder clothes -- and never ever cooked!
Buffy, meanwhile... who, of course, sympathized with Darla, did her best to warn her that, despite my better looks -

Destiny would prove her right...  that I was not for her, and...   much the same as Gothic 

tales in eighteenth century books...

If, indeed, she married me - regardless my 'enhancements' - nothing she could do or say 

would make the marriage work.

Darla actually told me once - just to tick me off - that Buffy’d told her, “Cute or not... 

he’s still a total jerk!”

But... as you know... we did get married, two long years ago, and -- just as Buffy'd prophesied, it’s been a bumpy ride...
And -- just the same as Cathy -- for exchanging love for wealth... succumbing to her wrong decision, sadly --- Buffy died!
It’s pretty much a - “Deja vu” - from 1647, where two enamored, carefree youngsters dreamed of years to come, 

But sacrifices made - in vain - to win a selfish heart - would doom a scorned and bitter man forever cold and numb!
Obviously my ploy to make her pay for her indifference, as you’ve figured out by now,  

has clearly gone astray,

And Darla... just as mean as ever... treats me like a dog - and beats me like a dusty carpet
pret’ near every day!
                       Duping a Broker - For a Change 
Having fetched the early morning paper from the drive, I sat down at the table and I poured myself a drink.

Right away I’d spot a full-page ad that caught my eye, and I was drawn to words in bold that made me stop and think.

Gargling with the grapefruit juice that washed across my tongue, I eagerly consumed the tale of waiting “pots of gold”

That sat there… for the taking… at the end of “Rainbow Road”, which led to - so the ad would claim - “the virtual motherlode”.

“Monumental profits, guaranteed… with little risk. I’ll make you rich in ninety days,” it promised, word for word!
All the numbers sounded great, so I was more than eager to find this so-called “Rainbow Road”… of which I’d never heard.

I called a cab (the roads were bad). I told him, “Rainbow Road.  The ad reads, ‘at the end’,” I said, from just behind his seat. 

The guy replied, “I’ll take ya’ there, but, friend... if you ask me… it looks more like an outhouse… on a weedy, dead-end street!”  

“I don’t think that’s possible,” I added as we left. “They’ve run a full page ad that must have cost a thousand bucks! 

In the ad they claim they’ll make you rich in ninety days, and if I’m not mistaken… that takes more than merely luck.”

Casper Short and Nigel Long… both good friends of mine… play the market often, and have done so fairly well.

They’ve talked about their methods, but - I’ve never played the game - so all that I could do was trust the guys that - buy and sell!
I became concerned when we arrived, though - on the sign - it did say - “Rainbow Road Investments” - just outside the place,                                                                                       But when the cabbie grabbed my twenty bucks and sped away, you couldn’t have missed the look of apprehension on his face.

But I was not discouraged as “financial independence” was what I'd been hoping for - 
and dreaming of - for years.

And so, I turned to face the door, and made the big decision... the time had fin'ly come 

to “roll the dice” - despite my fears.

Gathering all my courage as I stood beneath the awning, I gently tried to turn the knob, but found that it was locked. 

Very close to 10 a.m., and on a Wednesday morning - the ad said, 'weekdays - 9 to 5'…
so I politely knocked.

The building was so tiny I felt soft would do the trick, but when nobody answered, I abandoned little taps,

And in my frenzied anxiousness to find my “pot of gold,” my knock would quickly escalate to hard, demanding raps!
“Anybody there?” I asked the worn and peeling door.  It seemed as though I’d stood 
there for eternity... and then... 

I, at last, would see the rusty knob begin to turn. The door would slowly open, and I heard a… “Please... come in.”

What I saw before me… as he squinted through the smoke… was something I cannot describe with any great de-tail. 

And if I had to tell someone the color of his eyes, I don’t believe he ever let me see 
them - so I’d fail!
I was rather skeptical of someone in this trade working from a shack that seemed abandoned from outside,

And though I did attempt to get his name a couple times, he’d somehow change the subject on me every time I tried.

After he had closed the door, we both would take a chair. He sat there twitching nervously, and puffed a big cigar, 

Proclaiming that, “...the market is a jungle - filled with frauds,” and, when it comes to 
honest brokers… just how few there are!
“But, you can count on me,” he said.  “I’m great at what I do. I’ll make you rich beyond your dreams.  I’ve done this all my life. 

And I was actually once a very wealthy man myself... but all my personal assets disappeared with… my ex-wife!”
I quickly got the feeling he was lying through his teeth, so… just to play along (to tell 

the truth)… I simply lied.
“So how much are you thinking of investing,” he inquired. “Oh, I don’t know… I guess about a million,” I replied.

“That’s a lot of money, friend,” he said, from in the haze. (Unprepared to trust him,       I continued talking trash.)                                                                                                “Perhaps to some,” I answered… “but it’s pocket change to me. And if it’s all the same     to you… I always deal in cash!”

He sat there like a statue for a minute, maybe more, and I would watch him closely as 
he doused his big cigar. 

The sound of tinkling bottles quivering, in a rolling drawer, betrayed an old affliction, 
as the smell of minibar
Filled the foggy office when he reached into his desk, suggesting some uncertainty about what he should say.

I guessed a dude like this had never handled major funds, doubting that a millionaire approached him every day.

“Cash is fine with me, young man,” he nervously replied, while topping off a dirty glass.  His hands were shaking bad. 

I knew that he was stalling as he rifled through his papers, contemplating handling funds unlike the types he had.

“Tell me what your preference is... CD’s, or stocks, or bonds.” Then trying hard to act “the fool”, and relishing the ruse… 

I asked him what he felt was best, explaining that… to me… this was just some extra cash for which I had no use!
Squinting through his spectacles with beady little eyes, in disbelief he asked me, in an 'are-you-kidding' voice...

“It sounds to me like you don’t know a thing about the market, and 're askin' me to take your million bucks and make the choice!”

“That’s correct,” I told him. “I was hoping you could help. I get a hundred thousand from a trust fund every week. 

Easy come - easy go,” I giggled with a smile.  He downed a couple swigs of booze before I heard him speak.
“OK, pal… I’ll do it.  But I think, to do it right… you ought to go and get the cash. We’ll put it in my vault!
But don’t forget the market is a tricky thing to gauge, and when investors lose their dough, it’s not the broker’s fault.”

I'd actually had been expecting this from very early on. The office… and the way he looked, were major warning signs,

But I was having so much fun just messing with his brain, I figured I'd just hang around and throw a few more lines.

The “million dollars” comment was a handsome piece of bait, and playing dumb about my options served to set the hook, 

And when I told him, “I agree... I’ll run and get the cash,” I nearly blew my cover when I saw the telling look.

“Good idea,” he chortled, “smaller bills are always best, and I wouldn’t mention why you need the cash if I were you.                                                                                                     I’ll fill out some paperwork… and make a couple calls. I’ve got a pretty good idea of what I’m going to do.”
So did I!    His calls would be to book a flight, or cruise…and then a room, so… as I left, 
I told him, “I’ll be back.”

I knew that once the door had closed this slimy little man would grab his liquor - box of big cigars, and -- start to pack!
Maybe it was cruel of me to toy with him like that, but he’s the one who ran the ad and made the crazy claims.

And he’s the one who sent me off to fetch a million cash before we'd even talked it through, or - knew each other’s names!
Yes... I dodged a bullet on that cold December day. I left him there suspecting he was working with a fool
Who… like they say, is parted from his money fairly soon, but… for a change, the broker was the one who lost the duel!
See… brokers are a lot like dogs.  Though many dogs are smart - and most are actually 

friendly (if you simply treat them right) -                                                                                                  Some cannot be trusted, and, despite the way they look, when you try befriending them… a few will actually bite!
                                                       Film Travel                               
By watching lots of foreign films I’ve seen a ton of places I’ve never been… and don’t expect to ever make it to…

But I’d have only made the time, and spent the cost to see them - in the flesh - if every trip I made included you!
But that was not an option in the way my life evolved.  Despite my yen to wander ‘round the world -- mine ran astray --

And, due to unpredictables, no chances came along providing us with all we’d need to simply - break away.  

Halfway through our junior years we knew we’d be together, inseparable and bound to marry, crazy nuts in love,

But when the unexpected happened, things got pushed aside, and all our plans for traveling, which we’d both been dreaming of, 

Slid a little farther out of reach. It’s not uncommon. Babies tend to alter lives in less than subtle ways.

And, when our second child was born, we had to hire a sitter ‘cause, struggling hard to make ends meet, we both were working days. 

Two years later we were blessed with one more mouth to feed, and blankies turned from pink to blue…we’d finally had a boy.

The five of us were doing well - a fam’ly free of problems - when me and Connie noticed tiny signs that little Roy

Wasn’t quite as quick to learn as both the girls had been. We talked to several specialists and did as we were told,  

But even that - along with boundless love and countless prayers - sadly failed to let him reach the age of five years old.

We talked of trying one more time to make ourselves a son, but broken hearts prevailed and we moved on with what we had.

Of course we've never once regretted having little Roy, nor having missed the traveling thing to be his mom and dad. 

All the while the girls had grown we contemplated moving after they had graduated - probably to France,

But knowing both of our moms and dads were struggling with their health… doing what was 'Right' -- again -- we missed another chance. 

When Dawn and Heather flew the nest we chilled a bit on moving, yet still had hopes of taking off and touring foreign lands,
But diabetes took me by surprise… my knees went bad… and most who sees a bunch of doctors understands
How the thrill of traveling tends to lessen in appeal.  Touring in a wheelchair was a thought I couldn’t abide,

But long before I might have come to grips with giving in, we all were dealt another massive blow… my father died!
Being there for Mother was, of course, the right decision -- and taking her to see Dad’s grave on Sunday afternoons

Offered more than one reward ‘cause… as I’d walk the graveyard… I’d pretend that I was 

walkin' around in -- ancient ruins!
The church - which lay encircled by a couple thousand stones - stones with dates as long ago as 1591 -

Played the part of - 'medieval castle', clad with emerald vines - towering over peasants who’s indentured lives were 'run'!
Those who lay the closest to the church’s moldy walls often hailed from foreign lands I'd hoped to one day see,

And on the days I came alone, I’d read the older tombstones, guessing by their surnames what their native lands might be.

But that’s as close as - up ‘til then - I’d ever come to being near enough to 'days of old' to actually touch the past.

Tracing out the chiseled names of folks from long ago, I’d close my eyes and vaguely see their distant worlds at last.

Four years later Mother came to live with me and Connie.   Still alert and fun to talk with, all was going great.

Then - a couple weeks before her eighty-seventh birthday, given she was not the type to be the least bit late,

Connie ran upstairs to learn if she was needing help - or if she’d simply overslept.  But that was not the case.

We knew that she’d been dreaming of my father when she passed ‘cause never had we seen a sweeter smile upon her face. 

Connie’s folks were younger and in somewhat better health, but not that far from needing live-in help to get them by.

So, once again we couldn’t bring ourselves to run the risk of missing what would be their 'final moments' when they'd die.

Her father lasted three more years, her mother, nearly eight!  And, just as they’d intended to, the four now lay at rest
Side by side, with matching stones, that read - we’re proud to say:  “Our loving children gave up dreams to do what they felt best.” 

Today, with all my issues that require pills an' shots... and given Connie’s not the sprightly gal she used to be…

I’m certain that the two of us will never tour the world… outside of reading books and watching movies on TV...  

But, as you might suspect, we have a super big collection of older films that run from ‘35 to ’62…

And when we dim the lights and watch them - in our special way - we’re sort of - 'touring the world ' - as we've always wanted to!
                                  I Dodged a Bullet                        
Half a dozen girls, at least, were on my list of ‘maybes’, as I was on the prowl to find 

a date for junior prom,

When I was coaxed to think about a girl who lived nearby as one that - “might be worth considering” by -- my mom!
“Candy’s got a crush on you,” she tried to turn my head, “and even though she’s awfully thin, I’d say she’s quite a catch.”

Well… on top of being awfully thin... she had this - squeaky voice... plus forty thousand freckles, which, to me - by any stretch -

Left her in the boonies as a choice for taking out.    I was quite the stud back then and rarely got turned down,

So, when my mother prompted -- “Don’t forget that every girl looks a whole lot nicer in 

a fancy evening gown,”

I came back with, “Ya’, but Mom... Sharon Sneed's a doll... and she an' Betty Bach are both expecting me to call...

Plus I don’t feel like bein’ the guy who winds up lookin’ desperate -- takin’ a bony, orange-haired ‘Cinderella’ to a ball!”

“Auburn hair and emerald eyes are quite the combination, and... take away some freckles, son, an' - add a little weight -

And one day you’ll be sorry that you poo-pooed my advice and missed the chance to take that little cutie as your date.”

“That’s a risk I’ll have to take... I’m sorry, Mom,” I said, “ain’t no way a dweeb like her could ever change enough!”

That was how it ended… with me telling Mom politely, despite her good intention, I was going to call her bluff.

That was back in sixty-eight.    Ten long years have passed, and I’d been wandering ‘round the ballroom - checkin’ in with friends -

When Sharon Sneed... the girl I wound up takin’ to that the prom... sauntered up - walkin’ side by side with Jill Lorenz,

And started... “How ya’ doin’, Mark?    Bet ya’ don’t remember me.   Sharon.   Sharon Sneed.   I taught you how to dance!”

“Of course I do,” I verified, “you also laughed your butt off when I walked up to get you in a pinstriped coat an' pants!
“I couldn’t afford to rent a tux, and had to borrow wingtips from father’s younger brother, but the fancy tufted shirt -

Which I was quite impressed with, got the biggest laugh of all, and... not the sort to hold a grudge, the fact is... I was hurt!
“But I still had a real nice time, and, actually - dodged a bullet.   See... mother’d tried to make me ask a girl from down the street
That she believed - despite her many ‘issues’ - I would like... and... though I strongly disagreed... insisted I should meet.

“That girl, I swear, had easily more than twenty thousand freckles... and couldn’t 've - at the very most - weighed more than ninety pounds,

With auburn hair -- no...make that orange -- and when she’d try to talk... between her words she always made these squeaky little sounds!
“Bein’ our first reunion, I’ve been wondering if she’ll show.  You prob'ly don't remember  her... her name was Candy Clark.”

“I knew her well,” Sharon chirped, “but sometimes people change.  And when you called to ask me to the prom that morning, Mark...

“I came close to saying no.   You weren’t so “hot” yourself.   And despite the way that Candy looked and talked at seventeen...

I guess you must have missed the news that clearly proves my point.  At this year’s ‘Miss America Contest’… Candy was the queen!” 

“Ain’t no way a woman with a polka-dotted face and legs and arms like water-pipes could ever look that good!
Has to be some other Candy, surely,” I proposed... but when I spun around to leave - close to where I stood -

A stunning gal who'd easily pass for 'World’s Most Gorgeous Woman' was busy signing autographs for classmates left and right -

And as I drooled, I kicked myself - wishin' that I'd listened, and taken her - instead of Sharon - to Junior Prom that night.

I was shocked to see her hair was now a sultry auburn... and all her countless freckles 

had completely disappeared,

Leaving her complexion crystal clear and silky smooth... and as for how her figure’d changed, well... that was crazy weird!
Her body’d filled in beautifully... her bosom was superb... all 4 limbs had thickened so 

it looked as though my choice

To disregard my mother'd been a really big mistake --- UNTIL --- my ears were mangled by an old familiar VOICE!!
About to introduce myself - praying she’d forgotten me - and how - to spite my mother,  disrespectfully I’d treated her - 

Nervously, I got in line to say, “Congratulations”.  But when I overheard her SPEAK 

to someone who’d just greeted her -
I lost my cool and raced away without her even seeing me!   I’m tellin’ you... her picture 

in the yearbook tells the truth,

Demonstrating clearly there are persons who -- post-puberty -- tend to lose the flaws that they were cursed with in their youth,

And change in - sometimes - drastic ways...which was the case with Candy.   Candy’d changed in every way but one - and, where she had -
Truly was remarkable, but -- winning Miss America... knowing, when we'd graduated, 
Candy’d looked that bad --
Told me -- after learning that her horribly squeaky voice, through the years - at least to 

me - had actually gotten worse --

That - 'singing well' - is not a skill the pageant had required, and - if it were, I guarantee - 

the world would know her curse!
Obviously my first impression had me thinking -- 'Wow... what a big mistake I’d made to not take Mom’s advice'...

But once I heard that wretched voice I knew I’d dodged a bullet... and definitely saved my life when I’d refused to --- roll the dice!
                               I Don’t Think Prissy Is Pretty At All

Priscilla Penelope Thurston was a young Brazilian beauty with jet black eyes and amber skin that shown like a natural pearl.

You didn’t need to look real hard to know, by any measure, that Prissy was, beyond a doubt, a damn good looking girl. 

Her legs were long and slender and her skin as smooth as glass, her hair a radiant copper, full of curls and four feet long,

And everybody’d told me I could never make her mine, so I’d made up my mind to win her heart and prove them wrong. 

I started out by wandering ‘round the woods and gathering foliage, popped a couple flowers in to make a fine bouquet, 

Then sauntered off to Prissy house, placed it on her doorstep, tapped the door and slipped behind a bush where I could lay

Out of sight and watch her as she found my heartfelt offering, after which, of course, she raised it up to smell the blooms,

And found my little note that read -- “From someone who adores you” -- then suddenly started gagging as her nose inhaled the fumes!
Ducking somewhat deeper into where I had been watching from - keen to not be seen - 

as she began to cough and wheeze -

“Oh, my God… it’s poison ivy,” Prissy screamed in tears, as I watched on in horror as she’d choke and gag and sneeze!
Glad I hadn’t signed the note I scanned the grounds around me, hoping I could sneak away without her spotting me,

But that’s when old man Thurston saw me hiding in their bushes so, thinking fast, I acted like I’d merely paused to pee!
Glaring at me angrily, I hoped he hadn’t seen me well enough to know me if he’d see me sometime soon,

But, just in case, I ran straight home and cut an' dyed my hair, shaved my beard and mustache off, then tried again at noon.

Looking so much different… and I actually thought much better… I once again devised a 

plan to charge the task head on.
I hired a band to accompany me and - assuming she was home - began to serenade her
from the middle of their lawn.

The door came bursting open.   Oh, she was home alright!   But just as I had changed my looks… hers had changed as well!
I felt I’d dodged a bullet - figurin' she was unaware that it was me who’d left the spray of poisonous weeds to smell!
Her face was thick with gooey slime!   Her eyes were badly swollen!   Her lips were twice the size they’d been... her arms were oozing gook!
“Go away and don’t come back, you S. O. B.!” she screamed.  “Despite the many things you’ve done to change the way you look --
“The ugly way your head is shaped -- the way you tend to slump -- the way you waddle - hold your head - and… given how your nose
Does you no great favor when it comes to wooing girls... makes it all a waste of time ‘cause - everybody knows
“You’re the fiend who left the weeds that boogered up my face!   My father says he’d like to have a word with you -- inside!”

Having paid the band their due -- shocked I hadn’t fooled her -- I raced away to nurse the many wounds she’d dealt my pride! 

Ya’ know - as far as I’m concerned -- before she smelled the flowers - she wasn’t all that pretty, and was way too thin and tall!
And now that I’ve had time to think, I’m glad for what I did, and can’t believe I ever thought of wooing her at all!
How the hell was I supposed to know that she had allergies?   And I believe that she was 
out o' line with what she'd said, 

‘Cause I don’t slump… I walk just fine… my nose is not that bad… and there is nothing weird about the shape of my damn head! 

                            I’ve Been Sure Since ‘62
The man that I’d looked up to most when I was just a kid... that I’d preferred to my own dad... of whom I was ashamed...

Often prompted speculation he - without my knowing - likely was my father... and for whom I had been named! 

The man who’d raised me, Dennis Baxter, rarely made an effort to strengthen our relationship or guarantee I’d know
That he an' I were dad an’ son... leading me to wonder - wouldn’t my mom’s insistence 

that they name me - Marty Joe
Foster circumspection in the minds of most who knew her - aware that - Joseph Martin - had been keen to make her his --

Along with her insistence to so promptly have their nuptials - disclose, to those who wondered - why my name is -- what it is?
Dying a few years earlier than Mother passed away - Dennis never knew - for sure - what Sharon’s fam’ly does --

And while he kept his distance, Joe would phone her now and then, and if you’re wond’rin' --- was he at her funeral --- yes... he was!
Willed my mother’s diary... I was stunned when I found out that - long before she’d married Dennis, Joseph had proposed...

And had I never read these words, I think it’s safe to say -- the proof that he’s my father would have never been exposed! 

From Mom’s diary ---
“Our wedding day is carved in stone... the date, the church, the priest... yet Joe continues pleading with me not to turn him down,

And, as it stands, I need to call the lady at the store and have her let the waist out, just a smidgen, on my gown!
“It’s only three short weeks away... I’m definitely going to show... and I can tell intuitively my foolish ‘final fling’
Is - with no uncertainty, the reason I’m with child... though not by whom from whom I'll soon accept -- a wedding ring!
“Virtually every evening since, I’ve spent the nights with Dennis, building - should I need one down the road - an alibi.

He knows, you see, that I dropped in on Joe 3 months ago to bid his - one-time-closest- friend -- a one-last-time-goodbye!
“The tears that poured from Joseph’s eyes, combined with how I love him, weakened my resolve to disregard his fervent plea,

And I gave in to who had been my first -- ‘gone-all-the-way’ - and whose, I knew ‘very- first-time-to-‘ve-done-it’ was with me!
“Dennis made it crystal clear that he’d prefer to wait... that having children right away was risky - against his will -

And, not about to tell the truth, I blamed my 'situation' on - roughly 'round 3 months ago - forgetting to take my pill!  

“At 4 a.m. on April 5th, 1962... Martin Joseph Baxter tipped the scales at 7 pounds, 

And virtually every person claimed -- “He looks a lot like you... but not so much like Dennis” -- when they came to make their rounds!
“I think it’s best he doesn’t know... at least until he’s older.  Ya' never know what damage droppin' bombs that big 'll do! 
I’m terrified that Marty’s gonna come to me one day, and ask me if - what the mirrors suggest - is just a quirk - or true!
“And if he does - despite the fact he has the right to know - I wonder how I’ll answer when he looks me in the eye

And tells me - he’s been wond’ring why he looks so much like Joe!  I wonder... will I tell the truth... or carry on the lie!”
My heart was turning somersaults!    I fin’ly had my proof!    The man who’d sent me birthday cards for 47 years...

Who’d often called to ask if Mom and I were both OK... and seemed to be my virtual twin when I’d confide in mirrors --

Was, in fact, my father!     And because of how estranged my an' ‘stepdad’ Dennis’s relationship had grown...

I was disappointed that my mom had never told me... and would have - if I could have - lived with Joseph - had I known!
Aware of how to reach him -- having done so off an' on -- plus promising to do so when 

we’d talked at Mother’s grave -

Just as younger children will - when prompted by their hunger to garner the affection and security they crave -

I fulfilled my promise - to relate what I had learned.    Though nowhere close to knowing if the things I meant to say

Would jive with what he knew himself - regardless of his view - I was going to tell him that I loved him - either way!
The relative that answered said… “I’m really glad you called... uncle Joseph talked about you almost every day...

But he’d been ill the past few months and... I’m so sad to tell you... slightly over an hour ago -- Joseph passed away!
“He chose to spend what time was left with those who lived nearby, and just before he left us, handed brother, Don, a note

Telling who - for reasons he’d made clear a thousand times, he wanted as his, 'only heir' - and this is what he wrote:”
“I’ve known for years that Sharon Wilson Baxter - Marty’s mom... the very first, and still the only love I’ve ever had...
Loved me every bit as much or more than she did Dennis, and knew, beyond a doubt, that I am definitely Marty’s dad!
“We’d had a 'final fling' just seven weeks before they married, and I’ve not once regretted what the two of us had done,

So I bequeath my entire estate to -- Martin Joseph Baxter -- whom I’ve been sure, since ‘62, without a doubt’s - my son!
                                Never Trust a Twin
Yukon, Oklahoma was a small rambunctious mining town a hard days ride from Dallas in the days before the car,

Back when genuine doctors were as scarce as honest men - and every other building was a sleepin' house or bar!
Just outside o' town a ways, prob'ly 'bout a mile, lived a feller known by one and all as simply - Dan.

Anyone ya' asked 'd tell ya', nowhere else in Yukon - or even Oklahoma - lived a more disgusting man.

Pret' near all the folks in town... 'cludin' me an' Bucky... believe he'd robbed the Assay Office back in '82.

The guy who worked the scale that day was sure that it was him... and two respected local boys identified him too!
Trouble was - despite the county'd tried their best to nail 'im - a dentist wound up provin' that he couldn't o' broke the law
'Cause when the place was bein' robbed - by whom they'd sworn was him -- periodontist, Chester Cob, was a-grindin' in his jaw! 

But before the jury'd turned him loose, his picture'd made the paper, brandin' him a guilty man before the trial was done,

And not long after, Dan come in -- a far much thinner man -- fully bearded, wearin' specs, an' totin' him a gun!
Seemed like he was tryin' hard to alter his appearance... doin' all he could to keep from bein' recognized.   

Meantime, Sheriff Jackson, as he pinned up wanted posters, took a real hard look at one and suddenly realized

This - Dan Whoever... livin' in that shack just south o' town... might o' killed a cowboy at a barbershop in Pryor,
But knowin' well that any man who'd tell ya' - takin' Dan - weren't that big a problem was undoubtedly - a liar -

He - along with deputies Muldoon an' Curly Baker, mounted up an' rode on out to see if they was right.
Three-to-one was what they felt would sorta - square things up... figurin' there'd be hell to pay if Dan were keen to fight!
Rumors have a funny way of changin' things around 'til sometimes hardly half o' what ya' hear is actually true.

Well... that's what happened here, my friend... 'cause when they reached the shack, the total fellas livin' there... to their surprise... was two!
Neither had a beard that day, both were wearin' spectacles... and anyone with brains could tell they weighed about the same.

“We're lookin' for a fella that we heard's been living here,” the sheriff opened up, “and all we know is... Dan's his name!”

Seein' the fellas side by side, with time enough to study - weren't no doubt about it, mister, them two boys was twins!”

And - knowin' the law does all it can to guarantee that no one ever pays in cash, or 'time', for someone else's sins -

Lookin' back and forth between the poster and the men, the drawing looked, to him, as much like one man as the other...

And when he asked 'em, “Which of you is Dan?” the one replied, “I am, sir, and as you’ve prob’ly guessed -- this guy here's my brother!”

Pretty much impossible to tell the two apart, the only thing the sheriff could do was - hope one would confess.

“Either o' you been runnin' around in Pryor?” he inquired.   To which - in perfect unison - they grinned and answered... “Yes!”

“Well, I've got me a warrant here,” the lawman made his play, “that matches your descriptions.   Seems a man was killed up there!” 

“We heard about that shootin', sir,” the other one replied, “and on the day it happens we was travelin' -- as a pair -- 

“But them there at that barbershop -- who seen the fight first hand -- got no honest way o' knowin' which of us it was...

Which means, o' course... despite the fact that one of us is guilty... the one who is is bound to beat the wrap --- he always does!”

                                    No Remorse                   
             On a run we took to see our brand new grandson, last July, 

we’d left ourselves some extra time so we could veer off course

And check the current status of the town that I’d grown up in… 
up 'til 1895!        That town was called -- Remorse.

Fairly free of time constraints, we planned on staying over,

then hitting Nell’s Café for breakfast - (if it were still there) -

First thing in the morning -- only one of several mem’ries

my wife and I - to while away the hours - chose to share.   

             But after thoroughly checking we’d discovered that Remorse - 

the same as many other towns its size - has no hotel,

And had to book a room about eleven miles away 

in a slightly bigger town, across the river, called - La Belle! 

Both have been around since just before the Civil War, 

and, being on the river, both had prospered for a while,

But, gradually, the bigger towns would lure the struggling merchants 

to where there was more emphasis on classiness and style.

The tendency for doing that is much the same today. 

The bigger towns are typically the fastest ones to grow,

But I, for one… unless I absolutely must to make ends meet…

refuse to make a home where I can just as easily go 

To buy the things my fam’ly needs.   I’ll stick with tiny towns, 

and patronize their tiny shops, to help them to survive.

And - even if it costs a wee bit more to have my way - 

saving ancient towns like these, to me, is worth the drive.

In 1895 we moved to Boston Massachusetts, 

with - even then - a half-a-million people living there,

But even though the countless shops were stocked with 'finer goods' -- 

             most with which the sort from tiny towns could not compare --

             If  'Remorse' today could somehow be the way it was 

             back when we were 21, I swear… with what we know…

     I could see us moving back, and doing all we could 

             to figure out a way to guarantee the town would grow!
But now - an actual ghost town - we were stunned by what we found,

with every businesses shuttered that, back then, had teemed with life! 

The Mercantile - now boarded up - was where folks bought their dry goods, 

and where - because she’d worked there for a while, I’d met my wife.

The barbershop - where men would tend to congregate each day

and wag their tongue while lying prone on a tipped-back leather chair -

Now displayed a calendar from 1917... 

But aside from that an' one old broom... the entire shop was bare!
And the livery stable - run, back then, by father’s uncle, Leroy - 

where Dad would do some blacksmith work on weekends now and then -

Looked as though it hadn’t seen a horse in fifty years,

and - given the way the building’s leaning… never will again. 

We fin’ly reached the door to where we’d planned on eating breakfast,

and I can guarantee you, friend, that it’s been many a day
Since anyone… except, perhaps, a few persistent mice… 

have gathered ‘round a table for a meal at Nell’s Café!
Thinking back, I s’pose it made no sense to disregard
the fact that we’d not seen Remorse in nearly 70 years!
We moved when I was twenty-one… I’m close to 90 now…

but I’m prepared to bet a buck that nearly all my peers

Prob’ly feel the same about the town where they grew up.
Remorse was such a safe and happy town when we were kids,

     And we agree that - just to own some somewhat “finer stuff” - 

     We’d never again exchange our - 'childhood DIDN’T-s' for - 'grown-up DID-s'!
         And as I stood there, reminiscing - racing through my mind

         was me - out riding bareback - on my feisty yearling horse!
         But now…with every business closed… and most the homes abandoned…

         despite the map still shows it… there is, sadly… no Remorse!
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                                        Still Waiting
One chilly autumn afternoon, while barreling down a shortcut, a tire blew.  I almost wrecked my brand new SUV.

I pulled ‘er off the road, and then I cell phoned in to work, then, glancing around, rolled 
up my sleeves, for what turned out to be
The strangest day I’d had in years. The office gal at work would ask me, 'So, where are you?'... and I’d have to tell her, “Pat… 

I’m not sure.  There are no signs… and, as I look around… I only see a couple things to help with where I’m at.

I see a barn. Well… half a barn… and there’s an old stone silo. And there’s a windmill next to it that’s lookin' pretty rough. 

An old, collapsing farm house, with a tractor in the driveway.  The place appears abandoned by the looks of all this stuff.”

She asked me, “Should I send someone to help you change the tire?”   I told her, “Yes, 

and while I wait, I’ll try to find the spare. 

I know I’m somewhere in between the lake and Tyler City. I think this crosses 35… but 
I can’t tell ya' where.

“Tell whoever comes to drive the Chelsea County blacktop. I overslept and took the shortcut… man this road is bad. 

My wife once told me, 'Never take the shortcut... it’s a killer'.  I rarely take my wife’s advice… today - I wish I had!”

After telling Pat goodbye, I rolled the window down and noticed how the country air smelled fresh and really clean, 

But soon I found myself absorbed by what I saw around me, for most of them were things that I had very seldom seen.

Oh sure, I’ve seen the paintings of the old abandoned farmyards, with split rail fences - rife with missing links, and fallen gates… 

Rusty combines, hardly seen for weeds… and rakes and harrows, each as poised for fieldwork where it tired and silent waits.

But somehow this was different.   The house, though worn and pale, would challenge all 
my instincts, as I sat in frozen stare.

I’d have bet a thousand bucks this farmstead was deserted, but still my mind kept asking, “Could there still be someone there?”

I looked away for just a sec to turn the engine off. I felt an aching need to go and see if 
I was right.
And when my glance again returned to scan the weathered house, a tiny shred evidence 
would tell me that… there might!                                                                        

I thought, without a doubt, when I had first assailed its porch with eyes of inquisition, all 
its window shades were up,                                                                                                             But now the two on either side the door were tightly drawn, and as I blindly groped the
dash to find my coffee cup,
I was so transfixed I couldn’t have told you who I was. With desolation this severe, I blamed it on my mind.

Everything there was to see showed signs of long neglect, but I’d have lost that thousand bucks with what I’d come to find.

I carefully strolled through waist-high weeds to gain the tiny porch. The loosely fitting door would feel a soft and anxious knock. 

I’d almost given up for what I felt was wasted time, when I would hear the sound of someone fumbling with the lock!
With great anticipation, I retreated just a bit, and watched in sheer amazement as the badly weathered door 

Slowly swung to show me what my eyes could scarce believe: A weary looking lady, close to ninety… maybe more!
“Hello,” she said, “if you’ve dropped in to ask to buy some hay, you’ll have to come back later, sir... my husband isn’t here. 

He’s gone to town to have a box of broken things repaired.  We’re always havin' trouble with our pesky old John Deere.”

“Well, no ma’am,” I responded, “I just wanted you know I have a flat... and someone’s coming out to fix my tire.” 

“Would you like to wait inside?” she very sweetly asked. “It’s chilly out, and we could share some coffee, by the fire.”
To me, it wasn’t cold... and I had coffee in the car... but something in the way she’d asked would touch me deep inside. 
“Well bless your heart,” I told her… “it's so nice of you to ask.”   I strolled on in and quickly noticed, sitting… side by side…

Two inviting rocking chairs. They both would face the hearth, and both bespoke their years of use, though one was thick with dust. 
I momentarily questioned… could her husband be alive?   But given what she’d told me I would figure, yes… he must!
The larger chair had cobwebs spread like lace across the seat, telling me conclusively it hadn’t been used for years. 

Before she had a chance to ask if I would care to sit, I told her, “I’ll just stand here by the window”… as the tears

Slowly gathered in my eyes.   This poverty was sad!   Looking around, I wondered how she managed to survive!
The fact that she would share with me the little that she had would touch my heart, as I would see the service truck arrive.

She poured two cups then softly said - while handing one to me - “I have no cream or sugar, so I hope you like it black.” 

“Black is fine,” I answered... this is very nice of you, but I can only stay a sec… I must be getting back.”

She slowly dropped her dainty frame into her waiting chair, and as she rambled on about how much she loved her garden, 

It wasn’t long before I knew her husband must be gone... and as she rocked away she said, “Young man, I beg your pardon...
“Didn’t you say you’d come to do some business with my Cyrus?”     I didn’t give an answer... just an understanding smile. 

“Sorry that you missed him, but I’ll tell him that you stopped.   He always has so much to do… it could be quite a while.”

Seeing no point in telling her, again why I had knocked, I thanked her for the coffee, and then headed for my car. 

The wrecker guy was hard at work and close to being done.   I told him I was sorry that he’d had to come so far.

“No big deal,” the man replied, “I found you right away.  I’ve been out here many times and I don’t mind the drive... 
This here was my grandparent’s place… and, when my granddad died... Granny let herself believe that he was still alive!
“She’d tell whoever happened by the same thing every time:  'He’s ‘gone to town to have a box of broken things repaired.’ 

Though everyone knew better, sir… they knew how much she loved him… and though she wouldn’t accept the truth… no one really cared.

“We simply helped her, best we could, with doing so was needed.   She always kept 
a garden, and a big old Guernsey cow. 

We couldn’t make her leave the house, and -- if she hadn’t died -- as tough a gal as Granny was… she’d still be in there now!
“Every time we brought it up she’d say, ‘I have to wait ‘til Cyrus makes it back from town. It shouldn’t be too long.’ 

She finally passed away about eleven years ago.  It’s truly quite remarkable that 'Love' can be that strong!
“Now the place belongs to me,” the guy went on to say.   “A rusty windmill… drafty barn… and old abandoned shack. 

No one’s ever lived here since.  It’s just the way she left it. I guess she finally realized… he wasn’t coming back.”

Well… I’m a sentimental fool, and, when it comes to 'tales' -- prefer (and always will), 
the happy ending ones the most... 

But as I paid for what he'd done, I didn’t say a word.    I knew that I’d just had my first encounter with --- a ghost!
Worried that he'd think that I was drunk, or maybe nuts, I simply paid him… told him 
"thanks"... then hurried on my way...

But I still see those rocking chairs… and I still smell her coffee… and I still hear her tender voice... and can’t forget that day!
                             Not What We Expected
The summer sun was blazing hot as down the road we flew.  My wife and I were looking for a place where we could stop 

And wile away the afternoon by searching for antiques. Yes… we were trying hard to find an extra special shop.

When Helen saw a rusty sign that read, “ANTIQUES & BAIT,” her frantic squeals were muffled when my foot would hit the floor, 

And power brakes would send her startled face into the dash, and she would wind up gurgling words I’d never heard before!
Stunned by what had happened, I would throw the car in park. I grabbed ahold of Helen’s head, and turned her face to me,

Then placed my hand before her eyes, with fingers spread out wide, and hollered, “I’ve got fingers up… how many do you see?”

“Ninety-five,” she calmly said. I almost had a stroke. My heart was racing wildly as I felt the tension mount.

Now, Helen never was the brightest star up in the sky, but, dumb as she could sometimes be... I knew that she could count.

“Oh my God,” I cried out loud, and, once I’d parked the car, I leaned her back against the seat and said, “Don’t worry, dear. 

I’ll run in and call for help.  You’re going to be OK. A little rest will do you good… now, you just stay right here.”

But as I turned to lift the latch to open up my door, I caught the faintest sound of muffled giggling! What a scum!
That stupid broad picked up her head and laughed herself to tears.  She always finds some evil way for making me look dumb.

“What if your pretending would have made me have a stroke? I snarled... then added, “you know what… I almost wish I had!” 

“Oh, give it up, you fool,” she snapped - “it’s me that could have died!  This never would have happened if you didn’t drive so bad.

“Now, shut your mouth and straighten up.  At least we found a shop.  I’m going to take some aspirin, and you’d better settle down,
'Cause if I have to tell you twice...you’ll wish you’d never lived!  Now, lose that stupid attitude... and ditch that ugly frown!”

Now, Helen rarely lost her cool, but when that woman did, you’d best believe she truly meant exactly what she said.

I knew I’d really ticked her off, and when I saw the dash, the dent she’d left reminded me… she could have wound up dead!
After calming down a bit, we scurried through the entry. The door was flanked by windows showing items that were great. 

We thought we’d finally found a shop with truly special things... but by the time we’d actually learned the truth -- it was too late!
There, behind the counter, was a greasy little man, and as the door would slowly close, 
we stood there, unimpressed.

We realized he’d placed the only things he had of value where drivers-by would spot them… then expect the very best!
This is how they often lure the “antiques buyers” in. We very quickly saw his goods were not as we had hoped. 

Everything he had for sale was old pathetic trash… the same old junk with which we had so very often coped.
“So, what are you folks looking for?” the wormy fiend would ask. “And I should mention… things there in the windows aren’t for sale! 

And if you find a piece you want, just bring it up by three.  At three-fifteen I close the shop so I can read my mail.”

I slowly scanned the counter top where - “Rockefeller” - sat, and spotted several various signs that actually made me ill!
Like: “Minnows - 10 For Fifty Cents,” and -- “Toilet Tanks Repaired.”  I glanced to check on Helen, and, I swear… if looks could kill…

That man would not have lived to see another day go by. It made me grin to know how mad it made my ornery wife,

And I was hoping super hard she’d actually blow her top and jump across the counter, where he stood and -- take his life!
I paid him no attention, as he rambled on and on.    Instead I read more signs along the wall above his head.
“Mowers fixed, of every brand”   “Locksmith”   “Glasses Cleaned”   And way down in the corner there was even one that read;

“Ask about our stud fee”, and I almost laughed out loud, suspecting HE himself was what he'd claim to be - the 'Stud'!
It only took a passing glance to see we’d figured wrong... and I could tell that Helen was as close to wanting blood
As I had ever seen her... so I thought -- 'Best hit the road'!    I grabbed her arm and yanked her from the hard, vindictive stare                                                                                            She’d held on this pathetic fool since when he'd started talking… (a look of which this bonehead was completely unaware).
Why so many dealers do this cruel, disgusting thing to lure the unsuspecting souls inside their worthless shop
I will never know, my friend, but I can tell ya' this -- ninety-five per cent of those that do aren’t worth the stop!
Of course we didn’t stay to browse his close-to-worthless goods, for it was crystal clear that we were only wasting time,  

But Helen couldn’t leave without these cold, sadistic words:  “There’s nothing in this God-forsaken shop that’s worth a dime!”

But when we stormed out angrily and got back to our car, I learned, to my dismay, that I had locked the keys inside. 
“It looks as though we’re going to need a locksmith,” I announced... “and one of us is going to have to eat a little pride!”

“Don’t you look at me,” she growled, “this is all your fault!   Before I’d let him touch our car, I’d sooner break the glass!
And if you think I’d walk back in that shop to ask his help, well…you can pucker up your lips and kiss my blankin'… butt!”

This was turning out to be a truly awful day. I’d nearly killed my wife, and we’d been lured into a mall
Where everything for sale was junk, and good things weren’t for sale, and now, as we would try to leave… to really top it all…

Our keys were locked inside our car!  And that is where we sat until a trooper happened by, and I would flag him down. 

He charged us sixty dollars for a couple minutes work, but we were glad he got us in…which got us out of town.

Helen loves to razz me when we sit and talk with friends. She tells them how I “banged her head” to browse a lousy shop, 

Then locked the keys inside the car, and… making matters worse… wound up getting laughed at -- and extorted - by a cop!
Who, by the way, went on to say -- “I see you like antiques!   My wife and I do, too, and we have been to all the rest...
And I can guarantee ya' this one here, without a doubt's, the very finest shop around! Yup… this one is the best!”
                                  One-Horse Towns                         

Meandering around on rural roads, in search of one-horse towns, with no place in particular to go,     

Connie - that’s my wife - and I, with a map across her knees, were cruising routes on which we could drive slow,

Knowing not a better way to rediscover scenery… for which it is -- by God’s grace -- 

not too late…

And savor sights we seldom see simply ‘cause it’s easier to pass them by and use the Interstate.

And when we found a tiny-town we’d scan their residentials by wandering through their side streets - end to end -

Too often we’d find houses sitting empty… left to die… with wounds that only fools would pay to mend.

Some were weathered badly with their stoops engulfed by weeds and, here and there, a window broken out!
The first time we encountered such neglect we tried deducing what this great neglect was all about. 

What we figured out was that the cities - with their jobs - had lured away their owners by the score,

Which left their homes to wither - each a barren, lifeless shell - with a rusty knob and hinges on its door.  

A few at least appeared to meet the needs of someone who - if destitute - could live in them… I guess…

But seeing so much disregard you couldn’t help but think that only someone under great duress

Ever would have done so - had they actually had a choice!   But ties to where a person’s born are strong,

And most who chose to stick it out, I’m sure, are quite convinced that - “staying put” was far more right than wrong.

Most, we think, are simply folks that shy away from cities and choose, like us, to run the safer routes,

Dodging all the four and six-lane highways, when they can, to drive the two-lane roads 

on their commutes.

But still a bit confused about exactly what it is about these one-horse towns that they prefer,

We started taking pictures of - “the way they used to be”, then labeled them, to tell us where we were

The day that each was taken...and, to us, it's very sad to contemplate their 'Main Streets' from the past,

Knowing how their businesses - now closed - had been so vibrant - from the very day they'd opened - ‘til their last!
There were barbershops and billiard halls in virtually every one… plus pharmacies and classic one-room schools.

Livery stables - small hotels - and always 'Mercantiles'... where carpenters and farmers bought their tools.

Mortuaries - hair salons - always-busy taverns - and quaint cafés - (usually two or three) -

And in the somewhat older towns we’d sometimes find the bones of an Opera House, where folks could go and see

Anything from picture shows to a windy politician.    Doctors - dentists --- sometimes printing shops -

And tiny shuttered depots - if the town were big enough - to be among the railroad’s weekly stops. 

And in most every photo-set - of every one-horse town - we'd snap a couple pictures 

of their church.

These have helped us hold on tight to how things used to be… and the albums we’ve created through our search

Make it so much easier to understand the reason why the folks that will not leave -- remain!
Those who weren’t concerned about the things they’d lose by staying -- but rather...
for their choices -- what they’d gain! 

They love the calm and quiet -- the serenity -- clean air -- and me and Connie know we’d love it, too,
But -- living several miles from the nearest one-horse-town -- to earn a living - doing what we do -

It’s best, for now, we’re living very close to where we work, and settle for our trips to -- 

“days gone by”,
But one day we’ll be moving to the nicest one we’ve found, and -- having read this poem - you’ll know why!
                                 Scammed, Again!
Responding to an ad I’d found on Market-Place last month, describing what the seller claimed to be a - “true antique”,

I queried - ‘Have you sold this yet?’, nervously suspecting - being the gorgeous fixture had been listed for a week -

That I’d receive an answer saying, “Sorry, it’s been sold!”   But when the guy responded with a number I could call, 

I promptly called to ask him for the chandelier’s dimensions, asking for its measurements, how long -- how wide -- how tall.

Despite the - single picture - was extremely small and blurry, I desperately convinced myself the light looked really nice,

And - thrilled to find a fixture this fantastic, I inquired... “Including freight to Sarasota, what’s your bottom price?”

“His answer --- “I’m in Butte, Montana - you’re in Sarasota - and coming here to pick it 

up would be a 4-day drive,

So I’ll reduce the price to fourteen hundred for the light, and pack it up and ship it UPS for another five.”

I responded, “That sounds great, “I’ll PayPal you today!  So... what-da-ya think its actual year of manufacture is... 

And are there any missing parts?” I quizzed, with fingers crossed... hoping my ideas of ‘NICE’ and ‘OLD’ were much like his!
“I think it’s all intact,” he quipped, “it needs a little work, but things this old are always bound to need some TLC.”

“I’ll get you paid immediately,” I promised, and I did - for something thousands of miles away I hadn’t gone to see!  

I’m sure you’ve prob’ly guessed by now - as ‘blind-buys’ often go - especially ones in which the picture furnished was this small -

The so-called ‘antique chandelier’ was ten years old at most... about a third the length he’d claimed... and less than half as tall!
Absolutely horrified, I tried and tried to reach him... totally blown away to see the pile 

of crap he’d sent...

And hold him to his promise: --- ‘If I wasn’t satisfied, he’d cheerfully reimburse me every penny that I’d spent’!
Fin’ly -- after trying twenty times -- I went berserk when a prerecorded operator broke in to explain:

“This number’s not in service” - (which I should have been expecting) - and started snarfing migraine pills to help contol my pain!
Nineteen-hundred smackeroos to buy a raunchy fixture commonly found at yard sales for a couple bucks - at most,

It looked as though the only way I’d get my money back was loadin’ it up an’ drivin’ back an' forth near coast-to-coast!   

Thinkin’ it through, I realized the guy was just some 'scammer' listing things he doesn’t own and likely doesn’t live
Anywhere close to Butte, Montana -- and -- as I’ve now learned -- a number for a burner-phone’s the only sort they give! 

And having shipped it parcel post --- the slowest way there is --- I wondered where he actually lived - as quickly as it came!!!
He’s prob’ly 2 blocks down from me, and does this all the time -- and five ‘ll get ya’ twenty-five that Jethro’s not his name!
But what, to me, makes zero sense is - that he actually shipped it?    I’m guessing that his motive was to... you know… ‘rub it in’!
Unbridled desperation -- like too often’s been the case -- lured me into falling for a costly scam -- again --
And there’ve been several times since then when - as a consequence - deals to buy, or sell, were scrapped... but I don’t give a damn...

I’ll not stick my neck out just to wind up - in the end - the naive, brain-dead victim of -- another blankin' scam!
                                                  Shame On Me
Every day ‘round 8 am I climb up from the subway and pass a guy - a blind guy - who 

is there to beg for change.

But one day, as I paused to watch him wave his cup around... I wound up spotting something I perceived as rather strange.

A brisk November breeze unveiled, beneath the well worn blanket draped around his 

back and snugly tucked beneath his legs,

What I clearly saw to be a brand new pair of shoes… not what I’d expect to see on one 

who -- sits and begs!
As I'd done quite often, I again dug out a quarter to drop into what I could see was close 

to halfway full,

Then hustled off - to be on time - but now a tad suspicious… reminded of the kinds of 

tricks I’d heard some beggars pull. 

Getting off at five that day, I chose to use the bus, and as we passed the subway stair...

I’d say around 5:15...

The begging guy had not yet left, and as the bus sat waiting, I watched him very closely, 

'til the traffic light turned green.

Clearly unconcerned about if - passersby would notice - he drew the blanket tight across his lap and dumped the can,

Then separated off the bills and spread the coins to sort them, and I would softly mumble, “What a devious little man!”    

Seeing him compute his earnings made me understand the dark black glasses weren’t required… the little fraud could see!
And I began to wonder how a man could stoop this low, and what the easiest way to foil his evil ruse might be. 

Stunned by what I felt he’d done, “Tomorrow,” I proclaimed, “I’ll confront him… tell 

him what I saw… and call his bluff!”
Exposing him, I figured, was the proper thing to do, ‘cause merely not affording him my help seemed not enough! 

Getting up a wee bit early, aimed at making time for quizzing him concerning what I deemed no less than theft,

All the while I showered and shaved - tossin' around the options I could use to flush him out, and - just before I left -

Keen to let who'd fallen for the needy soul he seemed - know that he’d deceived us, one and all, for all this time,

I could feel the vengeful anger boiling up inside, and anxiousness to fin’ly make him answer for his crime.

As I reached the stairway top, keeping to my purpose, I approached aggressively, enough that some nearby   

Easily read the look I wore, and - sensing my disgust - paused to learn what strategy I’d found the nerve to try.

“Good morning, sir,” I started out, “I always give a quarter, but all I’ve got this morning, I’m afraid’s, a dollar bill.

But if you’ll give me seven dimes -- if I give you a dollar -- which, of course, will actually leave you thirty cents -- I will!”

“Not a problem,” he proclaimed, “I’ve got tons of dimes,” then reached behind his back and lifted out a tiny box.

“Things have been much better since -- the leaves have turned” -- he said... “I got new shoes last Friday -- an’ I’m savin’ up for socks.” 

Instantly I zeroed in on what his - ‘leaves have turned’ comment clearly verified...

this con-man wasn’t blind!
“So… how’d-ya’ know the leaves have turned,” I tried exposing him, “and which of 

all your many coins are dimes… if you don’t mind?”

“Pickin’ out the dimes ain’t hard - for those who’ve had to learn to - but when it comes 

to bills,” of course, “there ain’t no way to tell.

An’ figurin' out the leaves ‘ve turned’s a piece o’ cake,” he quipped, “cause I can hear the cracklin’ leaves... and actually taste the smell!”

Still a little skeptical, I bent to try a tactic sure to make him show his hand -- if what I thought was true! 

I whisked my hand before his eyes expecting him to flinch and rear away by instinct - like most anyone would do. 

The sudden breeze I’d forced across his face betrayed my purpose - confirming my intent to prove his begging was a ruse -

But - not so much as even twitching - with a sullen look - he made me know I’d hurt him with the ploy I’d chose to use.  

“Now I understand the reason why you asked your questions about the turning leaves and how I know which coins are dimes. 

Of course -- you’re not the first to wonder -- ‘is he blind or not?’ -- and made a move to learn the truth!   It’s happened many times! 

“An' as far as -- when a person that could easily hold a job - that has no true affliction - tries to fake it -- I’m with you…

But being partially paralyzed and - as you now know -- blind… I’ve yet to find a means for earning money I can do!     

“My wheelchair,” he continued - “sittin’ there by the news stand - gets me where I need to go, but needs a little work.”

He pointed toward his chair, and - as my eyes began to water - I became aware that he was talking to -- a jerk!
“Once a day the vendor on the corner sends a sandwich… and sometimes people give me things like donuts,” he explained.

“Every penny counts, ya’ know, but when I bought my shoes, pretty close to everything I’d stashed away was drained!    

“The socks ‘ll prob’ly have to wait ‘til later on this fall ‘cause by the time I pay my rent, what’s left don’t go too far,   

And now that Winter’s closin’ in, there’ll be far fewer days that ain’t too cold for doin’ what I do than them that are. 

“But I can guarantee you, sir -- as grateful as I am for all the contributions folks like you have given me --
I’d give every penny back to only -- stand and walk -- and wake tomorrow morning to discover… I could see!”
            Something You Should Know About - Auctions
I bought an older dresser at an auction late last month, and also snagged what I believe’s 

a super ancient chair.

Both, I think, are solid oak, and luckily the dresser is nicely trimmed with fancy bits of carving here and there.

But the guy who’d bid against me - after fin’ly dropping out - quite enthusiastically high-fived a nearby friend!
And, as I watched with some dismay as he kept taking shots, oddly... virtually every time his bidding war would end...

When he’d actually win a piece - he’d frown - and grit his teeth --- and when he’d fail to win one - he would he grin from ear to ear!?!?
And subsequently - glancing back and forth between the two - I noticed his resemblance to... that’s right... the auctioneer!
These two guys, believe me, could ‘ve easily passed for twins!   The only minor difference was the guy there in the crowd

Had a tiny mustache, and his hair was not as dark.    Being known by all for being -- 'financially well endowed' -- 

I began suspecting that the two were in cahoots, running me up on everything I raised my hand to buy!
I’d paid a pretty penny for the dresser and the chair, planning on restoring them and then eventually - try
Peddling them on ebay for a profit!    So I thought!    But the bid for only stripping them was more than I could get
After restoration - if they looked as good as new!     But... that’s another story I’ve been trying to forget!
Back to what I figured out this very active bidder was, in fact, accomplishing by taking hefty shots

At very close to everything... then -- feigning his remorse for those he’d win... and - great delight for all his --- un-won lots?!?
The guy's responses, every time, would actually seem --- REVERSED!     Why the hell, I wondered -- after coming out on top --

Would someone who'd just won an item demonstrate regret -- and act so disappointed when the bidding war would stop?
Doing a little checking with the checkout gal, Nadine... I asked her, “Does this auctioneer have fam’ly living near?”

“He’s got a brother,” she replied, “they look a lot alike, and -- bein’ that he’s a dealer -- you can bet your life - he’s here!”

“A small mustache and graying hair?”... I quizzed her once again.    

“That’s Bernard,” she countered... “and as hard as Leonard tries

To keep his auctions going - he’s a fool to let his brother leave before he pays him for the merchandise he buys!”
Well... what she didn’t realize was, bidder number 10 wasn’t actually buying... he was -- running up the bid -

And knowing how persistent anxious bidders tend to be --- and knowing most who were would keep on bidding ‘til he did ---
Bernie wouldn’t drop his hand ‘til Lenny’d give the signal... then hammer off the item to the final fool still trying,

And all the while the - ‘unawares’ - had no idea at all the guy who’d kept on ‘bumping’ them was never actually buying! 
Not that many auctioneers will stoop to 'running' bidders... and I can understand, of course, their need to make some dough...

Trouble is, too many -- when they bid on things they own... greedily wait a bit too long before they let 'em go!
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                                    The Cover-up

Everything went smoothly on the morning that we launched and headed off to make our flight through space. 

And we’d now been receding from the earth for three long years, while traveling at a hard-to-fathom pace.

Now at last our destination loomed before our eyes, as we approached the planet, straight ahead. 

This was what our scientists were hoping to explore, and where the lengthy flight we’d charted led.

In the close proximity that astronauts abide, we’d all become acquainted very well,

But if the thought of three more years to get us all back home was rife with great appeal - you couldn’t tell.

“Familiarity breeds contempt,” is what I’ve often heard, and I am here to say… it’s very true!
To live confined the way we were for 36 long months was not the coolest thing I’d ever do.

Nonetheless, we'd now arrived, and it was time to act. We cut the engines back to slow us down, 

Then twirled the pods and hit the giant fans to break descent, ‘til we had gently nestled on the ground.

Protocol would govern what the crew would need to do, so I would be the first to disembark. 

And as I peered, expectantly, across the rolling plains (the least intimidating place to park),

I was overwhelmed by expectations. This was it. The many months of travel out in space

Now would yield its great rewards for sacrifices made. The pride and joy were glowing on my face.

This would make it worth it, and the years would seem like months (and even help to ease the long return). 

The great anticipation that consumed us, one and all, for what, today, we were about to learn,

Filled the air with cheers, and made the preparation work a little less routine… and that was nice.                                                                                                                             And after I had readied for the leap I was to take (a chance I knew I’d never manage twice),

We’d double checked, and triple checked, and now the time had come to crack the hatch and step into a world 

Where I would pose to show the people watching, on TV, an astronaut… beside a flag unfurled…

Claiming for his country what had merely been a dot in telescopes for many, many years,

While those inside the spaceship… by a satellite connection, would see… back down on earth, the joyous cheers.

I scanned the ground until I found a place to plant the flag that looked like it would make the perfect shot, 

Then… close to weightless… quickly bound my way across the sand, until I’d reached that “perfect little spot”.

As I’d twist my insulated boots into the sand - to try to get a slightly better stance -

A tiny little flicker in the corner of my eye, that no one else could see, would draw a glance.

As I did a double-take, to see what’d made me look, the glance would quickly turn into a stare. 

Of course I felt an urge to check it out ‘cause, after all, research was the reason we were there.

Many men had speculated landscapes… such as this… with atmospheres and climates eons old, 

Very likely harbored open fields of precious stones, like diamonds - rubies - emeralds… even gold!
It was almost killing me to wonder what it was, so I would simply lay the flag aside,

And shuffle off to check the thing that fascinated so, to learn precisely what it was I’d spied.

Just the edge was showing when I gave the thing a kick. It wiggled just a little… that was good. 

I would crouch to slowly dig away surrounding sand, while being very careful, like I should.

When, at last, the object lay before me… I was stunned! I stared in true amazement at the sight.

I would quickly glance around to make sure no one saw the unexpected thing I’d brought to light.

I decided, on the spot, to keep it to myself, and did not even take it in my hand.

Because I felt it best that no one else would ever know, I buried it completely, with the sand.

You… the reader of these words, are now the first to know, that “giant step” we thought 
we took for 'Man'…                                                                                                          

Wasn’t quite the major feat we've told the world it was.        I’d actually found -------
an empty Pepsi can!
                             The Day Before the Sale                 
I was skimming Friday's paper as I waited for my barber to put the finishing touches on a patron he was pruning,

Glancing up occasionally at the Mohawk-headed dropout who'd wandered in from off the street to do a bit of - “mooning”  

By favoring those who saw him - from the back - with half his ass... disgusting those in barber chairs and waiting chairs alike...

When - given I'd been contemplating moving to a condo - I turned to Mike - who owned the shop - and started out with, “Mike,

“I've been living single now for close to seven years,”    And he replied, as he was carefully lathering up a face, 

“What about it?”      “Well, I've been thinkin'... now that I'm retired... maybe I'd be wise to find a somewhat smaller place.

“And I was kinda wonderin' if ya' knew of someone local that offers upscale auctions for the sort of goods I own.

Someone who can help me fetch a whole lot better price than I would likely get by trying to sell my things alone.”

“Matter of fact,” he countered, “if my memory serves me right, somewhere - in the paper you were reading - there's an ad.

It offered help with getting rid of stuff by - having auctions... and showed some - 'prices realized' - from recent ones they'd had!”

“Thanks,” I said, as Mike went back to working on his client... then I perused the paper's ads - more closely than before -

And... as the final glob of  what had once comprised a Mohawk left that empty-headed dip-shit's scalp and hit the floor,

I discovered an ad that read - “Total Liquidations - Helping folks to rid themselves of any size estate.”

“I found it, Mike,” I spouted, “and I think it's what I need.   I'll get a trim some other time... I'm too fired up to wait. 

Racing home to call the place, I figured, chances were... if they could help me rid myself of things I didn't need...

I'd have a bit more room for those I did, and - with the proceeds  - a little extra cash to burn... a tempting thought indeed!
Scribbling up a list of items I'd prefer to sell, then adding on another few that I could live without,

I was feeling well prepared for answering any questions concerning what the essence of my phone call was about. 

“Total Liquidations,” was the answer I received, then, “Billy Bob Z'conman - at your service,” after that.

“I see that you do auctions,” I began.         He said, “That's right.”   

So I inquired, politely, “Can you tell me where you're at?”

“We had a real nice building,” he explained, “on Dusty Road... right near where the gravel ends... 'bout thirty miles from town,

But just a couple days ago... the day before the sale... the place went up in flames... a bolt of lightning burned it down!  

“We're helping our consignors get, of course... through their insurance... partially reimbursed, at least - for everything they lost,

And in the meantime, I'll be doing auctions right on site, at twelve percent commission - 

to recuperate the cost

“Of running ads and printing fliers which, of course, is crucial -- you obviously couldn't have called me if you hadn't seen my ad. 

A few more liquidations of some really primo items - an' 'll buy me a building like that latest one I'd had.”

What did he mean - “that latest one” - I couldn't help but wonder.  Gettin' a little nervous, I said, “Let me call you back.”

Workin' out of his home, with his address in his ad - fifteen minutes later I was sittin' outside the shack

The sleazy weasel lived in, and became a tad concerned 'cause - 'Liquidators' - based on what I'd heard - did fairly-well. 

I thought I'd read the address wrong, but knowing - by its prefix - the number in the paper was undoubtedly a cell -

When he suddenly exited... and headed for his mailbox... I wriggled down just far enough to make me hard to see,
Then -- ready with an -- altered voice -- I carefully dialed his number... expecting him to answer but not realize it was me!
Sure enough, he promptly answered - “Total Liquidations” - “Billy Bob Z'Conman at your service,” - as before.

Sticking with an altered-voice...due to how things looked... I asked him - as I watched him disappear behind his door -

“Might you have an opening for an auction fairly soon?   If I move - I'm going have a ton of stuff to sell.”

“I'm tryin' to find a building at the moment,” he replied... “a really big tornado blew my last one all to hell!”

“When was that?” I quizzed the guy... “couldn't 've been too recent?   The last tornado I recall 'round here was five years back!”

“A week ago today,” he said... “the day before the sale.   I can't believe how tricky them tornadoes are to track!” 

“Oddly enough, it left no trail... and touched down only once... but you'd have sworn a bomb went off the way my building looked!
Countin' the robbery - last July... when thieves with great big semis cleared my place of 

the very finest things I've ever booked -

“Catastrophes - three straight times - have totally wiped me out - and with my little gambling problem - bills aren't getting paid. 
Thankfully, my creditors are being very flexible... they let me pay off debts by taking merchandise in trade!”

“Where do you get the merchandise to make the trades?” I asked. “From what you've said, it sounds as though you're a real unlucky guy!” 

“Every now an' then I get some - 'unexpected goodies' literally out o' nowhere when my fam'ly members die!
“I lost a couple cousins and an uncle this past year, and everything I got from them was used to pay down debt,

And, believe it or not... that midnight theft... that fire... that monster storm... were actually all preempted by -- a family member's death!
“Of course, despite consignors ending up without a cent - those insured - who stood a chance of being reimbursed -

Likely got a few bucks back... but some - who had no cov'rage - have started spreading rumors that my auction firm is cursed!
“But, back to what you asked me, sir... you asked about an auction.   Well... turns out there's a building, just a couple miles from town,

That... if you'll pay the cost to rent it... oughta work just fine... if guarded well -- there ain't no storms --- and, of course --- it don't burn down!  

“Wha-da-ya say I meet you at the building in an hour.  It's just a little south of town, on Highway 62.

Whatever rent he charges you, I'll reimburse you for -- as soon as the auctions over --

if that's OK with you?

“It used to be a county shed.   It'll need some fixin' up.   It's damn good sized and the parkin' lot should hold a hundred cars! 

So... provided you'll agree to sign the lease and - pay the rent - I'll start sendin' fliers 

out to the barbershops an' bars.”

“You --- want me --- to pay the building's rent,” I bit his ass... “plus pay to fix the damn thing up so you can have a sale?
Your address is in the ad... I'm parked across the street... and I just watched you slither out to get your flippin' mail,

“And I, for one, am betting that your crap about inheriting a bunch of 'antique goodies' when some fam'ly member dies
Is total bull!     You're tradin' off your clientele's consignments to pay your frickin' debts!!        Theres' no --- 'inherited merchandise'! 

“Strange how your - 'catastrophes' - that brought complete destruction in every instance happened on --- the day before the sale!
Your pile o' shit proclaiming they were all a sheer coincidence is absolutely comical... and you should be in jail!”

“You're sounding - pessimistic, sir,” the creepy A-hole whined, “and I can see you sitting in your car across the street!
I'm sure you'd really like me if we sat down face to face... I might just wind up bein' the coolest guy you'll ever meet!”

“That ain't gonna happen, dude, so - best not hold your breath... an' - far as us two teamin' up -- I'm gonna have to pass...
And you just dodged a bullet, dude, 'cause - whether insured or not --- if you screwed me like you screwed them, by God -- I'd kick your ass!”
                                                     The Shelter      

While setting up a shelter for a picnic we were having in Twin Falls Park, to celebrate the 
fourth a few years back,

A dainty, gray-haired woman took me somewhat by surprise while I was pulling paper 

plates and napkins from a sack.

I glanced away to offer her an understanding smile - which she returned - then softly said, “You’ve got a perfect day.”

Then added, “Would you mind if I sat down for just a bit?   My husband’s going to join 

me, and I know he’s on his way.”

“No, of course not,” I replied, “take all the time you need, “no one else ‘ll get here for at 

least an hour or two.” 

“Thank you, dear,” she answered, “it’s so comforting to know that this old shelter still gets 

used by friendly folks like you.

“Harold an' I supplied the funds to have this shelter built, and we’ve been watching over it since 1895! 

And up until we had to leave - in 1934 - there were, I don’t suppose, no more than 9 or 10 

alive 

“Living in what was, back then, a fairly tiny - who hadn’t used this lovely place for something really nice. 

I'm pleased to see how good it looks and that it's not been changed, and - built for all to use for free - it’s hard to beat the price!”

“You’re right about the setting,” I agreed, “it’s like a dream… and everyone who knows 

this place goes on about the view…

But, as for being ‘free of charge’, well… maybe some time back… but I can guarantee you, ma'am… that’s no longer true.

“Today they rent this shelter out for sixty bucks an hour, and if you use the in-ground grill, it costs ya' twenty more!
They added lights in two-oh-two… the grill in two-oh-three… and hired outside help to 

groom the grounds in two-oh-four.

“Up ‘til then - the brochure says - ‘church groups kept things neat… and work required 

to make repairs was done by volunteers’. 

The very-well-kept outhouse disappeared in two-oh-five, when the Twin Falls city council hired some big-shot engineers  

“To build that pair of really gaudy men’s an' lady’s restrooms, and swap out all the tables 

to aluminum - from wood.

Most the folks I’ve spoken with -- who know it like it was -- don’t believe the changes 

that they made are all that good. 

“I’ve heard they’re tryin' to close the park… tear the shelter down - and thin the trees to 

build some fancy homes for millionaires.”

Then... holding up a clipboard, I said, “This here's my petition, and once I've got the signatures of everyone who cares…   

“I think we’ll have enough to stop their plan to ruin the park, and -- though no longer free 
to use -- at least it will survive!”

Then, suddenly, it dawned on me… she’d said that her an' her husband had paid to have the shelter built in -- 1895!
“We learned of your petition, son,” she started in again, “a great idea… and both of us believe you’re doing fine…
And knowing you'd have it with you -- with this being our pride and joy -- figuring you 

could use our help -- we’ve both come down to sign!   

“Here comes Harold now,” she added.   “See the way he’s grinning?   We’re tickled pink 

to know that we were right about you, son. 

Knowing someone cares enough about our lovely shelter to try to stop the harm they plan to do from being done

“Warms our hearts and makes us proud!   Our dream is that the plaque - dedicating what 
we built -- that’s nailed above the door --

Goes on greeting folks like you for many years to come, so they - as well - can use this 

place for what we used it for.”

Well… I let them sign the document, then quizzed them for a bit.  Seeming fairly spry, 

I tried to ascertain their age,

And every now and then I'd do my best to get a peek at what the two had written at the 

bottom of the page. 

It didn’t really matter who they were, I told myself… but some of what she’d told me had 

me all fired up to know.

I knew they couldn’t possibly be the ones who’d had it built… not if it was done more than a hundred years ago!
Figuring what she’d meant to say was - 1995… and given they were at an age where 

mem’ries tend to fail…

I just sat an’ listened as they talked of days gone by… enchanted by the sweetness and 
nostalgia of their tale. 

Regardless of discrepancies, I knew - from what she’d said - they’d come to join my fight 

to save what had - throughout the past -

Been a cherished gathering place.      They’d come to help me out - to shine a light on 

what, for all these years, had made it last. 

“Thanks again,” Harold started in...“I hope ya’ don’t give up.   Many people, years from now, would use this place as well,
And… if you win the war to save it, they’ll have you to thank… and you will be a hero in 

the story people tell!
“By the way… we know about your prayers to ask His help - and that, my boy’s, precisely why He sent us down today!
And you’d be safe to bet your life we’ll win this little war, ‘cause --- once He makes His mind up, son… He always gets His way!”

“Come on, Hattie… time to go,” he reached to help her stand.   “He gave us just an hour, 

dear, and we’ve used all of that.”

“Good luck, son,” she added sweetly, taking Harold’s hand, “and if you need more help 

from us, well… you know where we’re at.” 

Only seconds later they had disappeared from sight, and when I went check my list to - 

learn what they had put - 

Their names were there, but nothing more… and as I cleaned the grill - brushing down the 

iron grate and raking out the soot -

I began to wonder what to make of what they’d claimed.   I chose to call them -'mem’ry 

flaws' - I couldn’t call them lies. 

Then ten or fifteen minutes later - somewhat premature - half a dozen fam’ly members 

took me by surprise.

“What have you been doing, Mark?” my older brother quipped.   “The tables still need 

wiping - and you haven’t lit the grill!”

“The reason I’m behind,” I countered, “might sound kind o’ weird… but since you’ll 

prob’ly die if I don’t tell you why… I will. 

“The fact is, I got side-tracked for a while,” I filled him in.  “A nice old couple happened by who claimed that… loooooong ago…
They supplied the funds that paid to have this shelter built... but - having checked the 

courthouse books there’s nothing there to show
“Just how old it actually is - but --- what they claimed is nuts!”   

Then… glancing toward the entry… as I watched our mom arrive…

She paused and read - aloud a tarnished plaque above the door --

    “A gift from Harold and Hattie Beaumont -- 1895”
        The Story Behind the - "Good ‘n’ Reddy" 5 ‘n’ 10s

Jacob Reddy - rest his soul - left for Baton Rouge, in 1897 - on October 25th,

Hopin’ he could handle - as a child of only nine - any sort of obstacle he’d be confronted with.

His daddy’d been a lumberjack for nigh on twenty years, when, tragically, a tree that split while falling took his life,

Leavin’ him and, Sarah Jane - his mama, on their own to cope with what, for them, was fraught with poverty and strife.

Strugglin’ hard to make ends meet, with no one they could turn to, very nearly penniless, his mother was distraught,

An’ bein’ at least a 2-days-ride, she’d posted half their savings, hoping she could help her son escape with what she’d bought.

The day the package got there, she said, “Jacob... you an’ me is fightin’ a war that dirt-poor folk like us 're bound to lose,

An’ knowin’ you’ll stand a better chance to make it on your own, I mailed off pret' near all’ we had an’ - buyed ya’ these here shoes!
“I’ll need the mule to work the farm, with Harlan bein’ gone... an’ all I’m keepin’s just 

enough to buy a bag o’ seed,

But even with a real good crop I’ll never raise enough to catch up on the mortgage, son, plus pay for what we need.

“Fact is, Baton Rouge is where a young, hard-workin’ boy can find hisself a steady job... start a brand new a life.

Where men can find the chance they need to build themselves a future, and - just the same as Harlan done - find themselves a wife!”

You’ve prob’ly figured out by now that Sarah Jane’s intent was makin’ sure that, if, in fact, he'd do as she suggested,

The better life he’d likely find by tryin’ it on his own - would, with any luck at all - be worth what she’d invested.

So, off he went, new shoes and all, with sixty-seven cents... aware that it would take him several days to reach his goal,

Walkin' hard from dawn ‘til dusk and - after he’d consumed all the snacks she’d made him, eatin' only-what-he-stole! 

Mile by mile he trod the risky road to Baton Rouge - famed for all its ne’er-do-wells - the sort who do folk harm -

And more than once he caught himself - bad as life had been - figurin’ he’d been wiser to 've never left the farm! 

His nightly prayers would always save a special spot for Sarah, askin’ God to do his best 

to keep his mother safe,

Till, all o' four days later - on October twenty-ninth - he staggered in to Baton Rouge…

a weak and hungry waif!
‘Round 5 p.m. that afternoon he walked into my office, lookin’ like a beaten pup... unsure of how things stood.

I told him... “Grab a chair, young man... you look a little tired, and, like it says above the door... my name’s Theodore Good.

“I always close at 5,” I said, “but... if you’ve come to visit... wha-da-ya say we grab a bite 

to eat at Thelma Lou’s?”

It wasn’t hard to tell that he was broke-as-shattered-glass, but after adding... “Looks to me like someone got new shoes,”

To dissipate his apprehension - help him mask his shame - then telling him, “my treat, young man... her special’s just a dime”,

He found my eyes and told me, with his look of disbelief, that a genuine meal was something he’d not had for quite some time. 

In between his eager bites I gradually learned his name... his pa was dead... his age was 9... and - 5 long days ago -

Obeying his mother’s wishes, he’d set out from Bugle Gap, guessing Baton Rouge would be the smartest place to go

To find himself a payin' job - no matter what it was - and earn enough to run back up an' - fetch his mother down,

All the while full unaware the man who’d chose to feed him - and learn his situation was -
the richest man in town!
“How’d ya’ like to work for me,” he quipped... “startin’ right away?   The spot I’m tryin’ to fill, young fella, comes with room and board,

And anyone that works for me can use my team an’ wagon, if, by chance, that’s somethin’ they don’t own or -- can’t afford! 

“The house has two big bedrooms and is furnished wall to wall, and with your pay you’ll easily fill the icebox up with food,

With ample funds to pay a barber -- hopefully real soon -- an' buy some fancy store-bought clothes that 'll match your shoes real good! 
“I opened up this ‘5 ‘n’ 10’ in 1866... offerin' things I'd priced betwixt - a nickle - and 

a dime...

And the number o' things I carry now - after 30 years - has - I'm proud to tell ya' - pret' near tripled in that time!
“My darling wife, Camilla, passed away in ‘93 -- our only child, Kevin, died of a stroke 

4 years ago...

And just last year, his wife, Loretta, lost her fight with cancer - leaving only me to raise their daughter, Casey Joe. 

“Being, like Kevin, an only child, Casey’s spoiled rotten, but when she’s not in school she’s down here helpin’ 'round the store.

She’s super smart - for an eight year old... the only heir I’ve got... and the best of all the reasons that I've gone on working for! 

“She’s kinda sassy now an' then, and sometimes really stubborn, but definitely won’t have trouble, sonny, findin' her a man!
Once you’ve gotten to know her, Jacob, five ‘ll get ya’ twenty, you'll - I guarantee ya' - be a totally smitten fan!
“He started out here stockin’ shelves, and - just as I’d predicted - soon became enamored with my little Casey Joe,

Who promptly rode the buckboard with him up to Bugle Gap to help him move the woman, who had wisely made him to go

"Down to where he’d found a job - meager though it was - along with someplace safe to live, all for which she’d prayed.

Back together, Sarah Jane - working as a seamstress - pooled their weekly wages so their every bill was paid,

"Then very wisely struck a friendly deal with Mr. Good to actually buy the little house with what they had to spare,

And right at 12 years down the road - their home now in her name - the girl who’d totally smitten her son was also living there!
"With the house now Jacob’s mother’s --- and the 5 ‘n’ 10 now Casey’s - willed to her in 1912 by granddad, Theodore ---

The happily married couple proudly added two more rooms... not for adding merchandise to Casey’s thriving store,

"But rather for the twins they had in 1917!    Then - opening up another store - with now two ‘5 and 10’s -

As Grandpa Ted and Granny Sarah Jane were praying for... life ahead looked awfully good for the two young Reddy twins!
"Theodore opened the 2nd store so both could one day own one... knowin' their folks were doin' their best to teach them both the trade,

And willed them each a fancy frame - both displaying proudly the actual 1st nickle that their ‘5 ‘n’ 10’s had made!
"In '22 - at their request - he changed his business name from what, since 1866, the stores' had always been,
And those who live today in Baton Rouge or New Orleans are going to find, instead -- 

a "Good ‘n’ Reddy's  5 ‘n’ 10"!
"Because of Sarah’s sacrifice, he’d found his ‘better life’, and more than once, before and after Theodore Good retired,

He’d always claimed - ‘aside from Casey -- and, of course, the twins -- that little Jacob was the finest kid he’d ever hired.

"Jacob passed away last Sunday, quietly in his sleep, thrilled with having paved the road for those he left behind,
And of all the stores I shop at - for the minor things I need - the ‘5 ‘n’ 10’s will always be my all-time favorite kind!"
                              Watch That Gas Gauge
We were on vacation, in our brand new SUV, when we ran out of gas, so we were looking left and right, 

Hoping very desperately - (alas, to no avail) - there’d be at least a friendly sign of life within our sight.

Cell phone to the rescue, I would dial four-one-one. The operator asked, “Your party’s state, and town, and name?” 

The conversation that we had might not have got her killed -- but I don’t think she understood how very close she came.

“I don’t know my party’s town and name,” I calmly said.   “We’re stranded in the mountains.  We need help.  Our fuel is gone! 

Surely you've got access to the 'yellow pages', ma'am! A little friendly help from you 
is what we’re counting on.”

“Sorry, sir, we can’t give out that kind of information! And, sir… for what I’m paid,” 

she snapped... “I wouldn’t if I could! 
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Why don’t you try hiking?   After all… you’re in the mountains!   I’m sure a little walk 
would do your lazy ass some good!"
I was so incensed I nearly ate the stinking phone.  A “super-snot” to say the least... I called her several names.

Before too long I realized that she had disconnected, and, Sue - my wife, was yelling… “When you’ve finished playing games,

“Maybe you could shut your lips and try to be constructive, and find a way to get some gas. That is… if you’re all done 
Ranting like a lunatic!  And -- if the phone’s not dead -- pull your head out, numb-nuts - and try calling --- NINE-one-one!”

Sue was right (she almost always is), and so I did. A very helpful lady took my call, and we were set. 

Once she understood that we were stranded she explained, “Just relax, I’ll make a call and see if I can get

“Someone out there right away.  I know right where you’re at. My uncle has a kid who runs a station on that road.” 

“That sounds great,” I told the gal, “and thank you for your help.” I tossed a little smile at Sue… but she was still P-O’d!
“There ya’ go,” I said with pride, “they’re sending someone out. It won’t be long before we’re up-an'-running once again.”                                                                                         Sue continued glaring as she bit me one last time, “This has to be the dumbest mess you’ve ever gotten us in!”

It was nearly 4 p.m. when - up the dusty road - came this ancient wrecker - (I was  miffed… we’d called at noon!)
And when the driver stepped outside the cab, my heart would freeze!  There before us stood what most would call your -- “basic goon!”

“Ya' shouldn’t take a trip unless you know you have a spare,” the fool began, then followed up with... “How’d ya’ git the flat? 

I’d ‘ve been here long ago but - we was super busy… and I was not exactly sure ‘bout where you folks was at.”

I glanced at Sue.  Her eyes were bugged, her mouth was open wide.   Both of us stood speechless in the seconds that would pass. 

Extremely disconcerted by the errant misconception… “We don’t have a ‘flat’, I promptly quipped… “we’re out of gas!”

“Gosh… I wish I’d knowed that... I’da brung along some gas,” the doofus answered, then announced... “Since this is your vacation, 
I’ll have ya’ all fixed up an’ on the road before ya’ know it.   An’ just to save a bunch o’ time... I’ll tow ya’ to my station!”

Now, being towed would cost a whole lot more, so I was angry… but we were at the mercy of this moron, and we knew it. 

So… being in the spot we were, as much as it disturbed me, reluctantly, I bit my lip and answered… “OK… do it!”

Forty minutes later, at what some might call a “station”, (the only un-abandoned one for more than 60 miles),

Stood but two old rusty pumps… one “Regular,” - one “Diesel”… and ‘round the back and down the sides were rusting cars… in piles!
Sue and I, and both our kids, were getting rather cranky. I queried, “Where’s the closest place that we can stay the night?”
'Its' response  =  “Inside your car, ‘cause you ain’t goin’ nowhere!   There ain’t no power 

to run the pumps, or even run the lights!
“Every day, at five o’clock, the state turns off my power. From nine to five they leave it on… so I can do my work.

Of course that means there ain’t no gas ‘til 9 a.m. tomorrow!” My wife and I could only stare… our children went berserk.

“I’d try to siphon somethin' from the wrecker, but, ya’ see, diesel gas, I know, would booger up your SUV.
While you’re sleeping -- in your car -- I’ll check your belts an’ hoses.  It never hurts to keep an eye on those… an’ folks… it’s free!”

“That sounds pretty good,” I said, “ nice of you to offer.” I looked for Sue’s approval. 
She said, “Guess it couldn’t hurt.”

And then I added, “My name’s Bob. I see that yours is Howard.”                                              “Well --- you see wrong!     My name's Denise!    This here’s my sister’s shirt!”                               
“You don’t mean to tell me that your sister’s name is Howard, and your name is Denise,”    I countered!  “You must be kidding, sir!” 

Then Susan pinched my arm and whispered - underneath her breath, “Damn it, Robert... watch yourself… you’re talkin' to -- a HER!”

“Well, I’ll be darned. Forgive me,” I apologized at once... “it’s just that I ain't never seen 

a woman drive a wrecker!” 

“No big deal,” she muttered - as she spit a pool of chew that splattered on my sandals. 
I was all fired up to deck her,

But since she was a female… and my wife and kids were there… I simply walked away 

and told the boys, “Let’s make a bed.” 

We shoved the luggage left and right, then laid the seats down level... learning we were 
ill-prepared to face the night ahead.
I noticed, as we tried to sleep, Denise was working hard - wielding several tools and gauges underneath the hood. 
Somewhere close to 6 a.m. she garnered my attention by tapping on the window and 
announcing --- “This ain't good!
“I performed a diagnostic test on this here motor.   Changed your oil, an'… while it drained… got yer rear-end greased,
And what I found ‘ll blow your mind!  My woman’s intuition tells me it will cost you folks a thousand bucks… at least!”

My mind was turning cartwheels.  I severely banged my head.  I started screaming, “Susan, this is more than I can stand! 

This wrecker-drivin', girl-mechanic - here in no-man’s-land - claims what's needin' fixed is gonna cost at least a grand!”

“Take it easy, Bobby boy,” Denise abruptly quipped, “I’ll save you folks some money with a rebuilt water pump. 

Once the ‘juice’ is on again, I’ll fill my tank with gas, and buy the best one Howard has. She lives out by the dump!
“I’ll get you guys a bargain on a carburetor too.  I found a great old radiator.  Man… it fit just right.

By the time I’m done with it, your car will run like new, but it’ll be expensive! I’ve been fixin' things all night!”

Tired, starved, and mad as hell, an angry Susan snarled, “Don’t you touch another thing... just tow our car to town!” 

Then softly whispered in my ear... “I’m having her arrested the very minute we arrive...  

I’m going to take her down!”

“Fine with me,” Denise complied.  “At nine, I’ll fill the wrecker, then pull ya’ down to Sagebrush.  You can ride the way you are.”                                                                      Man… were we relieved when her dilapidated tow truck fin’ly hit the highway with our mutilated car!
Ninety minutes later, we were pulling into Sagebrush. The town was very tiny, but they actually had a cop.

On the edge of town there was a fairly modern station at which - now in control again, we ordered her to stop.

Sue jumped out and said to me, “Try to keep her busy. I’m going to find an officer, and have her put in jail!
Denise belongs in prison, and I’m sure she'll be convicted, and on my word - I’ll kill 'er if they let 'er out on bail!”
This was not at all like Sue… she’s usually sweet and mellow, but she would disappear behind the door that said -- “POLICE”! 
I tried my best to keep her mind preoccupied, of course - to give my wife a fighting chance to crucify Denise -
When, luckily I caught a break when 'Mother Nature' called. She headed for the restroom, so I found the man in charge. 

I shared our awful story as he listened very closely, quickly understanding our predicament was large!
We tallied up the cost for having all the things repaired this grimy, girl-mechanic had assaulted on our car,

And when the young mechanic told me what the total was… he added, “Let me tell you, sir, how fortunate you are!
“I’m sure you noticed all the cars around Denise’s station. Those are actually ones that people simply… left behind!
Most mechanics wouldn’t tow your car to someone else, but -- long as she gets paid for what she's done - she doesn’t mind.

“What a shame the three of you were stuck there overnight. With zero food an' zero rooms… a paradise it ain’t.” 
“Actually there are four of us,” I filled the fella in... “my wife slipped in to see the sheriff... she’s filing a complaint!”
“Oh my God, you’re kidding,” he exploded... “big mistake!   I’m sure your wife is angry, but she’ll wish she never had! 

The Sheriff's an ornery devil…and he’s got a nasty temper!  And, sir... I hate to tell you this, but --- he’s Denise’s DAD!”

Well… by the time the car was fixed and all the bills were paid, (including Susan’s fine), we had to borrow from the bank! 
The lesson that I learned from this is - 'always try your best to never let your fuel supply 
fall under half-a-tank'!
                                                 Rescue-Zoo.com
I was smiling at a camera in a booth at cable news - takin' part in what would be my virgin interview -

Fielding friendly questions that pertained to how and why I’d wound up - at the age of thirty, owning my own zoo!
After introducing me to several thousand listeners, she began by asking me, “So... what’s 

it all about?

Had you ever thought about the business you were in leading up to this because of how you started out?”
“'Animal rights' was something that my father strove to teach me," I began, "when I was just a runt, I’m proud to say,

And seven years at Parks and Wildlife, no two ways about it, clearly paved the road that lead to where I am today.”

“Anything specific you remember from your past that made you feel the need to quit your job and take this on?”
“Absolutely,” I replied... “while driving home one night, I chanced upon an injured doe on guard beside her fawn!
“I jammed the brakes, tapped the lights to bright and honked the horn, hoping they would bolt, but she refused to leave the road!   

My wife, Marie - my girlfriend then - who’d happened to be sleeping... unaware of why it was I'd so abruptly slowed...

“Peering through the windshield quickly ascertained the reason -- 'It's just a deer,' she offered... 'I assume you tried the horn?'

“The horn's what woke you up, Marie!   I've tried it several times!   There must be something terribly wrong... her fawn looks freshly born.
“She'll never leave without it 'cause she knows it can’t keep up... but, why the heck she isn't taking off makes zero sense!
Perhaps she’s just too terrified... not sure what to do?  She knows, of course, her fawn is much too young to jump the fence!
“Turning the lights completely off, I offered... 'Let’s try this.   Maybe if it’s dark enough they’ll find the nerve to flee'.                                                                                                

But even then - amazingly - the doe refused to budge... and as we sat there, wondering what the cause for this might be,                                 

“To counteract the starless sky, I turned the lights back on… and moments later noticed 

she was bleeding from the lip!
Then - awkwardly revolving to expose her other side - the answer we were seeking was projecting from her hip!
“Six or seven inches of an arrow was protruding just above her left hind leg... her blood had turned it red.
"'Well, that explains it," said Marie… "she’s lookin' awfully weak.  I think she’s tryin' to tell us that she knows she’ll soon be dead,

“And begging us to somehow - save her fawn!’"    I agreed -- and, during my time in 'wildlife preservation' it was I
Who anesthetized the larger game in need of major help... and euthanized the injured ones we knew were going to die.

“Turning the headlights back on bright, I exited the car... popped the trunk and grabbed my trusty tranquilizer gun,
And after having kindly put the suff'ring doe to sleep -- I turned my full attention to the tremb'ling motherless one.

“That, with out a doubt, was when the seed of ‘rescuing animals’ germinated in my soul! 

I had to save that fawn!
And ever since, when someone calls to tell us of a victim who’s been abused or is badly injured... that’s the way it’s gone! 

“We pick them up, no matter what - and bring them to our zoo, hoping we can fix 

whatever’s wrong, and ease their pain.

The SPCA tutored us on how to feed and nurse them... and even donates funds from time to time to help sustain

“What it is we’re doing, folks, and - ‘Rescue-Zoo.com’ - is where ya' go to help us, if ya' feel like pitching in.

And I can't possibly overstate how wonderfully rewarding my many years of rescuing suffering animals has been.” 

“‘So, what about the fawn,’ she asked...‘the texts are pouring in?   The audience wants to know her fate, and, frankly… so do I.’"
"Once tranquilized... I put her in the back seat of my car, knowing - had I left her there without her mom - she’d die!
“Pamp'ring her, we kept her safe 'til both of us were sure she'd make it on her own back in 'the wild'... then turned her loose.

And, for the record,” I explained, “we’ve never turned away any animal suffering any manner of abuse!”

“And once the sort that people raise as pets are well enough, I've heard you turn them loose when you're convinced that they'll be safe.”
“Yes... we do,” I answered, “and it sometimes takes a while - as it did for 'Speckles', our rambunctious orphaned waif.

“A deer raised in captivity, of course, is more at risk.   Cougars, wolves, and coyotes kill them every chance they get,

And as our state - and some nearby - are rife with most of each... we wait until we're certain with the ones raised as a pet. 

“If anyone who’s listening would be interested in learning more about the ones we feel 

are ready to be 'placed'...

Once we know your circumstance... and know you’ll bear in mind what the one you're asking us to trust you with is faced...

“By promising to care for them - arrangements will be made to let them come and visit 

for a -- 'get acquainted' trial --
After which - if all goes well - the pet is yours to keep... although, from time to time, we may do spot-checks for a while.”

“Well, that's a wrap,” the lady quipped... “thanks for tuning in... and let me say... I think 

that what you’re doing’s really cool!
Having seen examples showing what some people do... it breaks my heart to know that some can actually be that cruel!”
                                    The Vigilante

Late one August afternoon - the year was 1910 - a hero - from my point of view - was quietly laid to rest.

Hanged because he’d killed a man, but I am here to say… more than one is grateful ‘mongst the ones who knowed him best.
Silas Bingham Tucker was his name… God rest his soul… and every honest man in town is glad fer what he done.

Proud as hell they knew him, and - in spite of how some feel - actually tickled pink fer what he ‘ccomplished - with his gun!
Rarely does the killin’ of a man bring cause for joy, but every man who knows the truth believes that he done right. 

And you tell me… when I tell you - the facts that jury heard if hangin’ him weren't justified fer how it went that night.
Jasper Mecum’s daughter, on a sultry summer eve, was strollin’ ‘round the forty-acre pond just south o’ town, 

When Silas, who was ridin’ by, spotted tiny Mandy just as Doby Duncan’s oldest young’n pulled 'er down!
Goin’ down the way she had appeared a might peculiar, an’ Silas quickly reckoned what he’d seen was odd as hell.

He spurred his horse and bolted off toward where she’d disappeared, and when he got to where they were he learned -- she hadn’t fell!
Stunned to find the naked loins of Shenandoah Duncan grindin’ hard on where he knew poor Mandy Mecum lay, 

Silas drew his rifle out and shouted, "Let her up!   This is one with which, I swear, you will not get away!"
The past few years this Duncan kid had raped a lot of women, but - kin to half the law in town, had never gone to jail!
Even when his victims swore to God that he was guilty, all they’d do was question him…then -- turn him loose on bail!
But uncontrite, as usual, for another recent rape, where -- plagued by grief, his victim, shortly after, took her life -- 
What this bastard didn't know was that the girl he'd killed, had, only days before, agreed 
to be his captor’s wife!
That… combined with all the crimes for which a life in jail -- thanks to who his family was -- this fiend would not have served -- 

And knowing very well that if he simply - turned 'im in - he’d never pay in any way for what he’d just observed --
Made it clear to Silas what it was he had to do.  Mandy Mecum testified that - when he aimed his gun - 
Just before he pulled the trigger, Silas calmly said --- “As of now - your days of gettin’ by with rape -- are done!”
         The Real Reason Granddad Gave Up Moonshinin’
Granny Mae was a sweet old soul, but Granddad - not so much.  His all time favorite things were downin’ flies by spittin’ chew...

Droppin’ lines - without a license - snaggin' monster cats... an’ brewin’ Buckeye County’s most prestigious mountain dew!
Evinrude was famous for his expertise at spittin’... sellin’ fish to friends an’ kin for seven cents a pound...

And bein’ great at hidin’ stills when - as they often did - them sneaky fed'ral boys from ATF came sniffin’ ‘round. 

Known throughout the county for his belly-burnin’ hooch, Granddad was a legend ‘mongst the locals for his brew...

And those who didn’t want him caught was always pointin’ agents off in ‘wrong directions’... claimin' things that wasn’t true!
Revenuers - mystified - had dubbed him with the nicknames - ‘Slipp’ry Slim’... ‘Magic Man’... and - ‘Buckeye County’s Ghost’!
Every time they’d set up road blocks - thick with cops and G-men - even if they’d planted several cars at every post -   

Evinrude would always find a way for slippin’ through!   The one thing none could ever say was --- Granddad wasn’t sly!
He never spent a day in jail for brewin’ or for sellin’, an’ - far as fin’ly quittin’ goes -I’m ‘bout to tell ya’ why.

With New Year’s Eve a day away and many eager clients, not to disappoint them... ‘round an hour after dark...

With forty jugs o’ cider loaded up to take the ride... me an’ Granny watched that sucker yank ‘er out o’ park...

Slam his souped up, Hemi-powered pickup into gear... raise a cloud o’ backwoods-dust toward where the highway was...

Then heard the rubber howlin’ when his tires grabbed the road... followed by the sirens of the overanxious 'fuzz'!
Familiar with the swerves an’ curves, he’d drive without his lights - and - were the highway fully blocked - he’d actually leave the road! 

The federal boys were baffled when he’d suddenly disappear, assuming he’d outrun them once again, for all they knowed,

Never figuring out that - now ‘n’ then  he’d kill his motor... coast into a secret nook - 

of which they weren’t aware...

And... after all the federal boys and county cops had passed... laugh at their ineptitude and quietly leave his lair! 

And each secluded meeting place that Granddad chose to use - always somewhere deep within the Buckeye County woods -

Served to keep the revenuers - bound to bring him in - from viewing their exchanges when he’d peddle off his goods. 

But knowing that the likelihood of fin’ly gettin’ caught was rising exponentially with every passing run -

Granddad stunned us all one morning, tellin’ Granny Mae, “The fact is, dear, my days of runnin’ sour mash are done!
“Learnin' our great-grandson has a strong dislike for 'shiners' started me to thinkin’ that it’s prob’ly time to stop!”  

But I’m convinced he actually quit ‘cause -- on that very day -- he’d learned young Evinrude the 4th --- had just become a COP!
                      The Vice --‘Canceler’of ‘Joizey’
Officer Gwendolyn Becker, a 'newbie', at Newark P. D. -- down in Joizey, 

was combin’ the streets for a couple o’ thieves who’d been holdin’ up stations and stores...

When - back in an alley - she spotted some fellas engaged in what looked like a brawl,
and knowin’ the gangs in the turf she was workin’ were constantly fightin’ their wars,
She radioed in - “I’m gonna need help!   Somethin’s about to go down... somethin’ big,” 

then turned off her headlights - pulled to the curb - and wriggled the squad car in park.
“It looks like there’s twenty, at least, in a circle - surroundin’ some guy in the center!
I can’t really say what they’re up to for certain... they’re too far away... and it’s dark!
“Ya’ might as well ring up the coroner, Trudy... the dude in the middle is screwed!

I’m guessin’ a rumble’s about to break out ‘cause the alley is startin’ to get noisy!”

But officer Becker had no way o’ knowin’ the guy on his own in the center
was Mickey Lapino -- a renegade cop -- known as -- ‘the 'Vice-Canceler' of Joizey’!
“Don’t interfere,” the old desk sergeant barked, “just keep on patrolling the streets. 

Agent Lupino’s arresting those guys... and 'll bring ‘em in later tonight! 
None o’ them fools is about to resist... they know how Lupino can be.  

I’m tellin’ ya’ Becker... leave 'em alone... there ain’t gonna be any fight!”

See... Mickey Lapino... who’d worked under cover for goin’ on twenty-five years...

was known, in the ghetto, for bringin’ in perps that were seriously mangled -- or dead,

And Becker was guessin’ that - due to the rumors she'd heard about guys like Lapino -
veteran cops would intimidate 'newbies' with the hair-raisin' stories they'd spread!
The guy had an aura that won him respect that even a Pit Bull would envy...

and even the vet'rans were claimin’ Lapino had never been seen with a smile!
While leery of privately checkin’ the rumors - for fear that he’d learn of her plan -

and knowin’ that others had paid a high price for attemptin’ to question his style -

Dyin’ to know if the stories were true -- when a crime of the nature he’d cover 

came to his unit from out o' the blue -- young Becker decided to tail him!
Her plan was to learn for herself if the legend was founded in fact, and -- if so --

to radio in to “Internal Affairs” for the backup required to nail him!
She claimed that her sister was havin’ a baby and needed the afternoon off,

then piled in her Rambler and - keepin’ her distance - followed his car off the lot.

Shortly thereafter she noticed the journey was takin' her deep in the boonies,

and the farther she followed - the more an’ more vacant the un-patrolled property got! 
Anxious to witness the unbridled fury a ‘vice-canceling’ agent can wield,

she watched as he whipped out his Colt 45 and slid through an old iron door.

Nervously parking her car out of view, she sneaked to the building he’d entered

and slipped through the door with a plan to record what she figured would equal a war!
With no one in sight she advanced through the rubble, worried he’d slipped from her grip, but quickly heard people conversing nearby, though she couldn't make out what they said.

Then - all of a sudden - a volley of gunfire shattered the deafening silence, 

and given the number of shots she was guessin' the legend - Lapino - was dead!
She sneaked to the spot near the end of the building where all o’ the shootin’ was done

and just caught a glimpse of shadowy figure removing itself from the scene.

With nobody talkin', she naturally figured the guys he’d been after had fled...

but stealthily entering the void she discovered more corpses than she’d ever seen,
And Gwendolyn realized Mickey Lapino was everything people were sayin', 

and those on the force were correct in proclaiming the one thing he isn’t - is ‘nice’ -

And Becker discovered - by tailin’ the guy - what genuine ‘Vice-Cancelers’ do ---

they pin on a badge -- buy a Colt 45… then run around --- ‘cancelin’ vice’!
                                The 'Whippy-Dip'

                 While drifting through a sleepy town some years ago, near Memphis, 

                 I spotted something I’d not seen in many, many years.

                 I hit the brakes and did a u-ee, pulled in just out front, 

                 Then, seconds later, felt my startled eyes confronting tears.

A drive in theater, looking like it couldn’t have shown a picture 

Or sold a bag of popcorn for a decade… maybe more,

Stood there, staring back at me, while a bit of mathematics

          Told me I’d not been in one since 1964! 

                 I noticed, as I scanned the place, the screen looked rather weary, 

The parking lot was pretty rough and overgrown with weeds.

Racing through my mind were thoughts of how it used to be…

                The sort that every boomer over 50 sometimes needs

To fortify the way they view their past.  The way they feel 

          About the days of long ago, when they were young and strong.

          I surfed my trusty I-pod ‘til I found some Elvis tunes,

                Then closed my eyes and watched him, as he sang my favorite song.

                 The song - and show - of his I love the most is, “Love Me Tender.”

His timeless music’s common, but his films are hard to find.

The giant screen reminded me how quickly we forget,

And how it’s true that, sadly, out of sight is out of mind.

But being late was not a good idea for my appointment,

So back into the car I dove… then back into the race.

Smiling as I drove away, I hoped to long remember

The way it felt to spend some quiet moments at that place.

But I had driven barely maybe six or seven miles

When I confronted something that we all have often seen:

Posing on a corner - in another tiny town -

                 Was what was called “The Whippy-Dip”… your basic Dairy Queen.

                 Far enough ahead to give me time to safely stop,

Thoughts of being late flew out the window, and I did.

The gal who took my order must have felt a little spooked

To see me come a-runnin’, like some frantic little kid.  

“I’ll take a chocolate sundae and a large banana split,”

I wheezed in my excitement… “and a smoothie - lemon-lime.”

Her puzzled look, that seemed to ask… “All that - for just one guy?” -

Showed she didn’t realize… I was stepping back in time!
From end to end the place was rife with mem’ry-spawning items,

And in the background “Rick” was crooning… “Hello, Mary Lou.” 

Those who filled the picnic tables, young and old alike,

Beneath the pink and yellow glow were all - but for a few -

Softly singing with him, and I grabbed a nearby seat.

I swear that I have never seen a more nostalgic sight, 

But when I went to get my food, I saw a sign that read -

“Friday, August seventeenth… will be our final night!” 

“You’re closing for the year,” I quizzed her... “seems a little early.

Summer’s barely half way over, hon.   Is something wrong?”

“Sir,” the gal explained to me, “we’d love to keep it open.

It’s always sad to see a place that’s been around this long

“Take the fall, but - rising costs - and ruthless competition’s
Lured away too many of the customers we had.

I’m the youngest daughter of the man who built this place,

And closing it, I’m sad to say, will all but kill my dad!
“The “Cherry Top” - in Baxter - held an auction back in April.

The year before the “Zesto”, down in Wilton, closed its doors.

Everything we sell is just as good - and often cheaper - 

But it’s an uphill battle fighting giant franchise stores!
“Their children’s meals include free toys, and when the weather’s poor, 

Folks can simply walk inside and find themselves a seat.

And they’ve got blacktop parking lots… or paved ones… we’ve got gravel. 

                 It’s common knowledge -- little shops like ours cannot compete.

                 “Like I said, it’s really sad to see a place like this

Close its doors, but, sure enough… come Friday night… we must. 

What’s more,” she stammered weakly, as her eyes were welling up,

“Once again, next April - once the Bellvue Bank and Trust

“Advertises widely - this old place will disappear!
Folks from miles around will come to watch with bated breath

As what is Jasper County’s last, and oldest, dairy queen -

Sells at auction… like the others ---  fast-food-chained to death!”

I walked away with tear-dimmed eyes.  My mind was racing fast.

Slipped back in behind the wheel and took my cell phone out,

Called my wife and told her that, when I got home that night,

There was something pretty wild we’d need to talk about. 

I sat there deep in thought for what I’d say was half an hour,

Then fin’ly trotted up and asked the lady for a Coke. 

“Sounds to me like all you need to do is spend some dough

To make this place 'competitive'… unless, of course, you’re broke?”

“We’d have done that long ago, but, trouble is, the bank
Wants this land to build a mall, and will not make a loan.”

“I see,” I calmly countered, “so… your profit margin’s suffering?

Maybe I can help with that… I’ll take a chocolate cone.”

“That’s correct,” she added.   “We’ve asked the bank for help

To add a large addition - so our guests could eat inside -

And paint the things that need it… fix the sign… and pave the lot,

But all they’ve said is - ‘You’re not worth it!’ - every time we’ve tried!”

What the lady’d told me had me fuming.   I was moved.

Learning what their bank was up to had me really miffed.

“Dear,” I told her, “what you’re business needs is not a loan…

But something guys like me can give… a philanthropic gift!”

“What you need’s a benefactor.   Someone they don’t know

Backing you, for everything… and I am just the guy!
I’ve got tons o' money, hon - and love old dairy queens!”

                Then reaching in to take her hand, I looked her in the eye,

                 “I’ll provide the needed funds for making your improvements,

So you can take that 'Closing' sign and toss it in the trash!

The place will still be yours alone… there’ll be no strings attached…

I’m just going to help you stay in business - with some cash! 

Staying ‘til she closed that night, I waited in the office.

Then, after all the doors were locked and outside lights were dark,

Me and Mrs. Shimmel sat and penciled out some changes.

The first was trading three dead trees for five more spots to park. 

We drew up plans for adding on a good-sized room out back

That seated close to forty, where her customers could dine

When weather wasn’t all that nice. And I, of course, proposed

Running ads with ‘specials’… and a far much bigger sign. 

See... advertising’s what I do!   My line of work for years.

Together, me and Helen made the plans that I was sure

Would turn around her business at no cost at all to her -

And guarantee 'The Whippy-Dip' would thrive, and thus - endure. 

The days of barely making it -- or -- actually losing money --

Very quickly ended -- and the bank would have to find

Someone else to turn their backs on… somewhere else to build…

And not tear down that lovely place for what they had in mind.

Well… that was thirty years ago.   And once or twice each summer,

Me and Connie pack the car and take our little trip

To visit Mrs. Shimmel, and her son - who runs the place -

                 And savor tender mem’ries at --- that busy 'Whippy-Dip'!
                                        There Comes That Moment
                 Fortunately, when I was young, what I perceived - 'my Kingdom' - 

spanned - and I'm not kidding you... seven - city - blocks!
But being neither worried about - nor having fully mastered - 

the tricky technicalities required for reading clocks,

'Time' would have no relevance!   It truly mattered not!   

What meant the most, to me, at least, were --- what we'd find to do --- 
Who would search at 'hide-an'-seek' --- who would win at marbles --- 

and - any chance encountered for recruiting someone new!
Absorbing kids who'd just moved in was absolutely vital, 

but none would be admitted 'til they'd learned our secret code,

And each was made to advertise their hierarchy ranking 

with magic-marker emblems on the bike or trike they rode.

Big ol' Bucky Becker was elected King, of course.  

At 4 foot 6 and 90 pounds, it only made good sense!
And Becky Becker - Bucky's twin - our one an' only female, 

had only gotten in 'cause she'd agreed to as a prince!
With 'tom-boy-hair' an' dressed in jeans - and pret' near big as Bucky - 

half the kids, I'm bettin', never knew I'd bent the rules!
                 Thurston Twiddle never knew!  Though super good at marbles...

Thurston's 'tool box', trust me, was severely - short on tools!
We'd seized control of seven blocks of 1880s Boston, 

upon which stood - at one-per-block - a huge Victorian home,

And each one had a garden decked with statuettes and fountains 

endowing its noisy peacocks with a lovely world to roam. 

The gardens were our battlefields for all the wars we fought, 

providing countless 'hide-behinds'... which kingdoms sorely need.

Problem was... our mascot was adept at getting loose...

and Labradors, believe me, are a very clingy breed!
                 Every time he'd get away he'd find our current skirmish 

                 and give away where each of us had moved our troops to hide!
                 At least the ornery traitor was respectfully consistent...

                 though all fired up to join the fight... she'd never take a side!
                 Now and then a ticked-off peacock made the staffs aware 

                 that someone - unbeknownst to them - was out there - on their lawn,

                 So... two things we got good at - at the risk of soundin' cocky - 

                 were dodgin' ornery peacocks... and the art of -- gettin' gone! 

Darnell Scat - the only knight who'd never won at jousting - 

blamed it on the training wheels his folks had made him use.

He claimed they greatly interfered with things like - leanin' out - 

to help him dodge the lances - and would thereby make him lose!
No one bought his reasoning but we let him think we did.  

The lances - which were billiard cues turned 'round to use their butts -

Cost him six or seven teeth and, one time, broke his glasses, 

so each and every one of us revered him for his guts!
The weirdest kid of all was from an undertaker's fam'ly.  

Chester wasn't stupid, he was simply - slow to learn!
His bike was super tall and - while his straightaways were fine - 

he'd often lose control and wind up wreckin' when he'd  turn!
And when we'd do our wrestling matches, Becky - though a girl - 

if not paired-off with someone twice her size - would often win,

And when Nathaniel Pinkerton made fun of Becky's stutter...

it wasn't somethin' that poor fool would ever do again!
Disgusted with his rude remarks, she popped him in the snot box!  

Largest loss of nasal blood I've ever seen to date!
And t' think that - gettin' older - at the time - was what I yearned for -- 

a more exciting, 'grown-up world' for which I couldn't wait!
A spoiled-rotten, only-child named Elawishus Duncan, 

joined the club in '85 and asked to run for 'King'!
                We had him chat with Bucky, after which, and - as expected - 

                no one that I know of ever heard another thing!
                 They made a deal between themselves -- the one who spit the farthest 

would -- unless he passed away -- be King, while... all the while...

All the members new full well the new kid wouldn't win 

on account o' Bucky's tour-de-force --- that dude could spit a mile!
Jebadiah Dooley - who we'd voted in as sheriff - 

kept the count when pickin' teams to make sure things were fair,

But even with an even-numbered-group you'd have to watch him,
'Cause... somehow... every now an' then -- we'd wind up with a spare!  

For 4 sweet years our mob played war in other peoples' yards, 

yet not one child in any home had once came out to play! 
We were ridin' bikes and trikes... they were ridin' ponies - 

and yet, I swear... compared to how those kids turned out today...

Me an' the gang, I'll bet ya' big... despite our lives weren't 'fancy'...

cherish every bit as much our mem'ries of the past.

Mem'ries made with rusting modes of lifeless transportation -

nowhere near as 'classy' and, of course... not near as fast!  

The way we lived was, I'll admit - compared to them - quite hard...

but as I've watched them struggle in their wars to reach - the 'Top',

But a few have failed to comprehend -- 'there comes that moment' --

when clocks that tick 'our chances to enjoy our lives' -- will stop!  

This was 80 years ago.   My God... how things have changed!     

A giant mall consumed the seven blocks where we once played!
A well received improvement in the eyes of most today,

but I'll be first in line for swapping every change they've made
For one last friendly, sunny day on which the gang and I 

could run those massive gardens where we'd feign 'medieval war'!
Truth is - far as I'm concerned - they've yet to gain one asset 

                 that I perceive as being worth --- the lives they traded for!
             This Teenage Girl Definitely Dodged a Bullet
A teenage girl in scanty garb was strolling through the shadows, glancing back from time to time to check the street behind,

Seemingly expecting to discover someone tailing her... leaving me to wonder - as I raised a single blind -

Was she being followed?      So, of course, I doused the light, then slightly raised the window to discreetly - watch the show!
She suddenly paused and turned around... frozen in her tracks, in between the street lamps, where the light, of course, was low,

And - clearly shaken, probed her purse, searching for a means to fend off her assailant should it race to where she was!
Pulling out what I could see to be a can of mace - clearly comprehending - as most every woman does -

That walking through a neighborhood like this so late at night often leads to instances where most do not fair well -

The girl, at last, responded in the way I’d prayed she would.   But when she wisely tried 

to run, the poor girl slipped and fell!
Wishing I could help her - as I sat there in my wheelchair - I began to panic when her predator appeared -

Hurried up to where she lay - hovering like fiend poised to have his fallen prey, and - just as I had feared -

Leaned to take ahold of her, and as she struggled hard - grabbed her underneath her arms and brought her to her feet!
My window being open, I was close enough to hear... “I’m sorry if I frightened you, but - walking down this street

Almost guarantees a girl - especially after dark - one who's young and all alone - to wind up getting hurt!”

And that was when the girl and I began to breathe again for spotting, to our great relief --  the badge upon his shirt!
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                                   Tiny Town Events
In June of 1955, as I was driving home from spending two long weekdays at a business seminar,

At somewhere close to 8 p.m., with no big towns around, my engine overheated and I had to stop the car.

Just ahead, a little group of lights would beckon me, so I began the journey to the only choice there was.

I’ll admit I couldn’t have told you what the town was called.  I’d only driven through the place - like everybody does -
When doing so would save some time as I would make the trek from where I lived to work-related meetings here and there. 

But always being focused on my being there on time, about what lay between the stops, like most... I didn’t care.

A slightly cool but gentle breeze became a sweet companion as I embarked on what I knew would actually do me good, 

And I meandered slowly through the solitude and calm, while sharing thoughts with only stars until, too soon… I stood

At the edge of town where… right away… the breeze grew sweeter, with sounds most often heard at night - when life is winding down. 

A favorite tune from years ago had wafted out to greet me, evoking thoughts of waltzing, as I drifted into town.

Like a scent, it filled the air, but teased the ear instead, and glad to let the soft seduction lure me to its source,

Deep within, my soul became the compass for my journey, as anxious, unanticipated thoughts would chart my course.

In my mind I saw the smiles of warm, inviting people. I’d heard the tales about the types that live in “tiny towns”.

The porches looked inviting, and the music was delightful, but thinking you can judge a place by merely sights and sounds

Is a trifle foolish, so I briefly stopped to ponder --- what if they’re afraid of finding someone they don’t know

Standing on their porch, so late at night, and asking questions? And, where’s the wisest place a man in trouble ought to go?

Being prob’ly ten blocks wide…and maybe twenty long, a faint but clear suspicion fought its way into my mind. 

Even though I knew the help that I was badly needing lay within those houses, and was simply mine to find,

How was I to know which one?   Though no two were the same, I saw no indications that there was a perfect choice.                                                                                                  But as I stood there contemplating how a man could tell, the sweet, enchanting answer that I sought would find a voice.

“Hello, young man...you picked yourself a great night for a walk.   Can you believe the stars tonight - it takes your breath away.”

But unprepared to chitchat with a stranger - in the dark - I quickly turned to face the sound

with nothing nice to say.

Staring through the void from whence the friendly comment came, I paused for just an instant (this would give me time to think), 
And then, at last - to no reply - the gentle voice resumed. “And if you listen veeeerrry closely… you can hear them blink!”

Slowly it would permeate my unsuspecting mind that I was in the presence of… a “tiny town event.”

On the porch of that old house, from off a rocking chair, that “tiny town” remark would serve to show me what they meant

By claims that only tiny towns… with good old fashioned ways… provide the feel of days gone by for those who have the need. 

Their lives, to some, seem so mundane, and yet… most never leave.  They know a special happiness.  They are a special breed.

Only briefly wondering what the best thing was to say, and needing help the way I did (and knowing how they are),

I quipped the first thing I could think of.  Something in the way of… “I’ve been walking quite a while… had trouble with my car.

“I'd like to use your telephone.  I need to call a station.  They’ll prob’ly need a wrecker.  
I just hope it’s not too late.”

“Yes, of course.  No problem, dear,” the gentle voice replied, “but I’m afraid, if you need help, you’re going to have to wait.

“Thelma's only open, son, from 6 a.m. to noon... and after 12 she usually takes some kids who love to fish
Out to Miller’s pond to spend the morning havin' fun. We’re makin' homemade ice cream, come on in and have a dish.

“And if you need a place to stay, there’s plenty o' room upstairs. All our kids have moved away. There’s only me an' Ed.”

“Oh my goodness, thanks,” I said, “but I just can’t impose.”   I stood there stunned --- 
I couldn’t believe she’d offered me a bed!
“I’ll just use the phone and call my wife to let her know, then walk on in and get a room - but, thank you, just the same.” 

“You just get on in here… while the ice cream’s good an' cold,” she tenderly insisted. 
(She didn’t even know my name!)

“Pinkerton has never had a genuine motel.  We’ve got a church… a doctor… and a pretty nice café.

Breakfast at Louella’s isn’t bad, but mine’s much better... an’ Ed an’ me’d be tickled pink if you would care to stay.”

Like a book or movie, where the past is brought to life, I felt the warmth and kindness of an age from long ago.                                                                                                               They giggled when I teased them --- “If they can’t repair my car, perhaps I’ll take a taxi -  to the airport - when I go!”

When we’d finished laughing, and I’d grabbed myself a chair, Ed stood up and chortled, “Bertha makes the greatest pie. 

You just sit right there and I’ll go cut us all a piece.”  Her blushing touched my heart, as did the twinkle in her eye.

Wrestling with their quaintness, I was cautious with my words.  I didn’t wanna hurt them with some disrespectful crack. 
Deep inside I reasoned that these two were very special.  I knew that strong and honest men make up for what they lack
With attributes that only those who know them come to see.    And though he seemed quite vulnerable, and had to use a cane, 

I could tell that Ed was strong.  The quiet kind of man… who's quick to show his tender side… and works to hide his pain.

And Bertha was the perfect wife for someone just like Ed.   Her gentle, sweet demeanor spoke of wise and tender ways.

And you could see the love they’d shared for many, many years was helping to sustain 
them as they coursed their autumn days.

After we had eaten homemade-ice-cream-covered-pie, a struggling Bertha crossed the 
room and turned the “wireless” down. 

“That was what I heard,” I said, “while walking down the highway. The music was just beautiful as I came into town.
“This is really kind of you… to let me stay the night. You have to let me pay you for the place to stay and all.”

“Oh my heavens,” Bertha laughed, “we couldn’t take a penny.  I see it’s getting rather 
late… you’d better make your call.”

My eyes would moisten briefly as they stood there… holding hands… and Bertha softly 
told me, “Son… stop makin’ such a fuss. 

We’re really glad to have you stay… breakfast is at 6… an’ we ain’t got no doubt at all you’d do the same for us.”

After telling Connie that the car had broken down, and I’d be staying over in a town with 

no motel,

Ed and Bertha smiled to hear me say, “I love you, too.”  And by the time the call had ended, everyone could tell

That I was actually feeling pretty good about my plight. And when I turned and said to them, “You know… I’m awfully fond
Of fishing, but I don’t suppose you’d know if Thelma’s bunch would mind if one more tagged along - to fish on Miller’s pond?”

Bertha’s eyes were watering as she reached to touch my arm.  “Of course they won’t,” 
she softly said, “and, son… are you in luck. 
She always brings some extra poles.   I’ll call her after breakfast to let her know she’ll need to swing on by here with the truck.
“I’m sure you’ll catch a lot o’ fish, and when she brings ya’ home, we’ll fry ‘em up an' have ourselves a good, old fashioned dinner.                                                                          Ya’ know, they say that eatin’ fish is good for losin’ weight... but me and Ed eat lots o’ fish… an' we ain’t got no thinner!”
There it was again.   Another… 'tiny town event'!  The things they said - and how they said them - warmed me up inside! 

And when I went to bed that night - for havin' met these two - I said a little thank you prayer - because my car had died!
The ice cream was fantastic, and the music soft and sweet. The breakfast was delicious, 
and I’ve never slept so good. 

The soft, hard-water shower had a fragrance all its own. And when the truck arrived to fetch me - like she said it would -

Seven giggling children filled the box with happy smiles, as Ed and Bertha watched an eager “city-boy” jump in,

As we took off for what turned out to be without a doubt, for me -- as sweet a morning’s fun as there has ever been.

Close to five hours later Thelma dropped me off at noon, and Bertha took the fish I’d caught and put them on the stove, 

Then told me --- “Me and Ed run down the road an' got your car.  He said be sure to tell ya’ that he liked the way it drove.

“He’ll be back in just a bit... he ran to get some flour… an’ you don’t owe us nothin’…
it was just a belt was loose. 

Ed had nothin’ else to do an' loves to tink with cars, and I was glad to get a chance to put that man to use!”

There it was again… another “tiny town event!” They did me such a favor, yet they saw it as… routine!
And I could not have told you what a tiny town was like before that day, but now I know exactly what they mean.

Sadly… I have not returned for thirty-seven years, and, like so many other “ought to’s”…where the same is true… 

I have often told my wife that - if we get the chance - going there to see those folks was something we should do.

She’d agreed as many times, but still… we never did, and my commutes for business ended several years ago.

I’ll bet, today, that Miller’s pond is hemmed by fancy houses… and, if it is… to tell the truth… I'd just as soon not know.

It couldn’t have been too many years before they passed away, but I’ve relived that evening many times on starry nights, 

Walking down that quiet road that led me to their home. I’ve heard the lovely music…seen the soft inviting lights…

And both their smiling faces fill my very sweetest dreams. I’ve even smelled the frying fish that Bertha fixed at noon. 

And pie with ice cream always makes me think about that night, for it was very special…and it ended far too soon.

Still, today, I’ve never had a better stroke of luck. That overheated car was like a blessing from above,

And through the cherished moments of those -- 'tiny town events', I learned the art of kindness... and the lasting power of love.
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                                  To the Manor Born

The only story stranger than the way I came to own it, is that of how its insides were maintained. 

The home is my inheritance… and for the past three centuries… only firstborn sons had 
ever reigned.

But…
as my father’s father-in-law’s father-in-law’s father-in-law’s father-in-law’s father would never sire a son - to govern o’er the manor when he died -
And his decree would dictate that as - “master of the manor”- nothing but a male could there reside…

When my cousin - thrice removed - discovered, while attempting to fill the voids within our family tree, 

Facts that seemed to indicate to her the next in line to “Brackenthorple Manor” now - was me,

And sent a note explaining that - if what she’d learned was accurate - based on what the family links had claimed -
I was now the rightful heir - (despite diluted blood, and how, because of marriage, I was named) -
I phoned my mother right away to ask the reason why she’d never spoken out on my accord!
She said, “I figured somewhere down the line an aunt 
or great aunt 
 or great-great aunt 

  or great-great-great aunt

   or great-great-great-great aunt had surely spawned a son to be the Lord!
“But son, I hope it’s true that - since your great, great, great, great granddad passed away,  the manor now remains 
'Masterless'… and you are now, today... the only male with Brackenthorple blood within his veins!
“It would be bizarre if only daughters have been born. I know that I’m at least the 25th! 

I’ll have to come and visit you.   I’ve read a lot about it… particularly about the famous myth.”

“What myth is that?” I quizzed my mom.  To which she would reply, “The one about the maid who keeps it clean.                                                                                                   Though dead for many years, of course, they say she lives there still, though very rarely heard, and - never seen!
“Her name is Margaret Hearthwood. Simply, ‘Maggie,’ to her friends.  Her first job as 

a maid was for the Earl. 

It’s said from 1569 to 1885... the family never hired another girl,

“And yet -- within but hours after recent gala balls -- the house was always tidy once again.

And even though it’s empty now - if what I’ve heard is true… it’s never seen a messy day since then!
“Purportedly - for all these years - Maggie’s loving care is what the Brackenthorple house has known - 

And if the legend’s factual… as strange as it may seem… this - Maggie Hearthwood’s living there alone!”

I told my mom, sarcastically, “I’ll give your ‘best’ to Maggie,” then laughed and said, “I’m leaving right away.”

Then phoned the distant relative who’d made the great discovery, and told her, “Thanks…you’ve really made my day.”

She said the Lord who’d lived there last had prudently established -- for caring for the manor’s needs -- a trust…

And therefore, both the structure and the grounds were well maintained… and every time she’d gone inside to dust
She’d found the house immaculate… with everything in place… and naught for her to do from stem to stern! 

She also said the trust had chosen her to hold the key… and if and when I came to - take my turn -
I’d have to come and get it… and we’d share some tea and crumpets… and she would let me view the family tree. 

And then -- to have the manor’s deed recorded in my name -- she told me who I’d need 
to go and see.

I called my boss and quit my job.    Next, I called the airport, and booked a flight to London from Ft. Worth. 
Eleven hours later I was sitting in an office, laying claim to what was mine - by birth!
The lawyer seemed resentful, and immediately demanded a large retainer toward his final bill.

He claimed his firm had represented Brackenthorple's clan since when the house was built, and that the will

Very clearly pointed out its master had to be a 'relative - by blood' - to stake the claim --

And that I was indeed the next in line to take the helm -- despite the fact our surnames weren’t the same!
He told me all about the house, boasting of the multitude of royal guests who’d waltzed within its walls, 
And how its chain of very rich, aristocratic families had hosted heads of state with festive balls.

He said, “The earl who’d built the home had promised young Ms Hearthwood…purportedly the day he passed away… 

That, if she’d keep the manor looking absolutely spotless… as long as she desired -

she could stay!
“A couple hundred years ago the final male was born, and then… in 1830… he became

The master of the manor when his father passed away... to carry on the Brackenthorple name.

“But - he would never sire a son! He fathered only daughters… and records show his daughters followed suit. 
Soooo… you’re indeed the only male descendant on the tree among the Brackenthorple family fruit.”

I became suspicious when he strongly recommended I check the manor out - before I sign!
I told him, “I’m not worried, sir, about the shape it’s in.  I’ll gladly fix it up… because it’s mine.”

“The outside needs no ‘fixing up’ at all,” the man explained. “The home’s condition’s better far than most - 
But, just in case you haven’t heard - a lot o' folks are sayin' that Brackenthorple Manor - has a ghost!
“And when the staff was questioned on the day they were dismissed (because the manor's final Lord had died) - 

Each of them confirmed the claim… and - if the story’s true - I’d give my weight in gold 
to get inside!
“I’ll prepare the abstract and the deed by noon today… while you run to your cousin’s for the key...
Then meet you here at twelve o’clock and drive us to the manor. And, sir… I’d wait to sign if it were me!”

I took a cab to meet my cousin… thanked her several times… and viewed the chart that proved that I was next. 

Then, handing me the key, she said - as I got up to leave, “I’m sure you prob’ly know…the manor’s hexed!
“But Maggie’s not a scary ghost… she simply loves to clean. She’s been there for the  past 400 years,                                                                                                                          And all accounts I’ve come across have shown that she was loyal, and - to the end - admired by her peers.”

Regarding what she’d told me to be nothing more than rumor - and knowing how the British love their jokes -

I told her that my mother and the lawyer’d said the same… but I would soon disprove 
it as a hoax!
Returning to the lawyer’s office - more convinced than ever that I would be a fool were 
I to heed
The cautioning of the barrister - (who struck me as suspicious) - I quickly signed and filed the manor’s deed!
Without a car - but not inclined to hire another cab -- I did accept his offer for a ride.

The truth is I was hoping that he might reduce my bill if I would let him look around inside!
Thirty miles from London, on a narrow, winding road, ‘twas nearly 2 p.m. when we arrived. 
He was there to satisfy his - curiosity… and I - to prove their legend was contrived!
Devoid of pungent, musty smells… which long-abandoned homes are known the nose 
to typically impale… 

We wandered through it, room-by-room, surprised to find aromas that actually were a pleasure to inhale!
Expecting cobwebs - dust - and stench… the lack thereof seemed strange.   It seemed as though the house had -- kept itself! 

Every room was tidy.   Every item in its place - on every single table - stand - and shelf!
Bequeathed to me because of having Brackenthorple blood coursing through my veins - 
I felt such pride 

To hear the old solicitor identify the portraits of all the previous owners that had died.

When he’d finished telling me who each ancestor was… we walked the massive house from end to end. 

From wine-cellar to bell-tower, we toured its every floor… until there were no stairs left to ascend.

Everywhere we wandered there was not a speck of dust on either any furniture or floor!

And glancing back at rooms that I was sure we’d left - exposed… I noticed -- not a single open door!
And I was fairly certain, when we’d entered, he an' I had tracked in bits of grass from off the green! 

Yet… when our tour was finished… as I carefully scanned the entry… the vestibule was now - completely clean!
And when the lawyer'd dropped a glove while hanging up his jacket… I’d seen it, and had made a mental note 

To let him know when leaving, but, I noticed - as we left -- his glove was once again --- back in his coat!
Knowing how the mind can play strange tricks on anyone, I told myself this wasn’t proof enough,

And made my mind up, then and there, that I was going to stay - and find some way to call this “Maggie’s” bluff!
See... I was now convinced that those who oversaw the trust had long ago decided to conspire

To keep the manor empty -- and that everyone involved had either been a dupe -- or was a liar!
The lawyer ran me back to town -- where I would buy a car -- then grab my things at Heathrow, for my stay. 

I then returned, determined -- as the manor’s brand new Lord -- to spend in it the balance of my day!
Now… what I’m going to tell you next I’m sure you won’t believe, but… cross my heart and hope to die… it’s true… 

And if you asked if I believe that Brackenthorple’s haunted… well… I’m afraid I’d have to say -- I do!
Remember all those portraits… that the barrister'd explained? Well… there were only 12 at 2:15...
But when, at 4 p.m., I strolled around that room again... I swear to you -- there actually were --- 13!
In a frame - that matched the rest - a thirteenth portrait hung… and… at its bottom- center, was a plate.

The other plates had names engraved… plus years of birth and death… but this one…

just a name and - single date!
The name was mine! The date -- my year of birth!  I couldn’t breathe…and even in the dimness I could see… 

Posing in the same large chair the other 12 Lords had… the huge, foreboding painting was --- of ME!!!
I saw this as an omen.   Good or bad - I wasn’t sure… but, obviously… the house knew I’d moved in! 

I prayed it was a 'welcoming', but only time would tell, and that was when my scrutiny would begin.

With flashlight in my hand, I headed off to find the bedroom that I had deemed the grandest of them all, 

And… very much intentionally, I dropped two pairs of socks… one upon the stairs… 
one in the hall!   

Once inside the bedroom - with the door completely closed - I raced up to the window… raised the shade…                                                                                                                                Placed my fingers on the glass and dragged them back and forth.  You should have seen the streaky mess I made.

Next, as I unpacked, I scattered clothes across the floor.  The previously tidy room was now a sight!
I flung the extra pillow and the quilt against the wall… then… settling in to sleep… I doused the light.

Daylight woke me early, but I’d actually slept quite well, and as I stretched the stiffness from my chest, 

The memory of my circumstances burst into my mind, as I leaped out of bed to… check 
my test!
Glancing at the window I could see that it was clean!  The fingerprints were gone…
it looked like new!
I scanned the floor and found there were no scattered clothes to see, and started wond’ring… “Is the legend true?”

The bedspread now was folded up and draped across a chair! I ran and opened wide the wardrobe’s doors.

My hanging clothes were neatly hung!   I scurried to the dresser, and checked the many mothball-scented drawers.

All my other clothes were folded neat and stacked in piles! I raced to check the hall and stairs for socks.

My mind was turning somersaults, when, suddenly, I noticed -- the sounds of slapping sheets, and -- ticking clocks!!!
The socks were gone ---- and I, of course, knew right where they would be, and charged back toward my room to trace the sounds -

Recognizing one I knew as -- linens being changed -- as someone made their early morning rounds!
And when I burst into the room, I couldn't believe my eyes!    The bed that I'd just slept in... now was made!
I even double-checked the door… I wanted to be sure that I was in the room where I had stayed.
Suddenly the 'legend' (how she rarely had been heard, and never had - for many years, been seen),

Seemed a lot more credible… and I could clearly see how the house had always stayed 
so clean!
And now - for nearly sixty years - I’ve lived here on my own… accept, of course, for Maggie… bless her heart. 
The trust maintains the property… the roof… and outside walls… and good old Maggie cleans the inside part!
And up until that fateful day, when… on my portrait’s nameplate… the year of my demise will be engraved… 

I’ll swear that Brackenthorple is the cleanest house in England… and Margaret Hearthwood is her finest maid!
And… if no other woman carrying Brackenthorple blood conceives a son that -- comes 

to know his past --
Never siring a son myself… as - 'Master of the Manor' - it looks as though -- I'm going to be the last!
                                       Why I Don’t Trust Psychics
A friend of mine - Ruby Kimble - coaxed me into ringing up "Voodoo Vera’s Psychic Parlor" down in Chad today,
Promising her 'special skills' at conjuring up the spirit world were easily worth the hefty 
fee she made her patrons pay.

“She’s really good,” my friend insisted... “everyone I’ve talked to says she’s got a gift for making creepy things appear,

Floating ‘round the séance table... plumb right outta nowhere... and... if they listen really close, a few have said they hear

“Undeniable voices from the past!   I’m talkin’ loved ones - folks who passed away clean 

up to 90 years ago!
Course... hookin’ up with relatives they’ve never actually met makes it kinda tricky for a customer to know
“If, indeed, the voice they’re hearing is the one she’s claiming, but Voodoo Vera’s not the type who’d summon up a voice

That ain’t the one she says it is... that would be disgusting.   And according to her website ad... she lets you take your choice

“Of whom it is you’d like to hear from. Who you’d like to talk to. Vera asks the questions, in her very special way,

Then... if the spirit’s listening... and the question’s not too weird... provided that her séance
measures up to what they say…

“Whether it be friend or fam’ly, if you hear them answer, you’ll be just as sure as I am...

Vera is - a mystic!
Corky Jubil swore to me that... when she turned to Vera... everything she saw and heard seemed super realistic!
“Hoping she could shoot the poop with someone long since dead, Corky paid the 80 bucks to chat with Ned McGuire -
A not-too-brilliant corporal in the war between the states.       

While firmly in the realm of those she vowed she’d never hire,

“Corky -- quite the skeptic when it came to psychic powers -- simply had to ask this Ned 

if what she’d heard was true. 
Based on what her granddad told her, he and seven other rebels robbed a Union cargo train in 1862,

“And got away with 50 million dollars worth of gold.  The story goes they hid the loot for when the war was done,
But all eight soldiers lost their lives in June - at Chattanooga, and... three years later, as we know... the Union forces won. 

“All of Corky’s research - as haphazard as it was - had her thinkin' what they’d stolen never has been found -

And Vera was - at least in Chad - the only working psychic!   There weren’t no other gals that worked with crystal balls around!
“Vera kinda squinted when young Corky posed her question, ‘Where the hell’d ya’ hide the gold... ya’ need to tell me, Ned?

You ain’t gonna get no chance to spend it far as I see - ‘cause unless you’re around a hundred an’ eighty five, my friend --- you're dead!’
“Vera grabbed her Ouija-board, figurin’ - if he answered - nothin’ beats a 'Ouija' for communing with a ghost.
If Corky’s long-dead-counterpart responded to her plea -- and Vera pulled out all the stops and lived up to her boast --

“Maybe - only maybe - this here - Corporal Ned McGuire, just might fin’ly spill the beans 
on where the gold is at!
But street-wise Corky knew full well what sorceress Voodoo Vera just might try to conjure up beneath her witches’ hat!
“’Looks like Ned ain’t talkin’, Corky,’ Vera fin'ly quipped - as the Ouija’s knowing planchette slid around beneath her hand,
Which prompted her to figure Ned was prob'ly answerin' back - but in some clever way that only mystics understand! 

“Rushing Corky out the door, ‘You come back tomorrow,’ Vera added cheerfully, ‘there’ll be no charge today!

He prob’ly thinks you’re FBI, and -- even though he’s dead -- he's scared to death to risk it -- but ya’ never know... he may! 

“At 8 a.m. next morning, Corky tried to phone the parlor... not that shocked to get the message - ‘Closed ‘til further notice’ -
Convincing her that Vera’s powers were, in fact, legit... and bettin' big that what she’d claimed - concerning Ned -- was bogus!
“Guessing that she’d found a way to make him spill the beans, in hopes of intercepting her, she raced to Vera’s trailer,

Figurin’ she’d be headin’ out for where he’d hid the loot, and... like a good detective would… Corky aimed to trail her!
“As expected, Vera headed pretty much due south, then hung a left in Cape Girardeau, speeding all the while.

Corky almost lost her once a few miles west o’ Nashville for tryin’ hard to stay behind at least a quarter mile. 

“Close to midnight Vera headed south again at Knoxville, then, just outside of Murfreesboro, stopped to grab some sleep,
And Corky - bein’ dark and all - checked in moments later - hoping, in the morning, she'd not recognize her Jeep. 

“Up at dawn, Corky donned a real dark pair of glasses and slid down in her seat a ways so

Vera wouldn’t spot her.
Vera’d packed a lunch so'd never once pulled off to eat, so Corky - understandably - had only gotten hotter!
“Famished - due to Vera’s tactics, Corky couldn’t take it, so -- adjacent a Burger King -- she raced across the lot
Thinkin' she could grab a sandwich... but -- as luck would have it -- ninety feet from supper was as close as Corky got!
“Erupting from her ground floor room, Vera - now in street-clothes, recognized her instantly -- despite her poor disguise --
And very clearly understood her clearly frigid glare - (which liars tend to reap from those who suffer for their lies) -

"I was gonna call ya' if I find it," Vera vowed, "and if we do, I think it's fair we do an even split?"

"I’m OK with a finder’s fee," Corky promptly snarled... "but if you think you’re gettin’ half that gold -- you’re full o’ shit!"
“You jump in with me,' she added... 'though my van’s a beater, we’ll be needin’ far more room than you’ve got in your Jeep!
And up until we get there - and assuming that we find it - we’ll scribble up a contract on how much you’ll get to keep!"
“You’re the one who summoned him so - you’re, of course, entitled... but don’t forget that I’m the one who told ya’ about the gold!
We’re in this together, Vera - no two ways about it - and matter o' fact - I’m pissed as hell that you’re the one I told!
“You’re the only psychic in the phone book there in Chad, and you were recommended by a real good friend of mine,

But when you saw the Ouija-board was shootin’ the poop with Ned - you rushed me out the door posthaste... feedin’ me a line
“To make me think you hadn’t reached him!   What a raunchy trick!   Ya’ really shoulda told me, Vera.    And your -- 'doin’ it for free' --

Seemed a bit peculiar, but... for 50 million bucks... I’ll admit I’d prob’ly ‘ve done the same if it were me!’ 
The pair shot through the drive-thru at the Burger King for breakfast - (Corky swears she'd prob'y wouldn't have made it had they not) -
Then - sticking with the info that she’d garnered from the séance - Vera checked her homemade map -- her guide to the 'secret spot' --

Where Ned and 7 other fools had stashed away a fortune in stolen Union bullion back in 1862. 

"If we find the treasure, Vera," Corky started in, "and -- if there’s 50 million dollars, this is what we’ll do:
"I’ll cough up a finder’s fee of, let’s say - ten per cent... then you can burn your trailer and retire... it’s time you did.

I can hardly breath, I’m so excited... what a thrill... and knowing Ned - I can’t believe he told you where it’s hid!" 
"At first he wasn’t going to say," V-D-V replied... "but when I said you’d brought along a picture I could use

To help me try to reach him, well... it took his breath away - and like a ton o' golden bricks, the fool could not refuse!
"I told him -- had I lived back then, and he and I had met... every kiss he gave me would 
have set my heart on fire...
Which proves my point, beyond a doubt -- when dealing with a man -- especially one as dumb as Ned -- it pays to be a liar!
"Our destination’s 'Brasstown Bald' - near Hiawassee, Georgia.   He swore to me he never told his partners where it was.

He didn’t trust them knowing ‘cause he knew they’d try to steal it, so -- just the same as anyone who’s not a pin-head does --
He'd wisely kept his 'secret spot' - which he believed was foolproof - only in his diary, where he knew it wouldn’t be seen,
But I didn’t bother tellin’ him how much he’d stand - today - to gain by turning all his bars of gold to - piles of green! 

“See... FIFTY MILLION Dollars, back in 1862... inching up in value for a hundred-fifty years, 
Now is worth around a Billion -- 97 Million -- 87 Thousand bucks -- which buys a lotta beers!
“Afraid he’d prob'ly kill himself if I exposed the truth, I thought it best for all concerned 

to claim the price had dropped!
I told him it had fallen to - a penny on the dollar - and apt to drop to even less than that before it stopped! 
All that you could buy, I told him - ‘here in 2020 -- had you split the money up between the eight of you --

If you looked around enough... would be a walk-out ranch... and I don’t mean a ranch like those in 1862! 
He also made me give my word that - should I find the treasure - one way or the other, 
I would contact him again
To let him know if - as he hoped - the gold had not been found... which obviously would make him proud - given how long it’s been.    

About an hour later, as they entered Hiawassee, Vera offered - "Brasstown Bald is where 
he says it’s at."
To which the driver parried, "We’ve been driving now for hours, and maybe you’re not hungry yet - and I’m OK with that -
"But we need gas, and I need food," Corky came unglued... ‘an' I don’t fancy rootin’ around for vittles after dark!’

"OK, fine," Vera barked, "we’ll get a couple rooms, then head out - after breakfast - 

for the woods of 'Brasstown Park'.
"Back in 1862 there was no 'Brasstown Bald' - so Ned, of course, has no idea how much the place has grown, 
But based on what he told me, he went AWOL that next week - bought himself a team o’ 

mules, then took off on his own

"And stashed the giant pile of stolen gold in what he termed -- 'A fairly big, well-hidden cave that’s - very hard to see!' 

He said he'd found the cave one day while hunting white-tail deer when a 12-point buck he'd spotted tried to hide behind a tree.'
"He said the cave is roomy, but its entry’s fairly small, and, veiled by years of overgrowth, was 'easily wandered by',
So - knowing he'd have to wait awhile and likely need a map - a map in code - just in case a fellow thief would try
"To swipe it all, or -- grab their share -- he scribbled up directions showing where, precisely, he had stashed the stolen gold. 

He claimed with those directions - (which he sent me through the séance) - by doing as 

I'd very much begrudgingly'd been told - 
"If, in fact, as he believed - the 'statue of limitations' had expired long ago - that if I did things right ---

Given all the other guys who’d helped him were now dead - (much the same as he was from that Chattanooga fight) -
"Anything and everything I found would be all mine!"    
Voodoo caught the icy glare on Corky’s angry face,
"I think you mean - ‘all OURS’ - she snapped.    "Remember...we’re a team,   

An' all you’re gettin’s 10 percent, plus -- if we find this place --
"However much it costs to get it back to Kansas City’s comin’ outta your part, Vera!  
Ned was kin to me!"
"We split it 50 / 50, Corky," Vera fired back, "or you can hitch a ride back to your Jeep in Tennessee!"

After chowin' down we found ourselves a small motel, and Voodoo promptly slithered off to find the room she’d taken.

This was when the awful nightmares Corky often struggles with started to materialize,   when - as she would awaken -
Her women's intuition told her -- ‘Better check on Vera’.   She called the desk and asked the lady which room she was in.

"She checked out three hours ago, at least," the girl replied!   

Corky suddenly realized that she’d been had --- again!
"Someone from a trucking business brought her out a semi," the clerk explained, "a huge one, and I think she headed south."

I’m sure that clerk was wondering why - (Corky reminisced) - she prob’ly could ‘ve easily fit a softball in my mouth!
Twenty minutes later Corky hot-wired Vera's van, then headed down the highway fingers-crossed that - if she sped - 
She’d catch a break and spot her, if she'd stay on 64, heading for the pile of gold that once belonged to Ned.
Just outside of Hiawassee, powering up an incline, Vera’s rig came into sight as Corky closed the gap.
She strategized to lay behind and let her lead the way to what they both were searching 

for - then suddenly -- spring the trap!
But pinned between a couple buses, Corky missed the turn-off that Vera must have taken ‘cause she’d literally - disappeared!
Running back and forth in terror - checking every road - she realized she was going through precisely what she’d feared! 
Somewhere, in those evergreens, psychic Voodoo Vera was closing in on what she had 

no right to call her own,

And making matters even worse - minus Corky’s séance - ain’t no way in hell she coulda found it on her own!
All fired up to fin’ly know, one way or the other, whether Vera’d find the gold, she made herself a plan.
She drove to where she’d seen her last, before she’d made her turn, and - well concealed behind some trees - she carefully backed the van

Deep into the underbrush - where Vera’d never spot her, once she’d loaded all the gold 
then hit the road for home.

Luckily there were blankets and a pillow in the rear, plus a 3-foot wide by 6-foot long expanse of 4-inch foam.

Unless she takes a different route, Vera’s has to pass here - Corky claims she speculated - praying she was right.
I’ll case this highway every day from dawn to dusk, she vowed, and utilize my dash-cam

when I need to sleep at night.

Best thing I can do for now is let her find the gold - then load it up and run it back to 
eastern Illinois.

The only thing she’d not addressed was - how she’d get her meals - but with her cell phone fully charged, she ironed out her ploy. 

Googling up the nearby joints that offered free delivery, she ordered up a pizza for her 
meal at half past one.
The guy who took her order asked, "So, where’s this pizza goin’?", and when he told her, "Where you're at means a 40-mile run -
"15 miles further than our “free-delivery” goes," she answered --- "I’m out here by the overpass… standing in the ditch!
I’m tryin’ to catch the most disgusting person in the world who claims to be a psychic,  but, the fact is -- she’s a bitch!
"I’m actually doin' a 'stakeout', and I simply can’t drive in.   I may be calling every day, and the cost is no big deal.
I’m gonna to have to stay here ‘til that lyin’ skag appears... even if it costs me fifty bucks for every meal!"

Fin’ly - six days later - after wilting tons of foliage, Corky spotted Vera in her rented, well-marked rig! 
Lumbering down the highway at a less than break-neck speed, she noticed that the bottoms of her tires were extra big!
She obviously was hauling what could only be the gold, and - waiting ‘til she’d passed her by - she roared out to the road,
Staying well behind her, thinking - if I do this right - somewhere around tomorrow night she’ll likely have that load

Rollin’ in to Chad, I'd say - for which I’ll have to thank her!  Then, naturally, I’ll round me up some big time hot-shot lawyer!
Maybe give that dude a call who runs with old Sam Clemens... you know who I’m talkin’ about... that world renowned - Tom Sawyer - 
Then me an’ him ‘ll sue her ass from here to Timbuktu - and she’ll wind up with diddly- squat for all the lies she’s told -

And she can hitch a ride to Tennessee for all I care, to get the van she left behind so she could steal my gold!
“So now ya’ know,” I barked at Ruby, “why I don’t trust psychics.  Corky’s still in therapy for what she suffered through!
There’s bound to be an honest mystic somewhere on this planet, but I can tell ya' something that you’ll never see me do ---
“Callin' Voodoo Vera --- after what she did to Corky, isn’t gonna happen, Ruby... even though it’s true
Corky’s now the richest gal I’ll prob’ly ever know... thanks to kin for robbin’ a train in 1862!
                             Ya’ Think Ya’ Know ‘Em Inside Out            

Remember Ezra Whitney… from Decatur, Alabama… the old black man that made his livin’ breedin’ jacks and mares?

Well… Tuesday mornin’ Maynard Bixby’s mule done passed away… an’ like most folk around these parts who can’t afford no spares,

He rode on out to Ezra’s place to buy hisself a new one. But when he got there, Maynard 

learned -- there weren’t no one around! 

Says he knocked a dozen times, hollerin’ all the while, and fin’ly figured out that he was 

nowhere to be found!
Walkin’ toward the breedin’ barn, he spotted Ezra’s stallion saddled up an’ standin’ ‘bout 

a quarter mile away.

Well… no one leaves a saddled horse to wander off like that… an’ -- figurin’ Ezra knew 

that even good ones tend to stray --

Maynard mounted up and rode to where the stud was grazin’… and when he reached him, 

leaned on out to stroke the horse’s head.

That’s when he discovered why his horse -- like most ‘ll do -- despite he could’ve headed 

home -- had stayed right there instead.

Lyin’ close, in knee-high grass, was Ezra’s tired old body!   Maynard said there weren’t 

no signs of what you’d call… 'foul play' -

So he laid him o’er the stallion’s back… led him to the cabin… then carried him in an’ 

found his friend a fittin’ place to lay.

Pretty sure he had no kin - not 'round there at least - he mounted up and raced like hell from Ezra’s back to town.

First he filled the Marshall in… sharin’ his opinion:   'It looked as though ‘twas God 

hisself who’d put old Ezra down'...

Next he run to the undertaker - told 'im how to get there, an' precisely where the body had been left...

An’ last he run to the preacher’s place to give him ample chance to get in touch with those he thought would likely be bereft.             

Well... what Maynard didn’t realize was… down there in Decatur… Ezra’d been the source for mules for nigh on forty years… 

So he was pret’ near side hisself when - come next Sunday mornin’ - the entire church 

was filled clear up with people sheddin’ tears!
 Turned out… ‘fore his sight went bad… Ezra was a doctor… and Maynard - havin’ lived 

there only seven years at best -

Weren’t aware of all the folks he’d helped - an' lives he’d saved - so account o’ that, he weren’t nowhere as pained as most the rest.

The town folk passed the hat to buy a big ol’ chunk o’ marble, an’ had the guy who cuts 

the rocks incise upon his stone,

“Here lies Ezra Whitney… always honest… always kind… and sure enough the finest man 

Decatur’s ever known.”

Well… the lesson Maynard learned, I s’pose, is -- folks ‘ll often fool ya’ -- and now and 

then surprises are exposed when people die.

Ya’ think ya’ know ‘em inside out… but -- even when they’re fam’ly -- ya’ sometimes never learn the truth until they say - 'Goodbye'!
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                                 The 'Window Seat'
                 While flying through a cloudy sky, a pointless casual glance

Exposed to me, quite briefly, some old mansion, quite by chance.

I’d seen enough to know that it was large, and very grand,

A place that I would love to see.   I couldn’t wait to land. 

I hailed a cab and told the guy (you should have seen his face), 

“Hey, just before we landed, I could see this awesome place. 
          A virtual antique palace.  I'm sure it can’t be far.” 

He smiled and said, “I think that you’d be wise to rent a car.
“It’s really quite a beauty, though she looks a little tough. 

You saw, ‘The Painted Lady.’   She’s a diamond - in the rough.

                 They say she’s been abandoned, and they say there are no more.” 

                 Then leaning through the window, as I closed the taxi door,
                 He told me how to get there, then he bid me, “Best of luck.”

I thanked him for the info, and I made him take a buck.
My conference was a day away - the time to go was now. 

I’d rent some wheels to get there… feeling sure that I knew how. 
I felt that I just had to go - my mind was racing fast,

And 'Destiny' was just about to link me to the past. 
Lurking deep within the trees, I might have driven by,

But tiny twinklings slipped into the corner of my eye,
And like a guiding star, her sparkling panes of beveled glass
Would draw my eyes to what the average passer-by would pass.
                 At last the woods were broken by a massive iron gate. 

It stood ajar… I parked the car… and headed toward my fate!
                 I wound my way through several yards of house-obscuring trees 

Before, at last, I stepped into a world one rarely sees! 
There she stood, surrounded by great walls of oak and pine, 
And instantly I felt the urge to somehow make her mine. 

I stood and scanned the carvings ‘round her massive paneled door. 
I knew, behind her stained glass windows, waited so much more. 
This was what for many years my throbbing heart had yearned, 

And so I checked the knob, and, yes - to my delight - it turned! 
I was not prepared for what I found within those walls. 

Paintings, clad with gilded frames, still lined the stately halls. 
Deep within the foyer stood a pair of figural lights 

Perched on matching newel posts.  The staircase rose three flights!

                 With stained-glass transoms hovering over giant pocket-doors

That smoothly slid to introduce exquisite parquet floors,
                 I strolled into the parlor… what a sofa… what a chair. 

                 The scent of a candle - freshly doused - still lingered in the air. 
Curved-glass beveled windows ‘round her stunning 'window seat',

Adorned with tufted cushions, made the gorgeous room complete.
The portraits were spectacular, as were the gorgeous clocks. 
An ornate table - marble topped - displayed a music box.
Coffered ceilings, marble hearths, and all the hardware… brass! 

The gilded chandeliers were huge… some kerosene - some gas.
The papered walls were elegant, the tapestries were bold.  

The casing ‘round the windows brightly trimmed in brilliant gold.

                 The ceilings had to be twelve feet, with murals still so clear.

The velvet drapes, so lustrous.   Hmmm… could someone still be here?

                 The organ wasn’t dusty!   I could almost hear it play.
Despite the tale the cabbie'd told, it seemed like… yet today,
There was somebody living here… and that would make me sick. 

Then somewhere near I heard a noise that sounded like - a “tick”!
Followed by consecutive “ticks”… each followed by - a “tock”, 

Could, dear God… there somehow be… an actual running clock? 
I’d hoped the smell of candles freshly doused was in my mind,

And prayed the ticking must have been just creaking of some kind,
But when the organ’s pedals started pumping… by themselves…

And I was serenaded, as the candles on the shelves

And all the lamps and chandeliers began to light and burn…
Whether it was occupied or not… I will never learn! 

I left my “dream house” rather fast.   I didn’t close the door.

I won’t be back to visit… and will dream of one no more.
          I’m even thinking… when I fly… what used to seem a treat…
          Today has no appeal… and you can have that -- 'window seat'!
                                   The Avalanche
              Everything went silent as I turned to break the news.

Glancing ‘round I found a desperate look on every face,

And when I tapped the microphone to check that it was on,

It almost seemed as though I stood alone inside the place. 

Even I was unprepared for what had just transpired,

Though I’d been handling avalanche disasters now for years.

But nothing of this magnitude had fallen on my watch,

And as they stood there staring at me - most suppressing tears -

I began by saying, “Folks… the avalanche was bad,

And I’m afraid the number lost is apt to be quite high.

Signals from transponders should enable us to find

Roughly where - beneath the massive slide - the victims lie.

“Every seasoned climber understands the risk he takes, 

And every leader wisely made his “fifteen-minutes” calls -

Telling us - four times an hour - precisely where they were. 

But when, of course, a couple million tons of powder falls,

                   “Rarely, as I’m sure you know, does anyone survive.

But though it’s dark, the search goes on.  The morning light will tell.

So lets all hope and pray that - as the avalanche began -
Some, at least, had time to find a refuge as it fell.

“Rescue teams are doing all they can, and will not stop.

The searching will continue until every climber’s found.

I will keep you posted on developments each hour,

And pray, with you, that each and every one is safe and sound.”

Sweeping o’er the faces in the stunned and anxious crowd,

All I saw were looks of disbelief, and weeping eyes.

Most began to reconcile with what one needs to do

When all else loses meaning when a cherished loved one dies.

                    It broke my heart to watch them all preparing for the worst.

But, that was only practical… and I’d have done the same.

Then suddenly, my beeper beeped, and as I took the call,

The crowd went deathly quiet when I queried -- “What’s his name?”

                   They swarmed around me frenziedly, pleading with their eyes,

Each appealing desperately to hear what they preferred.

Every anxious heart was beating wildly - even mine,

Impatiently awaiting each anticipated word. 

Obviously dejected, “Oh, I see,” I calmly said.

“Well, once he's conscious, let us know his name, please,” I went on. 

Then scanning ‘cross the disconcerted souls within the crowd -

And understanding now the threat that all had died was gone - 

I proudly said, “Good news… the first survivor has been found.

Pinned beneath a lengthy ledge of rock - high on the wall.

He also said he thinks a bunch were tethered at the time,

So most of them will likely be uninjured… if not all!” 

Suddenly the hall was filled with hugs and cheers of joy.

And fifteen minutes later, when the next report came in,

The look upon my face depicted things were looking good,

And as I filled them in, the cheering started once again.

“All of them were tethered... and by following the rope -

Each is now accounted for, and all are still alive!

Some are slightly injured, but a priest will not be needed.

The rocky ledge they hid behind allowed them to survive!”

Now that I’m retired and have moved to Indiana,

I miss the cool, dry weather I'd enjoyed in Idaho,

But, to this day, I’ll never understand the fascination

                   For fools who risk their very lives to scale those walls of snow.

                           Thank You, Mr. Rockwell
Many, many years ago, when I was but a child… my friends and I would play the coolest games. 

Now - when I think back about those sweet and happy times - it always makes me smile to hear their names.

Eeney-iney-over… hide an’ seek… and - blind man’s bluff.  Ring-around-the-rosie…jacks, and tag. 

But hopscotch was my favorite one… especially on the square… just between the cannon and the flag.

Funny thing about it was that… even after rains, we always found the pattern crisp, and bright. 

Mother used to tell me that the reason was because… leprechauns patrolled the square at night!
The truth is… I believed her. This was 'Mother', after all.  Then, one day… as I hopped along the walk…

A nice old man came strolling up, then stopped and seemed to study the straightness and preciseness of the chalk!
With prudent eyes he measured carefully each and every square, making sure each box was even-sized, 

And as I watched him checking every aspect of the pattern, it wasn’t long before I realized

He was making sure the hopscotch pattern looked its best.  He scanned it twice… from one end to the next,
And when he finally walked away, his face aglow with pride, he left me there… confused and quite perplexed.

Two days later, Dad and I crawled out of bed at dawn to do a little fishing on the lake.

But out on Highway 63 the bridge was closed, and so… we had to find some other way 

to take.
The only other way there was meant cutting straight through town, and that, of course, meant driving past the square.                                                                                              As we did, I actually saw the man who’d stopped that day, to check the hopscotch pattern, standing there!
 “Who’s that man?” I asked my dad, figuring he would know. (Back then my father ran the General Store.)

“That’s old Norman Rockwell, son.   He’s puttin' up the flag.  He does that every day… and so much more.

“See that cannon… near the flag? See how nice it shines? It’s Norman, son, who keeps 

it clean and bright.

He mows the grass and tends the flowers.  Picks up all the trash.  He keeps the square just perfect, day and night.

“Norman comes in all the time for tubes of paint and canvas… and every now and then, 

a box of chalk. 

Also, every couple weeks, he’ll buy a can of polish. He sometimes stays for coffee… and we’ll talk.

“They say he’s quite the artist… works for magazines an’ such. I asked him once if what I’d heard was true.
He grinned and answered, ‘Yes, I do!   In fact, except for hop-scotch… there’s nothing in the world I’d rather do.’
“That explained the art supplies. The polish, that was easy - he keeps that cannon shiny, breech to bore. 

But I have never figured out, and never actually asked him… just exactly what the chalk is for.”

Well… even as an eight-year old I figured that one out. At last I understood why, every day…

All the squares were perfect!  Why they always looked like new… and why we never found them washed away!
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                                                         "Ol' Babe"

       Hey…did I ever tell you ‘bout the greatest baseball game,

Or should I say… the one that gave “Ol' Babe” his famous name?

Like several other great ones, there were many hits that day, 

And if it hadn't ended like it did, I’d have to say

Nothing all that great occurred, but… talk about suspense… 

Ever seen a coach put seven fielders on the fence?
Both the teams had scored at will, yet errors were very few, 

And after 14 innings they were tied at… 22.

The top of fifteen saw more hits, the third out didn’t arrive

‘Til ten had batted… two were left… and the Reds had picked up five.
           The Yank that batted first was walked.   The next flied out to right. 

           The next guy bunts, now two are on… a close call, but, not quite.

           Now time is called, and to the mound out waddles old Coach Jones.

The bullpen hummed with forks and spits… the bleachers oozed with groans.

The Reds had traded four for one to sign their new, “Big Gun”! 

He’d finished forty ballgames with… no walks… no hits… no runs.

Then sure enough, the signal came, as Jonsey whirled around,

And the “million-bucks-a-minute-man” came charging to the mound!
          His half a dozen warm up shots were clocked at one-o-eight, 

When Gehrig, hitting .415, dug in beside the plate.

The kid winds up - the cannon roars - the umpire growls his call, 

“Take your base!”   Not meaning to… he nicks him with the ball!
          Well, now the Yanks decide to let their hottest man pinch hit. 

He struts out to the batters’ box.   Big Gun just smiled and spit!
          But with his great delivery, well… his wind-up takes too long.

The “squeeze” is tried… a run is scored… the Yanks can do no wrong.

With a triple steal… first is empty… the batter takes “ball one,” 

So Big Gun gives the ump a glare, and cocks his awesome gun.

The next three pitches gave new meaning to the old term… “smoke”! 

The first two cracked the bats, on fouls… the third one, well… it broke -
But not the bat… the pitch… and Big Gun grinned and waved goodbye! 

With two men on, and two men out -- it was time to… do, or die!
The next Yank looked at 4 before he got the old - 'green light'. 

With a 3 an’ 1, he ripped one foul… then took one… high an' tight.

And now… with bases loaded… the rage on Big Gun’s face 

Showed his fuming anger when the ump yelled - “Take your base”!
Now, Big Gun’s hit a batter -- and he’s issued his first walk --

And with the fear of 'squeeze' - he chokes.    A base ump signals - balk!
So now the Yanks are down by 3, when… ‘cross the emerald turf                        Struts the man the Yankee fans have nicknamed - “Mighty Murph”.

          Old Jonsey had to wonder if their luck was finally gone,

But thought he’d play the odds and hollered, “Big Gun… put him on!”

All the fans admired the way their strategies were done,
Figurin' that - no matter what - the game would soon be won.

But though Big Gun had struck out ninety-one of ninety-four… 

He’d never pitched a single ball to big Ol' Babe before.

In situations like this one… Ol' Babe was hittin' great. 

With runners on, his average loomed at… 738!
          Because the wind was strong that day, and mostly blowing in - 

Jonsey made a move you’ll prob’ly never see again.

           He took all seven fielders, and he nailed them to the fence.

And though a single wouldn’t have won the game… it made no sense!
But nothin' 'bout this game made sense, and when you’ve heard the rest, 

You’ll know… of all the games to date… why this one was the best.

Now Jonsey’s many years as coach would tell him… ‘Put him on, 

Play the odds… give up the run’… but… with his patience gone…

Jonsey fin'ly gave the nod the fans were praying for.

A strikeout meant a vict’ry... and the Yankees needed four.

If Big Gun struck him out he’d earn himself a major “save”, 

But if Ol' Babe 'ld park the ball --- he’d take it to his grave!
          So, this was it.   But this is what 'great games' are all about.

          See… Jonsey’s crazy strategy was meant to -- psych Babe out!
          But Babe just twisted in his spikes, then found young Big Gun’s eyes. 

The Yankee fans went crazy when they saw the old bat rise.

Then calmly pointing out to right - and with a tiny grin -

He nodded toward Big Gun and sneered, “Come on, son… bring ‘er in.”

Now, bear in mind, they’re down by three… a grand slam wins the game, 

And everybody knew how he had earned his hallowed name.

           So Big Gun throws a knuckle ball.   Ol' Babe didn’t even flinch.

           The next one curved pret’ near four feet… but missed pret’ near one inch.

The count was even - one and one - when Big Gun hurled the next. 

The darn thing caught the corner.  Ol' Babe’s muscles sort o’… flexed.

At one an’ two, the Big Gun threw two garbage balls, down low. 

The runners sneaked off just a bit… then dug in hard to go.

          Now, Ol' Babe showed the patience of a wise and crafty fox. 

He tapped the plate - then once again stood poised within the box.

          Big Gun squeezed the rosin bag and waited for the sign.

The catcher pounded in his mitt and roared out, “ONE-O-NINE!”

A radar gun could not have clocked that record-breaking pitch. 

They say it left an imprint of the baseball’s crimson stitch

Deep within what sluggers call - “the sweet-spot” of his bat.

And… to this day… they say that no one knows where that ball’s at!
          Now, some old fans that saw the game that crazy summer day,                                                   

          Will still look up and search the sky.  You ask them why, they’ll say,

          “Of all the homers ever hit, the one that won that game's 
The only one they’ve never found!”  And... in the Hall of Fame,

The photo shows the field that day… as Babe threw down his bat… 

And all the fans are looking up… but what they’re looking at,

          They say has never come back down… but if it ever does...
          It truly represents the greatest hit there ever was!
                          Brian McHenry’s Confession

Twilight was softenin’ the warm summer sky

As the sun fled the fields with ‘er gold,

An’ the fellers were gatherin’ for bourbon an’ rye 

Where the tales of McHenry were told.

Whenever the moon was as full as she gets… 

And the sky was as clear as a bell…

The lads at the pub would be placin’ their bets 

On what story McHenry would tell.

For twenty odd years he’d been tellin’ the tale of the way he’d discovered his wife         All wrapped in the cling of a sailor, she were… both naked from ankle to head!

Aye… there in the arms of a fair-headed salt lay the terrified 'luve of 'is life',

And Brian and Gawd were the only two knowed how the two of ‘em ended up dead!
Now, fudgin’ were somethin’ that Brian would do - 

Though a mate, and a man of his word -

So all of us knowed they were basically true… 

But it changed every time it was heard!
With none of us knowin’ what story we’d hear, 
Like any good audience does,

We’d quietly sit - with our bread and our beer - 

As Brian would tell how it was.

But this were a night like no other, my friend, for there… with the fullest of moon… 

Brian ‘d been bendin’ his elbow considerable more than he normally did!
They claimed he’d been downin’ ‘em - one after one, an’ said that he’d started at noon,                                                                                                                            But no one who knew him - not even his friends - would bother to cry when he said,

“Well, there’s not a man, neither livin’ nor dead,

Who can know how I felt when I saw

The two of ‘em there… arm in arm, in our bed…

‘Twas them who was breakin’ the law!
“But mates… I were there fer the dyin’ that night… 

An’ it’s time dat I fin’ly confess.

Fer twenty odd years I been cryin’ at night… 

‘Twas me kilt the sailor - an’ Bess!”

The crowd went as dumb as the head o’er the hearth, and nothin’ would move for a time. 

The only sound heard was the clock on the wall, ‘twas midnight when Brian come clean. 

At last he was clear of his burden of guilt, but then… with the fade of the chime…

Brian McHenry did somethin’ I swear is the saddest t’ing I’ve ever seen.

With so many folk always tossin’ about 

Where he were when the two of them died…

And plagued by the great speculatin’ and doubt, 

(Though no one was claimin’ he’d lied),

With none of us keen to the pain in his heart, 

An’ none of us keen to the gun…

An’ half-a-day’s whiskey for playin’ a part 

In the way that the poor feller done…

‘E lifted his drink in the air for a toast, “Aye… ‘ere’s to da fools what’s in love.

An’ ‘ere’s to da mates what I’m callin’ me friends, what knows dat I kilt me own wife.                                                                                                                               Of all of da t’ings dat I’ve dune in me time... dat’s da one t’ing I’m most prudest of.”   

Then drew out a pistol... an’ gave it a kiss… pulled the trigger… an’ ended ‘is life!
                                    The Hustle

              Well grab yourself a seat along the bar, and have a beer… 

You won't believe the story, friend, that you are about to hear.

              I don’t recall what night it was, and don’t recall the year,

But this is how it happened, friend, and, yes… it happened here.

Behind the bar, the barmaid scanned the booths for needed drinks, 

When, all at once, into the room, this stealthy figure slinks.

He slowly saunters through the door… he gives the maid a glance. 

For sixty seconds nothing moves… the place is in a trance.

He pauses by the jukebox, where the tiny colored lights, 

For just a moment dance upon his blinding pearly whites.

He squinted through the darkness, then slipped off his tattered cloak, 

Swept back his tousled silver hair with one hypnotic stroke,

Then strolled across the room to where the billiard table stood, 

And tapped his fingers gently on the scarred but pretty wood.

I don’t know why I did it, but the place was packed that night 

When, as he plucked the cue ball from beneath the smoky light,

From somewhere deep within my soul the haunting challenge came.                     They say I said, “Hey, rack 'em… if you wanna shoot a game.”

He said, “O. K., but - just for fun.”   He racked, then grabbed a stool, 

Then added, “Take it easy… I’ve played very little pool.”

I pulled a damn good house cue off the wall and grabbed some chalk.

I dusted down the tip real hard, and watched him like a hawk.
Not sure why the crowd had gathered near to watch us play, 

              But someone yelled, “So bust ‘em… if ya' got no more to say.”

              But, as I leaned to break ‘em… in the corner of my eye… 

I saw the ivory fingers… and I felt my throat go dry.

              I stared for just a moment at the worn and lifeless fist.

I’d heard the tale, but always thought the man did not exist.

I slowly raised my head until I saw his chiseled face.

His eyes were old, but crystal clear, though smoke now filled the place.

But as I pondered who he was, another guy yelled… “Break!”

And so the game began… and you could feel that table shake!
But when the last small spheroid came to rest upon the slate,

Not one damn ball was down and now... my turn had come to wait.

He slithered to the cue rack, and he grabbed an old house stick, 

Then turned to me an' queried… “Does this mean I get to pick?”

“That's the way it’s played,” I snapped, “now show me what ya’ got.                                                                                    But don’t forget that… when you miss… I only need one shot!”

              Then… with his wooden weapon poised upon that ivory fist… 

“You’ve had your shot,” he fired back… “‘cause I have never missed!”

With whittled ivory fingers nestled ‘neath the powdered tip, 

His stroke was soft and silky, with a firm but gentle grip.

“Five ball - in the corner,” was the first I heard him call.

The crowd had gone dead quiet, as we watched the first one fall.

The cue ball found the seven frozen tight, and knocked it loose.

I’d broken well - the rest were out - and then he mumbled… “Deuce.”

The two fell hard.  I saw the old man’s eyes, well… kind o’ squint.

The tip had fallen off his cue, and man… that thing was bent!
With icy concentration in the fissures of his face,

He pointed at a corner pocket... “Guess I’ll play the ace.”

              But then it happened… 'whitey' gave the nine a little kiss, 

And there he stood… not one good shot.   If he was gonna miss,

              The time had come, so I said smartly, “What’s it gonna be?” 

He slowly raised his head --- he found my face --- then said to me,

              “Would you like to lay a little money on the line?”

I glanced back at the table.   He was snookered on the nine!
              “You’re on,” I barked, and then - (though why I’ll never understand)

              I glared into his gentle eyes and asked… “How ‘bout a grand?”

The crowd drew down around us tight.  The barkeep killed the box. 

The old man scanned the room and found this flashy little fox.

He counted out a thousand bucks, then gave it to the chick. 

I glanced back at the table -- at his bent and tip-less stick.

“Your money, friend,” he taunted, so I matched the emerald wad. 

“Now, call your shot,” I grumbled, as I gave the lie a nod.

“Seven -- in the side -- five rails,” was all the old man said.

The damn thing went so easy you’d have sworn the shot was dead!
His leave was great for anything - the best shot was the six -

And I remember noticing, no matter what he picks,

The leave is automatic, and before the six had dropped,

The man was stroking on the three, and as the cue ball stopped,

He drilled it in the side, then drew it back to leave the four. 

In less than fifteen seconds he had run to just one more.

The eight was sitting lonely on a corner pocket lip. 

With nothing lying in the way, he let the old cue slip.

His “running of the table” brought a cheer from all my friends! 

He shook my hand and whispered, “This is how it always ends!”

I never saw that guy again, and never caught his name. 

And, no, I won’t forget that night…
             that face… 

             that fist… 

             that game!
                                   The Accomplice

You asked me for a story from the days of long ago, of unrequited love… of broken hearts… and love betrayed. 

This brings to mind a tale about a timid, country girl, who toiled for only food and clothes… a lowly chambermaid.

Each night, as she would watch the dashing prince beguile the ladies, inside her heart 
was aching… and her tears would slowly fall. 

Her heart was his completely, as she stood beyond the window, and wept to see him waltzing at the fancy evening balls.

Then one morning - donning what she felt her finest clothes - she briefly posed before 
him as he wandered past at play.

The friendly smile she offered was rejected by the prince, and all her hopes and dreams were dashed when he would cruelly say,

“Are you not the chamber maid?   The lowly, witless wench that scrubs the floors and gathers swill? How dare you smile at me?” 

And then the wretched, royal fiend would order guards to seize her, and actually pluck her eyes out… to assure she couldn't see!
Her state, of course, was morbid, as she lay each day and wept.  The man she’d been in love with had deprived her of her sight! 
Within her heart a fire burned, but now… ‘twas not for love!  No… only dreams of vengeance would consume her mind each night.

The stable where she rested was the only bed she knew, and it was not coincidence the two would share their fate 

When, suddenly, a raven fluttered in to share her sorrow - their kindred hearts were melded by her searing flames of hate!
The raven’s eyes were black as coal, as now the maiden’s were.  The bird had come to 
lead her to the only fiend she knew. 

They sat for hours, plotting, how to manage her revenge.  The bird had come to help 

her with the deed she yearned to do.

Her mind was far beyond where 'reason' proofs rebellious thought, and, with the raven’s help, they would attempt their evil plan.                                                                                A clouded moon would watch them as they quietly coursed the trail of love’s revenge as they would seek their unsuspecting man.

They crept through torch-lit hallways, lined with tapestries of silk, and quietly stole their way across the frigid castle floor.                                                                                         At last they reached the chamber where the prince now lay… alone. The maiden gently raised the latch, then slowly swung the door.

The raven flew near silently to light upon the bed.  The hearth would show him all he’d need to guide the maid’s approach. 

He’d lightly scratch the headboard with his talons, as a guide, to help the one who'd come to be a murderess to encroach!
At last, she stood beside the bed… the prince still fast asleep.   Aside from embers crackling… there was nothing but - their breath.

The sound of ripping flesh and veins - as they would quickly empty, would be the next the three would hear, as he would meet his death.

The raven watched her closely as she sensed the way he rested. The heaving of his body would advise her where he lay.

They knew that, once her weapon fell, her unrequited love would know the vengeance it deserved… and thus the prince would pay.

But when she raised the knife to rob the life she’d come to steal… despite the heart the fiend had broken harbored so much hate… 

An uninvited voice within would challenge her resolve, and - poised to strike - she stood there… in an undecided state!
The raven had anticipated weakness such as this - just in case 'forgiving him' should rear its ugly head...

And so her winged accomplice threw his weight against the blade.  In only but a heartbeat more… the prince was stabbed… and dead!
The maiden pulled the dagger from the chest that now lay still.  She felt his blood surround the fist that held the wanton knife, 

And as her sockets filled with tears… with vengeance fin’ly won… she rammed the tool 
of death into her heart… and took her life!
                                  The Executioner
          ‘Neath an ivory moon in a cobalt sky, on a clear and silky night, 

On ebon steed, with pistol drawn, I lay in the moon’s warm light.

‘Tis the route of the Baron’s favor that I silently sit aside,

And the very road where, years ago, my father’d laid and died.

For a highwayman the fate is plain… their run is seldom long. 

But tonight a son avenges for a far much greater wrong.

As a boy I’d known the pauper’s life, and knew of my father’s ways,

But felt no shame that I bore his name, though hard were my childhood days.

A dozen years have come and gone, still -- victim of my youth -- 

I find no arms to welcome me ‘round those who know the truth.

I well recall the night when word would come he’d met his fate. 

My young eyes filled with bitter tears, my heart… relentless hate.

To most I am “the robber’s son”.  They scorn me:  “Devil’s seed”!
But here is why tonight I lie in wait on ebon steed.

On Friday last, as I sat drinking ale, alone and tired,

The one and only son this murdered highwayman had sired
Once again would know the hate with which his heart had burned, 

As from the Baron’s coachman now, a truth, at last, was learned.

I listened to his driver as he boasted of his past.

The tale that most intrigued me was the one he’d saved for last.

It told of how the Baron, many years ago, one night,

          Had shot and killed a highwayman… beneath the moon’s warm light.

          He told of how the Baron, in a play to save his life,

          Had thrown himself behind the trembling figure of his wife.

          The highwayman refused to fire, and when he turned and fled, 

The Baron shot him in the back and killed the robber dead.

To this they raised their glasses high, “Here, here” I heard them say. 

But for my father’s chivalry… he might still live today.

Well, now you know the reason why I wait beneath this moon 

And plot to kill the coward who will pass before me soon.

In but another moment, there he was, as in the glow

Of softly shining lanterns rode the victim I would know,

For winding toward his penance was the man I meant to kill. 

And as the carriage came to where the steed and I stood still,

I bolted from the darkness -- cocked revolver in my hand --

And stood beside the carriage door that bore the Baron’s brand.

Now brandishing my pistol, I cried, “Driver, sit as stone.” 

Then glaring at the Baron, as he sat there, all alone…

“Sir, tonight, with all your gold, your life you cannot buy, 

For ‘twas my father, years ago, that by your hand would die.”

“Your father was a scoundrel,” he replied. “A loathsome knave. 
Be off… or I shall send his spawn to join him in his grave.”
“Not so,” said I, “tonight there are two strategies you lack;
A wife that you would hide behind… and I’ll not turn my back!”

          I saw his face grow pale for… as he knew, by what I’d said…

          I was his -- executioner!  And then… I shot him dead!
                              “Spare the Rod and Spoil the Child”
One September morning, when I ran out to my car to grab a couple things that I’d forgot,

I could very faintly hear the sound of teenage music, so - curious - I scanned the parking lot.

Class had started long ago, it seemed a little odd, and so I thought it best that I should try

To find the source -- I figured someone’s radio was on, and that, perhaps, their battery would die.

In the farthest corner of the lot I’d spot the source from whence the music came, and was surprised 

To find a couple teenage boys, sitting in a car, and neither was a boy I recognized.

The car - a new convertible - was sitting in the shade, and as I walked up slowly… from 

the rear… 

Suddenly the driver spun around in total shock. He’d seen me coming toward them in 
the mirror.

Each of us was well aware that words would be exchanged, and as the pair of boys prepared to lie, 
I prepared to lecture them for skipping out on class, then listen to their feeble reasons why.

When the inquisition started, I politely asked… “How is it you’re not in class today?” 

Everything about the way that both of them appeared left me unprepared for what they’d say.

Unprepared because they looked like pretty decent boys, with normal hair styles -- no tattoos, or rings
Forced into their tongues or lips, their eyebrows, nose, or ears… the far too common foolish 'cultural' things!
“You don’t need to know, old man!” erupted from the one that looked to be the older of 

the two.

“Take a hike… before we kick your butt!” the other warned. “You’ll beat it… if you know what’s good for you!”

I would stand there quietly and slowly shake my head.  Their tough reaction was a big surprise. 

Glancing back and forth at them while taking time to think, I answered… staring straight into their eyes,
“Boys, it’s time the two of you were getting back to class. I’ll give you thirty seconds to comply.” 

Then added, as I grabbed a door and swung it open wide, “And, here I am… if you would care to try!”

I was pushin' sixty… fairly short an' overweight… I’d never been a fighter, or a 'jock',

But when I heard the disrespect those boys were dishing out… despite I was afraid they’d clean my clock…

I resolved to hide the fear and anxiousness I felt and held my shoulders back… my jaw was tight… 
And though my age was obvious - and all of us could see that I was nothing like the sort that fight -

Very slowly - staring all the while - they slid on out!  I gently closed the door and held my ground. 

Then - nodding toward the building I insisted, "Move it, boys," - reluctantly - the two would turn around

And make their way, while glaring back, to where they should have been.  I took a breath and sighed in great relief. 

Feeling mixed emotions, I proceeded with my day, so proud that I’d stood up for my belief.

Because I’d really pissed them off, I naturally assumed the two of them and I could not 
be friends… 

But after I convey to you what happened to those boys… and you’re aware of how this story ends…

You will be convinced - like me - that it was worth the chance I took to make them 
do what I thought best. 

At first, of course, they hated me, but I'm sure you’ll agree - the best part of this story 
is - the rest!
One - is now our governor!   The other - is a priest!  Their 'attitudes' improved from 
that day on.

The fact that someone showed concern, and cared about their lives… the way our little 'incident' had gone…

Verifies that discipline… when exercised with love… can tame the most misunderstood and wild…
And proves to me the saying’s true that… if you spare the rod… the only thing you’ll do is… spoil the child!
                             Reveren’ Carlton Whitney

Reveren’ Carlton Whitney was the pastor of our church, and someone I looked up to as 
a child. 

Six foot six, with piercing eyes, a booming voice, and yet… his disposition, thankfully - was mild.

The very oldest incident that I can recollect - in which I felt the power this man had -

Guides me to this very day… and actually makes me wish that someone more like him 

had been my dad.

He caught me skippin’ school one day by burstin’ in to “Bernie’s,” where me an’ old 

man Moss was shootin’ pool. 

He moved across the floor to where I stood with cue in hand, and calmly asked me…

“Why aren’t you in school?”

Really stunned to see him in a raunchy place like Bernie’s, I knew he must have swallowed half his pride, 

But even though I liked him… and I knew he’d only come to help me if he somehow could --- I lied!
Half a dozen years from bein’ old enough to be there… (see - Bernie didn’t care how old ya' was)… 

An’ full aware I didn’t really have a leg to stand on… I done what almost every youngster does

Pretty close to every time he winds up caught red handed. I exercised a skill, which, as 
a youth,
Saved my butt I’ll bet at least a dozen times a month -- I sort-a -- kind-a -- slightly --stretched the truth!
“Mrs. Pritchard sent me home,” I fibbed, “‘bout nine o’clock, fer fightin’ with a kid that 

I don’t like. 

I only came to Bernie’s Bar to try an’ win some money to make another payment on my bike.”

Well, big ol’ reveren’ Whitney wasn’t bitin’ like my ma would… and bein’ easily twice 
as smart as Pa… 

He laid his big ol’ hand upon my shoulder… stared me down… and with the kindest eyes 
I ever saw…

Told me -  “Ezra Bingham… you ain’t old enough to be here... an’ I know you ain’t fool enough to boot.

All you’re gonna ‘win’ is trouble, hangin’ out in pool halls… course, Bernie, we all know don’t give a hoot,
“But I come in here special, ‘cause I seen ya’ through the window, and you an’ me is leavin’ Bernie’s - now!” 

He walked me home, and never said a word to Ma an’ Pa, but, ‘fore he left, he actually made me vow

To never tell another lie… and from that very day, I’ve not so much as stretched the truth at all.

Carlton turned my life around, and saved my soul that mornin'…and here’s a few more 'savin’s' I recall:

‘Member Leonard Duffy’s cabin - out on Shelby Road - come close to burnin’ down ten years ago?

Well… Carlton run to help him… ‘spite he’d never been to preachin’, and weren’t the kind o’ man that’s nice to know…

An’after sayin’ a prayer fer rain - despite the skies were clear - it poured like hell…

which helped to douse the fire! 

An’ if I told you Leonard… from that very day ‘til now… has missed a sermon since…
I’d be a liar!
An’ then there’s Dexter Pinkerton, who’d missed a couple payments, and banker Bell 
had jumped ‘im ‘bout his note, 

So Carlton sent around a special plate to help young Dexter catch up on his debt with 
that old goat!
An’ how about the time when widow Horton broke her hip, an’ had no hired hand to man the plough. 
Carlton done the plantin’ for her -- didn’t charge her nothin’ -- and also fetched her eggs an’ milked her cow!
Funny how one man can touch as many lives as he has - and turn 'em for the better 
every time -

Yet never once - the way I’ve heard it, did that kind old preacher - give less than he could… or take a dime!
So me an’ Dexter - we done told a bunch o’ long-time town folk to meet us at the diner Friday night. 
(Crazy thing is - Dexter - is the one I'd claimed the teacher’d sent me home for whoopin’ 

in that fight!)
Truth is, we been best o’ friends since we was little kids, an’ both of us have Carlton’s help to thank. 
Me… for how he made me vow to never lie again… and Dexter - for that payment to the bank!
Everyone we called showed up, plus everyone they called. The crowd was huge, it actually filled the square!                                                                                                      For more than sixty years this man had done the best he could to prove to folks how much a man can care.

Standing on the stage where - now and then - our band would play, I raised my hands to quiet down the crowd, 

And when the noise had tapered off to where I knew they’d hear me, I glanced around and hollered good and loud,

“Me an’ Dexter called ya' here to ask for your opinions on raisin’ funds to have somebody cast
A statue of the reveren’. It might get kinda pricey... but we was thinkin',  somethin’ 

that would last 

“Oughta be erected in the center of the square, to honor him - for what we know he was -

An’ nothin’ else I know of can commemorate a person better than a big, ol’ statue does.

“We was thinkin’ maybe we could pass around a hat so anyone who feels like pitchin’ in
Can sort o’ - pay the reveren’ back - by helpin’ foot the bill… an’ as for me… I’m 
pitchin’ in a ten!
Wasn’t twenty minutes 'til near thirty hats come in… an’ each o’ them was packed with checks and bills.

“Thank ya’, folks,” I proudly shouted, “this 'll easily build a monument of bronze with all the frills!
“We’ll dress 'im in his preachin’ clothes, an’ make 'im ten feet tall, an’ right there - 

in the center’s where he’ll stand --- 

One hand reaching out to help… his other arm up high, with, naturally… a bible in that hand.

“We’ll whip up somethin’ special for the plaque, ‘cause, sure enough… there’ll never be a man like him again. 

We need to let the whole world know that reverend Carlton Whitney was Paxton county’s most important man.”

And that, young man’s, the story that I promised you I’d tell ya’ explaining why that statue’s in the square. 

And, son… it really warms my heart to know so many people helped to raise the funds to put him there!
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                                        The Singer
For years and years I’ve told my friends and every family member, “Take your time deciding what you choose to throw away.” 
And when I think of all the things I’ve foolishly discarded, and now have come to wish that I could have again, today,

It almost makes me cry out loud. But not because I’ve learned that some -- of what I'd 
felt had lost its relevance - and worth --

Now commands amazing prices… sells for crazy dough, to those who now are searching for them all across the earth!
Many things we see as insignificant when young have played a role within our lives we’re late to understand.

We don’t foresee the need to have them near to soothe our souls until they’re gone - yet, now an' then - ironically - in demand!
And this bizarre phenomenon is not a new event… this “wild collecting frenzy” thing’s been going on for years.

But, this was not the cause for what at first would seem peculiar when I observed a circumstance that drove me close to tears.

Wandering through a junk shop, like I very often do, I happened on an incident that I 
won't soon forget.

A young girl - prob’ly close to thirty - walked in off the street, and right away began to race around the shop… and yet,

It was fairly obvious that she was having trouble finding something special she seemed sure was in the store.

The owner of the business asked, “Hello there… can I help you?  Is there something special, dear, that you are looking for?”

“Yes, there is,” the girl confessed.  “Last week - at an auction - I believe you bought an antique Singer sewing machine. 

I was out of town that day, and had to miss the sale.”  
“Yes, I did,” the owner said... “I know the one you mean.”

“Is it still available,” the anxious girl inquired, “I’d really like to buy the piece… that is…if it’s still here?”

“I just finished testing it,” the owner proudly claimed. “That machine, without a doubt’s, the best I’ve had all year.
“I’d actually planned on keeping it. It’s very close to mint, but if you’ll pay the price for what I’d need to buy one new,                                                                                                 I suppose I’d sell it.  You wait here, and I’ll go get it.”  I followed him discreetly… just to see what he would do.

Just before the girl had entered, I’d been checking prices, digging through some doorknobs and some cast iron cars and trucks, 

And just behind those cars and knobs I’d seen the antique 'Singer' - the only one he had - and it was priced at fifteen bucks!
I watched the sleazy dealer as he quickly pulled the price tag, then stuck it in his pocket as he took the small machine 

And walked it to the counter, where the waiting lady stood, then said to her, “Now, isn’t this the best you’ve ever seen?”

“That’s the one I’m looking for,” she answered. “How’s it priced?” 
“Well... a new machine will prob’ly cost a hundred sixty five,” 

The sleazy dealer stated, as the girl wrote out the check. 
(I swear I’ll never spend another dime in that damn dive!)

I trotted out and stopped her to politely let her know how heartlessly the dealer had so greatly raised the price.

She smiled and said, “Oh, that’s OK.  The price was not important.” A bit confused, 
I said, “I know the piece is very nice,

“But maybe if you’d haggled just a bit… to get him down… you wouldn’t have gotten gouged the way you did by that old bum.                                                                            Old machines like that are usually twenty bucks or less. No offense, but… paying what    a new one costs seems dumb!
“Why not a buy a new machine yourself… for that much dough?    I'd certainly be angry with that creep if it was me.” 
That was when she started in - to help me understand what it is I’m actually trying hard to make you see.

“Sure, I could have haggled some... I know they're usually cheaper... but there's a little detail neither he nor you could know. 

More than forty years ago, when I was just a child, my grandma used this old machine 
to teach me how to sew.

“Gettin' it back means more to me than I can tell you, sir. It’s made so many special things… I don’t where to start.

The outfit I was baptized in. My first communion dress. The gown I wore on prom night - when my husband won my heart

“By asking me to marry him.  The list goes on an' on.  And that is why I paid so much -- 

I couldn’t offer less!
It holds a million mem'ries, and I’m pleased as punch to say -- I’m going to make my little girl her first communion dress!”

And that’s just one example of the zillions that there are where people make the same mistake… and that is why I say…                                                                                  “When you’re simply 'tossing things'… or sending stuff to auction… think it over reeeeeaaaaally good... before they - get away!”
                                                        The Note
It started with a phone call on that cold October night.  The deputy from Dibbly - Billy 
Joe - was on the line.

Told me he was callin’ out our local “rescue squad” to help with finding someone who was trapped inside a mine!
Billy said the office had received a call from someone claimin’ he’d been messin’ ‘round at “Thunder Mountain Coal.”

The guy had used his cell phone to explain there’d been a cave-in - and would I help by calling Marty Mace and Jimmy Dole.

Half an hour later we were gathered at the entry. Closed for failed inspections, with a ton of “Keep Out” signs, 

I, for one, was well aware of what the dangers are in tryin’ to save the lives of brainless people trapped in mines!
Just before we ventured in the fella trapped inside called again to tell us that his light had just gone out! 

Seconds later Marshal Buck - responding to his message - called to ask young Billy what the frenzy was about.

Slappin’ closed his cell phone, Billy Joe said, “That was Abner.  Says he’s up at Grizzly Lake, but, somewhere close to dawn
He’ll be back to help us with the search. Damn, wouldn’t ya’ know… somethin’ really bad comes up an’, sure enough… he’s gone!”

Havin’ taken calls from both the stranded man and Abner - back to back - I swear to you, he turned and told me, “Mike… 

I wish ya' could o’ overheard the last two calls I got.   I've never heard two different people sound so much alike!”

“If everybody’s ready, guess we’d better head on in.  Don’t forget these radios, guys, will only work so far,

But keep them on no matter what ‘cause, if and when you find him, hopefully they’ll do the trick to tell us where you are.”

The mine, like many others, had, with time, become a maze, comprised of narrow alleyways and several long dead-ends,

But havin’ actually worked there for a year, I’d learned the tricks of memorizing subtle things - like - ceiling shapes… and bends.

Starting out together as an eager group of nine - fifteen - twenty minutes in, we split to groups of three.                                                                                                                  Billy Joe picked Carl an' Marty - Ed took Mark an' Dave - and Jim an' Rudy ended up assigned to go with me.

Just before we parted ways - wondering if he knew him - Billy said... “Perhaps my phone’s ID will show his name!”

That’s when he discovered - as he scrolled through 'calls received' - that - to his great dismay the last two numbers were - the same!
“Well, wha’d’ya’ make o’ that?” he quipped. “According to my phone, the last two calls I got before we headed on inside -

Came - if this thing’s workin’ like it should - from Abner’s cell! What’s that sucker up to, boys? It looks as though he’s lied!”

Well, most the town was privy to the sleazy goings-on ‘twixt Abner (who was twice her age) and Rudy Baker’s wife!
Still… it’s unbelievable he’d sacrifice us all - just to free that hussy up by takin’ Rudy’s life!
Rudy ain’t no dummy, and he quickly volunteered, "Looks like Abner’s tryin’ to make me pay for what I said --
‘Only way you’ll get my wife,’ I told that scuzzy fool, ‘is if I let her go, which I will not - or if I’m dead!' "

Being so preoccupied with savin' someone’s life, it never dawned on Billy that the plea for which he'd fell
Couldn’t have come from deep inside the mine because, you see… mines (and caves), are places where - you can not use a cell!
“Somethin' spooky's goin' on,” he laid it on the line… “and I, for one, am thinkin' we should prob'ly ditch this mine!
Guess I wasn’t thinkin’, but I simply can’t believe… just to steal some fella’s wife, he’d take the lives of nine?”

That was when the blast went off.  The blast we now expected.  Stoking eerie memories of the type I’d heard so often, 

And it was clear that, now alone, and actually meant to die, more than likely - where we were -- was going to be our coffin!
Racing for the exit -- every searcher now convinced the fiend who'd laid the trap and thrown the bait was just outside -
Telling all who'd heard the blast and come to clear debris  -- that 'something must have caused a cave in… trapping them inside!
Stating, as his alibi -- 'he'd just returned from Grizzly only moments earlier' -- was, of course, a bogus claim,

And if this note I’m writing’s never found… which tells the truth… I can guarantee you, he will never get the blame!
Even Rudy’s woman, Pearl, will likely never know the evil that he perpetrated - just to set her free!
Well… I’m running out of paper, so -- “Goodbye, from everyone... and as for who’s responsible for this, we all agree…

If we die -- without a doubt -- it’s Abner Buck that's killed us. 
We’re hoping you’ll convict him with this letter that I wrote,

And pray that -- when you find us -- dead -- he’s not the first one in…

‘cause if he is, I guarantee… you’ll never see this note!
                                  I’ll Be Back to Stay

“I’m sorry that it’s been so long,” the old man told the tombstones, scanning them that brisk fall day, in 1969.

“It’s not that I’ve forgotten you.    It’s not that I’m not proud that each and every one of you’s a relative of mine,

“But living down in New Orleans, it’s hard to make it back.  We had to move in ‘45 so I could keep my job.

Now we’ve got a bunch of grandkids.  Dave an' Joan have three, and seven more - four boys, three girls - belong to Sue an' Rob. 

Addressing one small plaque, he said, “Lorraine, you drove on down to meet the grandkids just a couple weeks before you died,

Yet, even though they’d only met you fourteen days before, Beth and I were deeply moved to see how hard they cried. 

Aiming once again another comment at the headstones, he continued - chuckling softly - 

“I can still recall 

Trying hard to help the younger kids to understand how… in different ways… they were related to you all.

“Beth’s a whole lot better at that sort of thing than me… got a better mem’ry, even though you’re not her kin!
Be fun to bring them back sometime and take another shot… though - without Beth - I guarantee, I’d mess it up again.

“How ya’ doin’, Uncle Roy?   Still smokin’ them cigars?   I can still remember when you let me take a puff.

And bless your heart there, Grandpa Jake, you taught me how to whistle, how to tie a walleye lure, and other nifty stuff.

“And you, Priscila  Bingham, made the greatest rhubarb pie I’ve ever had the fortune to deposit on my tongue.

And you - her husband, Orville - were the black sheep of the fam’ly.   I was told they found you at the elevator… hung!
Hey there, Uncle Chester... you were Father’s favorite brother.   Many times he’s bragged about your pretty singing voice.

Neither he nor Mom can hold a tune but, every Sunday… sadly… sitting someplace far away is not a choice! 

People sitting next to them will try to drown them out by singing extra loud, but, take my word… it doesn’t help. 

Sometimes little kids ‘ll stare and, when their parents smack ‘em, it always makes me chuckle down inside to hear them yelp!
Howdy, Aunt Rebecca.  This ‘ll prob’ly tick you off.   Last night on a cooking show I’m glad you didn’t see -

Some old gal was claiming that her “apple marmalade” was something she’d invented! But, of course… that couldn’t be!
You were canning tons of marmalade when I was young.  Including apple.   I should know… I used to pick a bunch,

Then run them out to your place in the basket on my bike, for which you’d always pay 

me with a tasty little lunch. 

And, Stella, you’re the only one who never came at Christmas, even though we loved 

you so… and… maybe I’m not right…

But all that I can think of - that would make you stay away - is… ain’t no way to say it nicely, Stella… you were ‘tight!’   

Exchanging names for buying gifts was simply not your style, and sending cards was 

also something else you never did,

But why you never tied the knot - as pretty as you were - is something I’ve been puzzled by since I was just a kid. 

Years ago I overheard my mom and Aunt Deloris talkin’ about how - just before she married Uncle Ted -

You spent several months with friends of Ted’s in San Diego - coming home the Friday they adopted cousin Fred.

Looking through the photographs of you from way back then, you’re - by far - the finest looking gal in every one,

And all the ones of Freddy - from a child to full grown man - always make me wonder if he might have been your son!
I don’t really need to know, so I won’t bother Mother, but it’s not hard to think so when I see him laid to rest
Not with those who raised him from a child, but, here - by you!  And if it’s true, I wonder, was it his or - your request? 

Mom and Dad are doin' well.   Both are quite forgetful.   Howard had a minor stroke a year ago this May.

Mom’s all done with chemo and, to help them stay in shape, her and he will walk around the block most every day.

Almost all the rest of you are kin I never knew, but, even so, I’m really glad I got this chance today 

To stop and chat, an’ - by the way - it won’t be all that long - ‘til, “what will be will be,” 

of course, and -- I’ll be back to stay!
                                              See You Tomorrow
Having been tortured by “pretty please” looks - which she knows I can never refuse -

Me and my Labrador left for the park, for a walk that I knew we could use.

Our park isn’t big, so it’s quiet and safe, but to make our adventure worthwhile, 

We’d walk it off crisscross - then circle it twice - which added up close to a mile.

Entries are found at the sides and the corners, and meet in the center, of course,

Where stands a bronze soldier.  One hand holds a rifle - the other - the reins of his horse.

Many a time I had walked passed that statue, but never while someone was there.

That day, with her hand on the young soldier’s cheek, was a woman with fine silver hair.

“See you tomorrow,” she tenderly whispered, then lowered her eyes to the ground.  Almost ashamed to have heard what she’d said, we left without making a sound.

Making assumptions concerning her comment, we quietly continued our walk. 
What I decided was:   Every so often - she comes to the statue to talk!
Affirming her love for the man she had married…but tragically died in the war.

I kept glancing back, ‘til - because of the statue itself - I could see her no more.

Five minutes later, approaching the statue again, I discovered she’d left. 

Keen to consider a second opinion -- suspecting the woman bereft --

I would consult a respectable couple who’d been at the edge of the lawn -
Close to the bronze - between when the woman was present and when she had gone.

“Who do you figure that old woman was?” I asked them to venture a guess.

“I don’t suppose she’d have said what she did to that handsome young soldier unless
“A love -- like but few of us ever enjoy -- was a part of their lives in the past --

And somehow her mem’ry is kindled by talking with what, out of bronze, has been cast.”

“We have been sitting here, sir, for an hour,” the man I had queried replied, 

“And I would assert that the statue was put there to honor some 'local' that died

“Fighting for freedom a long time ago, but, honestly… I don’t recall 

Noticing anyone talk to the soldier… or - seeing a woman at all!”

A bit disconcerted by what he had told me, I thanked him and went on my way. 

Had only I seen the woman and heard her converse with the figure that day?

Needing to know if I’d heard what I thought - and seen what I thought I had seen -

Me and my Lab… on the very next evening… precisely at seven-fifteen…

Stood in the center, the same as before, expecting to see her again,

Both of us sure that we’d find her there keeping her promise to visit her man.

Guessing the time that she spent at the statue was part of a daily routine, 

I had to wonder what no one appearing to visit could possibly mean.

Certain she’d promised him - “See you tomorrow” - and feeling she’d never have lied,

I was concerned that the woman was desperate, and - by her own doing - had died…

When, there - in the bronze - I would see my reflection… and there - in my eyes - 

through my tears -

Filling my soul with incredible gladness… this glorious vision appears!
Seeing the two of them strolling along… her hair now a glimmering gold…

And him with the smile that had captured her heart… both around twenty years old…

I left the park with a grin on my face that defied what, at first, I’d thought wrong… 
Tickled that each of them fin’ly had gotten -- for what they had waited so long!
                                    The Incident 

Despite the fact I’ve been a darn good driver all my life, the truth be told… I once destroyed a car!
And I am actually proud to say, “I totaled it that night.” It happened just outside a 
local bar.

Seven months before that night, the man who owned that car had run a stop sign on the edge of town. 

Crossing the street - when he did - was a little girl of nine! The man who owned that 
car had run her down.

No one saw the hit-'n'-run… she lay there all alone for nearly forty minutes, ‘til, at last,

She was fin’ly spotted… still alive, but only just… thankfully, by someone walking past.

Despite the surgeon did his best, our daughter's fate was sealed. She struggled hard for every tiny breath, 

And when my wife and I arrived, to see our little girl, the only words she said before 

her death

Were, “Daddy, am I going to die?  Can you and Mommy stay?  Please don’t leave me 
here all by myself.” 
Now the always-tearful conversations that we have are only with her pictures… on a 
shelf!
Over time the rumors flew about that hit-'n'-run. It happened somewhere close to 
eight-fifteen. 

The ones who had the best idea of who it had to be --- that killed our little girl, then 
fled the scene ---

Gossiped just enough about the 'incident' that night to drive the information back to 
me...

And I’ll admit there’s actually not a single shred of proof, but most are still convinced…and so are we.

Everybody knows this man was drunk and on the road at eight fifteen the night our 

child was killed. 

We all believe he ran her down, and doesn’t give a damn about the little girl whose 
blood he spilled.

The night I totaled out his car, the music from the bar was loud enough to keep him unaware

That - just outside - a tortured man had lost his self control, and just because he did - 
and didn’t - care…

He would fuel a rumor of his own that went around that, someone… with a can of gasoline…

Had doused his car from end to end, then set the thing on fire, and then, the same as 
he… had fled the scene!
Everyone who watched it burn would only stand and stare, and no one tried to help.

No tears were shed.                                                                                                                   The tiny crowd that witnessed my revenge was well aware -- this was the car that left 

our baby dead!
                                        Deleted
Close to seven weeks ago, I lost the job I loved.  A job for which I’d spent almost a 
decade to be trained. 

Despite my PhD and scores of ribbons and citations, this was how the reason for 
dismissal was explained.

“Phil,” the memo started, “would you please stop by my office, right away. 
Sincerely, Margery Paxton -- Personnel.” 

I quickly tried deducing what the “stop” could be about, but with the way it read there 

was no easy way to tell.

“Have a seat,” she started... “I don’t think we’ve ever met.  My name's Margery Paxton... only been here ‘bout a week.”

Then smiled and added, “Give me just a sec to find your records.  I’m running late, and haven’t had the time to take a peek.”

Fumbling fairly roughly through the file behind her desk, she seemed a bit uncertain as 
to where my records were. 

This would give me extra time to think about the reason she was even looking…and I finally said to her,

“If you’ve called me in to tell me Martin’s finally leaving… and Mr. Beasley feels that 
I’m the one to fill his shoes… 

I can tell ya' now, young lady… that would not be easy.  Martin is the kind of man 

you always hate to lose.”

When I’d finished speaking, though she hadn’t heard a word, she mumbled, “Hmmm... 

well I’ll be darned… I guess it isn’t here!” 

Then pulled the desk drawer open and proclaimed, “Ah-ha, at last,” and quickly 
reached inside and lifted out a tiny mirror.

Tapping at her frosted curls, she smiled at what she saw, then promptly launched the
truth about the reason I was there. 

Her voice was actually cold and to-the-point, and I could tell the woman had no conscience, and she truly didn’t care!
“Now, let me see, where were we?” (She got quickly back on track.)  “Oh, yes… it was your record we were going to review!                                                                                       Bear with me a moment, please... it shouldn’t take too long to find the file on someone who’s been here as long as you.”

She filled the void between the time she’d turned to her computer and found the file 

they’d kept on me since back when I was hired 

With… “Actually, Mr. Beasley says it’s time to let you go.  He feels that you’d be 
happier somewhere else… or just - retired!
“Ya’ know, my dad’s about your age. He’s always talked of traveling, and now that 

he’s retired… and he can… I’m sure he will. 

Yes, things have changed dramatically since when you started here.” And that was 
when it started sinking in.   I felt the chill!
This was not a summons that entailed a “new position,” or perks for being fiercely loyal, like I’d hoped it was. 

This was actually more along the lines of - “no position”, and I would quickly see… the way most everybody does

That gets the sack… regardless of the years and years of work they’ve selflessly devoted 
to their job… this was goodbye! 

I sat there, like a zombie!   I could not believe my ears, nor hide the utter shock and deep resentment in my eyes.

“Are you actually telling me that I am being fired?” I asked… then waited anxiously for what she had to say.

“Letting someone go is not the same as being fired,” she snapped... “you'll get an A+ reference, sir… and two weeks severance pay.”

“I’ve been working here for nearly 30 years,” I barked, “this line of work is all I know! 
It’s all I’ve ever done, 

And it’s more than - 'coincidence' - that this will make me lose the pension that I’m scheduled to receive in less than one!
“I’ve worked my butt off all this time to help improve this firm and make it be the really great success it is today.

Now they steal the future that I’ve slaved for all these years, and prune the staff with 
no concern for whom they - 'throw away'!
“I will not go quietly,” I snarled, “and that’s a promise!”   The woman simply sat there with a look of great disdain. 

“You can not imagine how it feels to be discarded like nothing more than garbage,” I continued to complain.

“That’s the way it goes, I guess,” the heartless lady sneered, “but don’t unload on me 

about the way that you’ve been treated,” 

Then added… with one cold decisive tap upon her keyboard… “but… as of now… your hist’ry with this firm… has been -- deleted!”
                                The Subway Incident

While barreling through the subway on a smelly Friday night, I sat and watched the endless lights go flick’ring by, so fast. 

A deep, hypnotic trance would always numb my tired mind, until I’d feel the churn subside and reach my stop at last.

Like many late December nights, the air was cold and damp. The winter wind was bitter, and the snow was hard and deep. 

The passengers sat quietly, they almost always did, and some would softly visit, while a few of them would sleep.

Just a couple minutes had gone by when, through the door, a pair of really hard-up-looking boys would make their way. 

Most, I'm sure, were hoping they were merely passing through, but just a couple feet inside, the tallest stopped to say,

“Listen everybody... this is how it’s gonna be!”  And as he pulled a knife, he growled, 
“Ya'make a move, you’re dead! 

An' I ain't gonna ask you twice, so don’t be holdin’ back.   All we want’s your wallets…and your jewelry!”  Then he said,
“Give us what we want, y'all, an' no one will get hurt!  But don’t try nothin’ stupid! 
If you do… you’ll pay the price! 

We can do this easy… or we can do this rough!  It’s up to you.  Now, dig, y’all… we’re tryin’ to do this nice!”

As I watched them make their way from soul to shivering soul, brandishing a switchblade knife, my mind would fill with hate. 

I contemplated what to do, and when to make my move.  My heart was racing fast as I would calmly sit an' wait.

“Give it up,” the kid would scream at one old feeble man.  “I’ll cut ya’ good if - when 
I count to three - you’re holdin’ back!” 

He grabbed his wallet - peeled his watch - then shoved him to the floor.   I felt my soul ignite as we went roaring down the track.

Only one was left before they’d get to where I stood.  My heart was beating wildly. I would be the final one.

The boy who held the knife assumed, as I reached ‘round my back… I was reaching for my wallet, as he'd ordered -- not a gun!
A New York cop - off duty - I was headed home from work.  These boys had picked the worst of times to mug a helpless crowd.

I drew my pistol, aimed it toward the two of them, and said, “It’s your turn, boys, to… ‘give it up!’”   My words were strong and loud.
“Now… drop the knife… and put the things you’ve taken on the seat!  Your stealing days are over!   Put your hands around that bar!” 

I nodded toward the pole that people hold to fight the sway, then twirled the chain around the pipe, and cuffed them to the car.

The folks who’d lost their money and their jewelry to the punks retrieved their things, collectively... their faces filled with joy. 

But when the man they’d been a little rough with found the nerve, he walked up rather cautiously, and asked the youngest boy,

“Why don’t you just get a job, son?    You don’t need to steal!   If you’ll come an' see me 

I can help you.   Here’s my card.

I will give you both a job. It shouldn’t be like this.”  And then he turned to me and said, “Sir… you may find this hard,
“But can you somehow find it in your heart to let them go?   These boys are very young, and I believe, inside… they’re good!
If you take their names… and they will give their word to come… I will give them both a job tomorrow, if you would.”

The subway car was somehow feeling motionless and still. The crowd would stand there silent, as they watched my puzzled face. 
He was seeing young, misguided boys - who would reform… I was seeing thieves… that 
I would one day have to chase!
I quickly searched my mind as I surveyed the silent crowd, most their faces prompting me to grant the man’s request! 

Should I take the cuffs off and release them, as he’d asked… or do what my experience as a cop believed was best?

“Give them one more chance,” he begged... “they’re barely in their teens.  Try to think of how it was when you were just a kid. 

All of us have done things, as a teen, that we regret. I’m sure you got in trouble once or twice for what you did

“Back when you were just a boy, like these two have tonight.” My heart began to soften as I listened to his plea. 

I more or less agreed with him, and put my gun away.   “I pray you’re right,” was my reply, as I produced the key.

The two young boys would stand there, quite amazed by what he’d said, then sweep their victims’ faces, and address them… one by one. 

They swore that they were sorry - and were actually glad they'd had failed… and begged for their forgiveness for the desperate thing they’d done. 

The taller one, now crying - as they hung their heads in shame - claimed they’d never tried to steal a thing before that night. 

And as they left the subway car, when we had reached our stop, my mind tried reassuring me that what I’d done was right.

Perhaps, next day, they actually went to work for that old man. And maybe they still work for him. I’d like to think they do.                                                                                      And he was right… I’d done my share of bad things in the past -- but on that night I got a chance - to give a chance -- to two!
                                                       Mrs. Bell
She pulled out right in front of me that cold December morn. I barely had a chance to hit the brake. 

The other lane was full, and with a guardrail on my right, there simply was no other path 
to take.

Even though I locked ‘em up, I hit her really hard, and shoved her big old Hudson forty feet.
So, there we sat, in crumpled cars, and scattered broken glass -- a pair of mangled autos 

on the street!
I was not at fault in this, and I had clearly seen the woman in the vehicle was old. 

In my opinion, far too old to drive a car at all, and, mad as hell, I burst into the cold.

Not at all concerned at first about her being hurt, I stormed up to her door to blow my 
top,

But when I saw her slumped against the wheel, I felt a chill, and grabbed my mobile 
phone to call a cop.

After dialing nine-one-one, the operator asked, “Will you need an ambulance or not?”

After answering, “I don’t know. I think she might be hurt. A bruise and tiny cut is all 
I got,”

She began to quiz me -- “Can you tell if she is breathing?” I told her I would check, and reached inside. 

And when I saw how still she was… how vulnerable, and frail, I quickly said a prayer she hadn’t died.

Humbled by the helplessness of someone badly hurt - my anger would abruptly change to calm,

And when I carefully leaned her back and gently took her hand - a dainty hand that barely filled my palm -

Her face would spark the warmest thoughts of days of long ago.  Despite the many years,     I knew it well.                                                                                                                      The face I saw was that of someone from my distant past:   My kindergarten teacher…Mrs. Bell!
When I saw the powdered cheeks and deeply wrinkled skin, I lost all track of how the wreck occurred. 

I didn’t care about my car, but only how she was… and prayed another prayer for but 
a word!
“Mrs. Bell, it’s Randy. And you’re going to be alright,” I promised her, while searching for a sign. 
“Everything will be OK... I’m right here by your side."  And as I held her tiny hand in mine,
I pleaded with the lady, “Send an ambulance at once. She’s breathing, but unconscious, hurry, please!” 
Then started praying desperately they’d make it there in time, and slid in close beside her on my knees.

At last I felt a gentle squeeze… so soft… but it was there -- my tears would fall to know she was alive -- 

Then waited for what seemed to be at least a hundred years ‘til - fin'ly - paramedics would arrive.

Neither car was drivable so I called work - and home - to tell them of the wreck and where I’d be. 

I told my wife I wasn’t hurt… but I was riding in to have a doctor take a look at me,

Then added that I’d likely not be home for quite a while, ‘cause I was going to wait ‘til 

I was sure 
That Mrs. Bell would be OK.   I simply had to know… and would the family say a prayer for her.
Seven hours later, they would let me in to see the lady from my past I so admired.

The first thing that she softly said to me was, “Randy, dear… I’m really glad you’re here, but you look tired.

“I’m so very sorry that I pulled in front of you. They told me that your car was actually new.
Thank the Lord that you’re alright. My car can be repaired... but honestly... I don’t know what I’d do

“If I had hurt my Randy. But I didn’t. So you see… despite the wreck… it’s still a lucky day!

The doctor says that I’ll be fine. It’s time that you went home… I know that it was 'love' that made you stay.”

As she reached to take my hand, tears would fill my eyes. I told her, “In a kind of funny way -

Like so many lessons that you taught me as a child -- you’ve taught me still another 
one today!
“Cars can usually be repaired - if not, then be replaced -- but after this I very clearly 

see                                                                                                                                        That -- 'no one getting hurt too bad' - and - 'knowing you’re OK' -- are all that's really meaningful to me.”

                            Our Lives Are But a Blink
“Says here, ‘Lester Kiblingworth - a former county sheriff - and oldest man in Sidwell, passed away at one-oh-three,’” 

I announced to Clara, as we nursed our morning coffee, to which - to tick me off - 

she said to me,

“Isn’t very often they include the time of death.  Usually that’s reserved for, you know…presidents… and kings.

Does it mention afternoon or morning?” she went on.  “Funny they would think that people care about those things.”

“Dang it, Clara… you know good and well that one-oh-three’s not the time of day he died,” I growled… “it was his age!” 

Glancing up, I saw the tiny smirk on Clara’s face, then grabbed a sip to calm my nerves and briskly turned the page.

Idle curiosity was what had me perusing all the personal facts about the people that had died,

But when I saw a name I knew… a bit of wishful thinking had me wondering… had they made mistakes before… or - lied?
“Dear, do you remember Harvey Michel,” I continued. “Harvey lived beside the Baptist church, just south o’ town. 

He died about ten years ago and left his widow, Bertha, eighty-seven acres of the finest ground around.

“Says she passed away of natural causes Friday evening.  Bertha was my teacher in the first and second grade,

And when my folks were injured - in that accident they had - that was where, for seven days, me an’ Connie stayed!
“What a cook that woman was.  And Harvey took us fishing!  Nicest week I ever spent without our mom and dad. 

Papa tried to give 'im fifty bucks for what they’d done, but Harvey wouldn’t take it ‘cause of all the fun we’d had.

“Ya’ know -- those types of people are a disappearing breed.  Soon as Bertha heard the news, she came and picked us up.                                                                                                 Lots o’ Michels ‘round these parts.  Should be quite a funeral,” I remarked, as Clara leaned to fill my coffee cup.

Folding up the paper - with a lot more left to read - gazing off reflectively… I stared across the room.

What I’d learned was slowly sinking in and I would sit there, wrestling with a tiny bit 

of unexpected gloom.

“You OK?” my wife inquired.   “You look a little weary.   Bertha must have been, I’m thinkin', close to ninety-five! 

Thankfully she had a lot o’ fam’ly ‘round to help, and… like you said… ten years have passed since Harvey was alive.”

“Wish we’d stopped to visit them a lot more than we did,” I complained to Clara, in between my next two sips. 

“Both of them were really sweet, and never did I hear an angry or an unkind comment 
pass across their lips.

“That makes seven funerals since we lost Loretta Bingham. Gotta buy myself a new white shirt… an’ pair o’ shoes.
I’ve gained a little weight, ya’ know.   I think I’ll take a walk.   I almost wish I hadn’t had the time to read the news.”

Down the block, the lovely sight of children playing hopscotch helped to lift my spirit and would give me pause to think. 

Pondering on the eons that have passed I came to see that -- based upon the realm of 'Time' -- our lives are but a blink!
Then and there I actually made myself a solemn promise to spend more time with fam’ly, and to mingle more with friends.

I’d just been reminded that our lives are far too short... and wise is he who fills his life 
with joy - until it ends.
  This piece was inspired by a true story about a man who searched for several years to

  find - and buy back - a very particular car that had originally belonged to his grandfather,

  to then present it to his father! 


                                    Worth the Wait

In Monday morning’s paper (I was readin' Thursday night), I chanced upon an ad that caught my eye.

The ad read -- “Antique car for sale.  Runs good.  New brakes and tires.” The call was local… so I thought I’d try.

At first the line was busy, but at last, when I got through, an older-sounding lady said, “Hello.”

I told her that I’d read the ad about her antique car, and that there were some things I’d like to know.
“Well,” she said, “my husband bought the car a long time back.  I’ll tell you what I can…which isn’t much. 

I never got to drive it, and I know I never will... ya' see,” she added… “I can’t drive a clutch!”

“The car is olive green,” she said.  “It looks as good as new.  The brakes and tires were 
new a few months back. 

Though Clifford really loves the car, his driving days are over -- a month ago he had a 
heart attack!
“We’re looking for a person who will care for it with love, just the same as Clifford’s always done. 
The car is very pretty.   It’s a 1932.   It’s been a source of pride, and lots of fun.
“A Michel family owned the car.  I think they bought it new.  They sold it when the owner passed away. 

I recall how proud Cliff was the day he drove it home an' told me, ‘Dear - I bought a car today!’

“Well, there I go… just babbling on.  I’m sorry, let me see… oh, yes… you had some questions -- go ahead.” 

But it was almost more than I could do to say a word… my eyes had filled with tears for what she’d said!
Dad had often pined about his father’s 'awesome car', and why they’d had to sell it. 
That was sad. 

For many years I’d dreamed about how super it would be to buy it back… then give it to my dad!
 “Might that be the Michel family livin' west o' town -- 'bout halfway 'twixt the lake and Lutheran church?”                                                                                                               And when she said it was it fin’ly verified for me... this had to be the answer to my search.

I promptly told her - “If you’ll kindly tell me where you live... I'd really like to come an' take a look.” 

I was so excited I was standing at their door in less than half the time it should have took!

“Hello,” I said... “my name’s Terry.  I’m the one who called and asked to come to see your antique car.” 

“Just a minute,” she replied, “I’ll run grab the keys - and, you didn’t have to tell me who you are!
I can see the Michel in your eyes, and in your smile… and understand the question that you asked.” 

My mind and heart were racing as we headed toward a shed.  I felt my dream was coming true, at last.

“You must be a grandson,” she continued, “am I right?”   I told her, “Yes… and Virgil is 

my dad!
He’s talked for years about how much he wished they’d had the money to buy the car…
but times back then were bad.”

“Yes indeed, those times were hard,” she knowingly agreed, as we continued walking side by side. 

“Clifford's always felt your father would have bought this car had things not been so bleak when Harvey died.

“We believe that it was fate that made you spot our ad… and you alone were meant to find this car!
Clifford’s always said - ‘It would be nice if… down the road… a Michel bought it back’, and... here you are!
“In fact, when I told Clifford who I thought it was that called, he answered -- ‘What a fitting twist of fate, 

And if he winds up buying it - regardless of who for - he’ll find that cars like this - are worth the wait!”

When we rolled the door back… and I saw it sitting there… my eyes again would fill with happy tears. 

Standing there before me - like a treasure lost… then found - was what I’d prayed to find for many years.

“This is it,” I cried with glee, “this is the very car that Grandpa Harvey owned when it was new!” 

I’d actually found the car my dad had always hoped to own… my Grandpa’s Olds… from 1932.

As I left, I paused to say, “At last… she’s coming home, and, thanks to you an' Clifford, looking great.
She still looks like a million bucks, and - like your husband said - without a doubt, was truly -- ‘worth the wait.’”
                         Put Your Thoughts In Rhyme
               Rhonda was the only child of Ron and Debby Baker. 

Debby was a widow.     It was 1952…

and having been away from ‘41 to ‘43 -

               fighting on the front in Europe - all that Rhonda knew

About her dad was that he looked a bit like Spencer Tracy -

liked to fish - sang quite well - and loved to write in rhyme. 

Being conceived about a month before he’d joined the Army -

though he called them now and then - and wrote them all the time -

Rhonda’d never heard the way he sounded on the phone,

and barely recollected all the mail her mom had read.

               With not much more than photographs of Ron at 22 -

learning from the Army that her 'everything' was dead - 

Debby couldn’t accept the fact that he was gone for good,

And, when it came to Rhonda… she was very seldom - 'there'.

But even as a child she understood her mother’s fear,

and never saw her weaknesses as proof she didn’t care. 

Feeling that no other man could take her father’s place,

Rhonda soon accepted that she’d never have a dad…

telling those, who weren’t aware of why he wasn’t there,

just how much - and long - the two have missed the one she’d had. 

                His badly tattered baseball mitt - the poems that he’d composed -

                before and after leaving - and a shiny turquoise comb
were all they had to link them to the man who’d left for war

then broke his solemn promise that he’d - ‘soon be coming home’.

Debby bounced from job to job, but - struggling to survive -

she always gave it all she had to keep them safe and warm.

But, very slowly… what began to strain her fragile mind

would escalate from - something hard to manage - to a storm!
                More than she could cope with, she began to lose her will,

haunted by her mem’ry of the only love she’d known.
Her folks had passed away the year before she’d married Ron,

and Ron's had died when he was young, which left him on his own. 

Neither had a sibling.  There was nowhere left to turn.

Nowhere whatsoever, and… at only thirty-two…

Debby felt the pain, again, of losing one she loved
when people from the welfare office did the thing they do. 

Taken by authorities, when friends of hers complained 
about her inability to pay for food and rent,

Debby fin’ly lost her mind… her only consolation

came from understanding that where Rhonda had been sent
Only intervened when things had gotten really bad,
saving 'at-risk' children when their parents couldn’t cope.

She knew, with Ronnie gone, that she’d lost any chance she’d had, 

but understood - with proper help - for Rhonda… there was hope! 

Eight days later Rhonda got a call from “Special Care”

telling her that Debby had - committed suicide.

She’d left a note beside her bed that started out, “Dear Ron” -

indicating clearly that… for her… he hadn’t died -  

“Thank you, dear,” the note went on… “for writing when you can.

Every single day I ask the Lord to bring you home.

I absolutely love the bits of verse you sometimes write,

and here, for you’s… my very first attempt to write a poem.

“I’m sure you’ll laugh to read it, but - beginning when you left -

things have gotten tougher off an’ on for quite some time,

and I recall you telling me that -- ‘when you’re feelin' blue…

you slip into a quite place… and put your thoughts in rhyme.’  

“So… here we go ---
                “Every day, when I wake up, I glance across the room -
find our fancy wedding picture - hanging by the mirror -

Gaze into your gentle eyes - while throwing you a kiss - 

then… giving you my sweetest smile, I say… “Good morning, dear.”

               That’s as far as Debby got, but - meaning all it did -

Rhonda made a copy of the poem and had it framed. 

Her words confirmed, beyond a doubt her never ending love
               for whom the one and only child she’d ever have was named! 

           Today - when things get really tough - she’ll find a private place
and reminisce with photos in a scrapbook Debby made.  

“I named you after Ronnie,” she’d informed her years before…

“and if -- as you grow older, dear -- your mem’ry starts to fade… 

“And, ‘Life’ -- with all its pain and grief -- is tearing you apart…

if having us there with you helps you fight the stress and fears -

gives you strength you sorely need to make it through the day -

and see your way more clearly - though your eyes are filled with tears -  

“Then open up this scrapbook, Rhonda… let it flood your soul. 

The love these pictures represent for you -- both mine and his --

will softly light your darkest hours.   You’re part of both of us,

               And I’ll try hard to be there, dear, and --- he already is! 

               “So, sneak away to someplace warm… where you can be alone…

               a place that’s truly wonderful for spending quiet time…

               and heed your father’s wise suggestion:   ‘When you’re feeling blue…

               slip into a quite place… and put your thoughts in rhyme.’” 


                                      The Sighting
The morning sun would slowly disappear that April morn, as dark and boiling thunderclouds would ebonize the sky.

The blackened wall was pulsing deep inside with lightning strikes, while muffled bursts 
of thunder shook the earth as it drew nigh.

This was unpredicted.    We were told there would be rain, but no one was expecting something more than getting wet.

And I remember noticing how birds had fled the scene.  They knew the implications of a sky as black as jet.

The stillness was unnerving, like a distant forest fire, while rendering devastation, you…

at most… might feel the warm.

Our destiny… uncertain… though now close enough to feel, came churning through the darkness on the cold, impartial storm.

Weaving with indifference, we could see the monster’s tail, whipping side to side at random, reaching for its prey,

Ripping, with impunity, the trees and barns and homes from off the land they clung to 
in its cold, remorseless way!
Terrified, we stood there, unprepared for what we saw, with no degree of certainty that we would be immune.

We watched the deadly funnel wield its wrath upon the earth, and wept to see the carnage as it left the land in ruin.

Hardly more than half a mile from where we stood and stared, the bits of roofs and splintered walls from homes and barns arose,

As - passing through, the deadly fiend, that visits unannounced, and gives no explanation for the victims that it chose -
Left a wake of shattered dreams and badly broken hearts!    And in the quiet aftermath,            each family that survives                                                                                                         Searches for the strength they’ll need to salvage what remains, and start again, with what is left, to resurrect their lives.

                                     Beating the Odds
The morning started out like any other standard day.  The sky was partly cloudy and the breeze was soft and warm. 

An empty little rain cloud drifted by from time to time, but there’d been no prediction of 

a - 'lock-the-shutters-storm'!
“Just a drop or two,” they’d said, and “scattered” was the term the weatherman had used the night before at 10 p.m. 

Nothing in his forecast even hinted hurricane, and as we had for many years - we simply trusted him.

As the morning lengthened you could feel the ocean breeze force its salty fragrance through the gently swaying palms, 

‘Til, almost out of nowhere, it began to lift the drapes, then disappear, then reappear…

at will… between the calms.

We had lived beside the sea for nearly thirty years, and storms had often devastated coastal homes nearby,

Yet somehow my and Sarah’s house had managed to escape... their seeming more a nuisance to my lovely wife and I.

But somewhere close to 3 p.m. I glanced across the den, where, through an open window, I could easily watch the sea. 

I thought for just an instant of the streak of luck we’d had, and how the raging gales had long neglected her and me.

We, and neighbors, June and Carl, had never got it bad, but as I quietly contemplated why we had been spared,

Sarah walked to where I stood, then took my hand and said -- “It’s getting awfully dark out there, and I’m a little scared!”

“Honey, you know what,” I said, “I can feel it, too. First the wind is nearly still, and then it’s blowing hard.
If you can close the windows, dear, I’ll put the car inside, then grab the toys the grandkids scattered all across the yard.”

These were simply things you did when ocean storms approached -- and we were both aware we’d beat the odds for far too long. 
“Let’s go down the basement, just in case,” I smiled and said.   “It wouldn’t be the first 

time if the weather man is wrong.”
“Cloudy skies with scattered rain”, is what he said, I think.  But this is lookin' pretty bad. It’s really quite a squall.                                                                                                        I’ll turn on the television… see what’s on the news. I don’t believe that June and Carl are home, but we should call.”

When we tried to use the phone we learned that it was dead. And only moments later, 

as we tried to watch the news, 

All the lights would flicker off and on for just a bit, then, suddenly, a blinding bolt of lightning blew a fuse.

Sitting in the darkness, Sarah took my hand again.  A feeling of impending doom began 
to fill my mind.

Only seconds later, as I groped the basement wall, I knew our time had finally come when I would lift the blind!
Grabbing Sarah frantically I pulled her to the floor. I wrapped my arms around her and 

I held her to my chest. 
'Hell' had come to try its best to take our very lives - and we were at the mercy of our uninvited guest.

As the floor above us disappeared into the sky, the roaring, screaming hurricane would randomly dissect 

Another life… another world… and we would be its prey!   No longer could we claim to 
be - the victims of neglect.

How a seven minute storm can rip your world apart is hard to comprehend until you’ve seen it for yourself.

The only thing left standing was the chimney of our home, and one abandoned picture 

on our lonely mantle shelf.

As the clouds would dissipate, the sun began to shine, and in the quiet aftermath the air was fresh and clean.

We stood there, stunned and horrified, both of us in tears - and both with hearts now shattered by the devastating scene.

Squinting through the sunshine, and a pair of teary eyes, I focused on the only thing the storm had failed to take:
Our gorgeous wedding photograph, from thirty years ago!   A bond that even horrid storms like this can never break.
Clinging to each other, it would break our hearts to see the mangled bits of what had been our very happy life. 

Saddened and discouraged, it was very hard to bear… but as I stood there holding, in my arms, my precious wife,
I was not at all concerned about the house and cars.   My thoughts were focused on the girl who’d made my dreams come true,                                                                                          And tender hugs an' kisses from the one I’ve always loved once again reminded me that -        she adores me, too.

                                          4th Generation Soda Jerk

I took my son to the lumberyard last Tuesday afternoon. The day itself, though toasty, 

was the best in quite some time.

And when we’d finished shopping - after loading what I’d bought - he glanced across 
the highway at the Woolworth’s Five and Dime.

“Dad,” he said, “you promised me, on more than one occasion, you’d take me into Woolworth’s for a shake… and, man… it’s hot!” 
Truth is - he was right,  and being 98 degrees, I smiled to prove I didn’t mind he’d put 

me on the spot.
Fact is, twenty years ago, I’d worked there as a youngster, just the way my dad had… 

and his father, Zachery, too! 

Glancing down at Gavin, his expectant little grin tipped the scales reminding me - his 

turn was overdue.

“Great idea,” I countered, as we hopped back in the pickup - then headed ‘cross the road  to browse a store we'd often shop. 

The huge, two-story building -- there since 1896 -- was where, as kids, we’d often gone 
for licorice sticks and pop.

Mom and Gran were Woolworth’s girls. It’s where they bought material you only see today in pictures taken long ago!
Amazing how the fashions change. Just check your oldest albums.  Once you’ve turned 

a page or two, I promise you… you’ll know.

What they wore, and how they wore their hair, is quite amusing.  Gavin held the door for me, then followed me on in.

I watched him as he scanned the place, his face transfixed in awe - as he became acquainted with… the way it was back then.

Dangling from the ceiling were a bunch of iron kettles, lined up by their sizes, maybe 
six or seven rows.

Panning ‘round the massive room, like all first-timers do… I smiled to watch my youngest being baffled by his nose!
Unfamiliar smells he’d never known were all around him.  The slightest trace of Black Jack - Clove - and Beeman’s filled the air.                                                                            Jars with sticks of peppermint and horehound lined the counter, and ads for things extinct for years were posted everywhere.
The mesmerizing ambiance would captivate his thinking. The wonderment that filled his mind was glowing on his face. 

“Golly, Dad,” he fin’ly quipped, “you’re right about the feeling. It’s just like stepping back in time. I really like this place!”

“So do I,” I countered. “Don’t forget… I used to work here! And so’d my dad, and even his old man, great grandpa Zach!”

We wandered through the whole darn store, and - though their goods were current - the unmolested store displays abruptly took us back.

By seeing things that older people always found in stores, like:  pants and jackets hung behind an aisle of sliding doors… 
Several waist high counters lined with pencil labeled drawers… and escalators - 
(found in only those with second floors),

And watching, as it carried shoppers slowly up and down - (those shiny, long, hypnotic stairways always turned my head) - 
Gavin - now immersed in all the way-back-when nostalgia - didn’t even notice it when - “time to go” I said.

I placed my hand below his neck and steered him toward the counter. The gorgeous marble - veined with greens and grays - was glowing bright. 

A flower-blossom-figured shade - with pink and olive panels - proudly crowned the soda fountain’s alabaster light.

I watched him read the labels on the row of syrup dispensers - most providing flavors 

from a very distant time. 
A few examples:  Sarsaparilla --- Ginger Ale --- Banana --- Grape and Cherry Julep --- Dr. Pepper --- even lime!
“Man, if I could get a job here,” Gavin softly said... “they wouldn't have to worry about 

me showing up for work!” 
That was when I spotted - near a tarnished old brass register, a tiny notice advertising -- “Wanted – Soda Jerk”!
Gavin hadn’t seen it yet so I said, “Here’s a twenty. Order me a Ginger-Ale, and get yourself that shake.

And don’t forget, son -- what you wind up doing for a living - often proves - in 'LIFE' - 

to mean much more than -- what you make!
“Hey, how about that register,” I added... “ain’t it classy?” hoping, when he ordered, that he’d spot the little sign.

It worked. He fin’ly saw it. And as no surprise to me - he spun around and found my face… locked his eyes on mine…

And beaming like he does when he’s excited, he announced - “They’re lookin’ for a soda jerk! Can you believe it, Dad?”                                                                                              I felt a little nervous when I paused to contemplate - this would be the first and only job he'd ever had!
Glad he’d asked, despite the fact I had some reservations --- (he’d had his sixteenth birthday only seven days before) --- 

There he stood imploring me to offer him my blessing, all fired up, anticipating working 
in that store.

“Tell her -- when she brings our drinks, you’d like an application. Working in a place like this ‘d really do you good. 

I talked to Mom the other day and left it up to her if you could get a job or not, and she agreed you could.”

He filled the application out while snarfing down his milkshake, took it to the office, then we headed toward the door. 

“Golly, Dad,” he told me, as we headed off for home, “I can’t think of anything I’ve ever wanted more!”

“I really hope ya' get it, son,” I told him as I drove, “‘cause not too many stores like that have stood the test of time,                                                                                                 And I’d be tickled pink if generation number 4 would hold the job of - 'Soda Jerk' - in that old 'Five an' Dime'!
                                 The Reaper Denied

        Oh stone of death, I beg thee, now… relinquish me thy guest. 

        Release unto this specter but the soul beneath thy breast 

What waits but to be wakened, and then taken now, to rest.

Mine is thine within thee.  Yeah... unlock to me thy door.

Expel that one inside thyself, cast out what thou wouldst store. 

Such things must be, I caution thee, again stone… I implore.

Discover to thy patron that which lies below this place. 

That which now imprisoned findeth refuge ‘neath thy base, 

Entombed below the chiseled words of ruin upon thy face.

This spirit, now in-walled in wood, as well doth thou beseech - 

“Unchain me stone, for yet there is my destiny to reach.

I beg thee, hole, discreetly me expose thy hing-ed breech.”

Thy countenance retained, my word… ‘twould be a simple task. 

Thy stench and powdered bones remain, thy soul is all I ask. 

Expel to me thy dormant wind. Oh, yield thy mitered mask.

My word, fool rock, ‘twould fare thee well to bid this sacrifice, 

Lest… dealt with not… a vengeance, from this specter ye entice 

Doth rend thy kingdom vacant now… indeed, a greater price.

Now give, I say, what dwelleth here, thou leaveth little time. 

My requisition echoes as the bells about us chime.

Be warned, this plea, shouldst thou deny, ‘twould be thy final crime.
Pity thee this ag-ed beggar.  Why doth thou resist me, block? 

State thy terms, but trifle not.  Hear, again, the tower’s clock. 

Wilt thou now surrender to me that which I am begging, rock?
        Silence? Viper! Wouldst thou have me think thee dumb?

        Think thee all mine threats be empty?  Answer stone, thy time hath come. 

        Best thou not invoke the fury of the one thou keepeth from.

        Once again this specter beckons.   Once again the still is broken. 

        Pass thine offering.  But a pittance, spend thee now at last thy token.

        If thou wouldst refuse - deny me, shouldst that note once more be spoken,

        All here wouldst be cast asunder.  Yea, thine all, so cast asunder. 

Witness to mine wrath plutonic, no more wouldst thou wait or wonder, 

Thou wouldst then release unto me that which here resideth under!
Once again, I do beseech thee, dally not unto the dawn.

Whence the morning sun throws shadows ‘cross thy marble-garden’s lawn,       Shouldst then I be one soul richer.   Shouldst then I, at last, be gone.

Silence still?   Now think thee, stone, for what thou now doth wait. 

None here ‘bout wouldst be thine ally.   None wouldst know thy fate. 

Give but what of thine is not… throw open me thy gate.

All those like thee think thee foolish.   All those ‘round thee, neatly tribed, 

Gave what thou hast not this Reaper.   Gave… though ne’er so amply bribed; 

Souls of those whom lie below the names upon their stones inscribed.

Release to me thy spirit tenant, thus his worship couldst begin.                                   Make thee haste, again I caution, lest my scythe reproach thy sin.                                 This one last request, once granted, brings me ne’er to thee again.
        Now be knownst to thee, oh, Viper - lest this be thine hour of doom -          

        ‘Twould such great misfortune meet thee twould'st thou know this morning's bloom,

        Save thy deed bespeak thy wisdom… save thou gainst to me thy room.
Wouldst thou know my wrath, fool guardian, for what here too long hath stayed?       Fiend to keep one withered hostage, dupe to save the waste here laid.

Know then this… mine arc-ed ally.    Feel my cold, relentless blade.

Feel, again, my scythe within thee. Know of what I warned… and why. 

Feel the severed soul escape thee. Hear, with me, the bells that cry. 

Taste the tip I feed thy belly. See the pale and frigid sky.

        Suffer thee the swift incisions left within thy splintered chest. 

        Reap the consequence thou tempted.    Lose to me, at last, thy guest.

        Now, fool stone… thou hath surrendered that the Reaper doth request.
         As again the bell doth beckon, so the morn is thus begun.

         As the dawn the truth exposes - lights the wounds of battle done -

         I have come…

            and I have taken…
      I have gone…

                   and I have won!
                                  Missed By a Mile

                     Damp and chilly winds were blowing, leaves would paint the ground,

As me and Connie rummaged through the treasures all around. 

The antiques dealers strew their loads of old, assorted stash,

As we would search for bits of gold among the piles of trash.

         “Every booth has something good,” we always told ourselves.

Those little things discovered by the early bird that delves

Deep into the boxes, and beneath the tabled wares,

That make the searcher wealthy with a 'find' it seldom bears.

Long before the sun would rise the cars were flocking in.

(First in line was something that we still have never been.)

         Some would quickly make their way to special spots they knew.

         The thermos-toting scavengers would wildly dart and spew

Left and right, discourteously, no selfishness was spared.

And if you needed time to think, you found that no one cared.

A buyer yelled, “How much for this?” The owner snapped a price.

The asker offered less than half… there was no time for 'nice'!
“Sorry, pal… I know I’ve got more in the piece than that,

And I ain’t got the time to stand around right now and chat!”

Marked at forty-five, the man had offered twenty bucks.

The dealers just kept dragging ancient goods from off their trucks.

After they’d ignored him for a couple minutes more,

The tattered looking beggar grumbled, “OK… twenty-four.”

                    “Not today,” the man would say, he sounded quite upset.

“We paid a lot for that, my friend… they’re really hard to get.”

                    “OK then... I’ll go thirty.  That’s as high as I can go,”

Whined the little weasel.  But the dealer bellowed, “No!”

“Well… what’s the best that you can do?” the man would ask and wait.

“I suppose… for cash… I’d let it go for thirty eight.”

“Thirty eight,” the man would scream, “this thing ain’t made of gold.”

By now the way the man was lipping off was getting old.

“Now listen, Mack,” the dealer snapped, “I’ll tell you what I’ll do.

         We can split the difference, if that’s good enough for you.

        “Thirty four is it… and that’s for cash, or take a hike.”

        (We’d never seen a shopper more impossible to like.)

        “Come on, man,” he begged again, “give a guy a break.”

“Sorry,” he replied, “but that’s the least that I can take.”

“All I’ve got is thirty-two.  That’s every cent I’ve got,”

He whined again then curtly snapped - “and I think that’s a lot!
“How about it, mister… will you take the thirty-two?

I cross my heart and swear to God, I’d do the same for you!”

Standing there and listening to this begging little creep,
Beating on the dealer… as he fought to buy it cheap…

Me and Connie both perceived the guy to be a jerk - 

The undisputed veritable king of “wheeler-dealer” work!
         After all the squabbling, he would finally get his prize.

We clearly saw the great disgust within the dealer’s eyes.

The man absconded quickly with his prize into the crowd,

And as we left, we heard the angry dealer say out loud,

                    “I never thought I’d take a loss,” he’d tell a passerby,
        “Just to make a person go away -- I hate that guy! 

                    “He always shows up early with his whiny begging ways,

                    But I suppose the little bum has seen his better days.

                    “He always gets a piece from us for ten cents on the buck

By buggin' us like crazy while we're clearing out the truck!
“The tattered clothes are probably just a ploy to get a deal,

An’ five ‘ll get you ten his -- ‘all I’ve got’ line -- isn’t real!”

Con and I would walk away surprised, but not amused.

The hard-to-stomach method that the weaselly guy had used

Had made the dealers angry -- but it got the creep a 'steal',

                    And we were both disgusted with the way it made us feel.
                                          But…
                    Later on that morning - in a booth - a MILE AWAY -

We would learn the truth about the games that people play.

There… all clean and pretty… stood the man from early morn.

Gone were all the dirty, ragged clothes the guy had worn.

Strutting like a peacock, with his face aglow with pride,

He paced behind the tables he was standing just -- inside!
Yup… he was a dealer!  And his goods were very nice!
                    Con and I at once began to search to learn the price
He’d put upon the piece that we had watched him buy at dawn.

The man had twenty teeming tables spread across the lawn.

Connie found it shortly, in a tiny little case.

I knew the price would shock me by the look upon her face. 

         I was right.  The super cheap, disgusting little worm

Had priced the piece we'd watched him buy at - ninety dollars - firm!
                    We couldn't resist the perfect chance to dicker with this guy.

We waved him over. “Sir,” I said… “we would like to buy
                    “That piece there!   The one that’s marked at ninety dollars firm.

We watched one like it sell at dawn.”  (The creep began to squirm.)

                    “I bought that piece 2 years ago from a very wealthy man! 

He sold me tons o' real nice stuff, then, suddenly… off he ran!
“Matter o' fact - at ninety bucks - I’m loosin' forty-five!”
(We knew that we’d just met the biggest pile-o'-bull alive!)

First he does a number on the guy he got it from…

Then prices what he bought at close to triple --- what a scum!
        And though we’re always careful not to play that nasty game -

We only wish the seller'd held his ground and done the same.

Now, when we’re out hunting, at an antique mall or show,

We're glad we’ve learned a wee bit more than most antiquers know,

And when the dealers tell us what they paid, we simply smile,

                    And think about the - 'better deal' - we once - missed by a mile!
                  The Last Gallon of Gas on Earth… at Auction
              “What’ll ya’ give?   What am I bid?” was how the call began.

The auctioneer went on to say, “Come on… let’s see some hands.

“Who will start the bidding?  Who’ll be the first to bid?

I’m sure this lot will do much better than the last one did.

“All the cars have sold now, friends -- we’ve saved the best for last:
In all the world… the last remaining gallon can of gas!
“The cars were pushed to where they sit.  There is no gasoline.

The only place these petrol-guzzling beauties will be seen

“Is sitting in museums!   They'll no longer see the road!
They’ll never take you cruising… never haul another load.

“There is no way to drive them now; they’re only good for show
‘Cause the one thing they’re all lacking is - the gas to make them go!

“And since the very last supply of fuel… on which they ran,

Has been depleted, this right here… this -- last remaining can

“Of actual gas is - up for auction.   Where d’ya’ wanna start?
This will be the lot, today, that sails right off the chart!
“We’ve got bidders on the phone from all across the earth.

The only fuel left ---- in -- the -- WORLD!    Imagine what it’s worth!
              “This will be the final chance to actually start one up.

The guy who owns it planned, at first, to sell it by the cup!
              “He even tried insisting that we sell it by the ounce!
But - getting it - I’m sure you know, is all that really counts.

              “You could drive your favorite one, say… two… three hundred feet.

              Or back it down your driveway - and display it on the street.
“Who would like to start it?    There’s a million!     Thank you, sir.

Just think about how great it sounds to hear an engine purr. 

“If you're dreams to get the chance to hear one run again...

This will the most important lot you’ll ever win! 

“Come on, folks... it’s do or die!    The opening bid’s a joke.

I know if I still owned a car… I’d bid ‘til I was broke!
“I’ve got two… now three… now four… now five --- do I hear six?
Remember folks… the winner takes ‘bout any rig he picks

“And actually starts it up!!!    Can you imagine?   What a thrill.

Who’ll go 7 million, friends?    Surely… someone will.

“Thank you.  I’ve got seven.   Seven million.   Who’ll go eight?
If you plan on jumpin' in - you really shouldn’t wait.

“I’ve got nine... now ten --- eleven --- twelve --- and now thirteen...
Fourteen --- fifteen --- sixteen.   Don’t stop there.   Now seventeen...

“Eighteen --- nineteen --- nineteen-five... that’s nineteen-five… right here!
This 'll be the most expensive thing we’ve sold all year! 

“This is it, folks… don’t forget… be sure you understand…

In all the world, this is --- of gasoline --- the final can!
“Twenty.  Thank you.  I’ve got twenty.   Who’ll do twenty-one?
Anybody else want in… or is that it?   All done?
“Twenty once ---- twenty twice ---- that’s twenty… are you through?
Are you all done bidding?   Is that all you’re gonna do?

“Well… thank you all for bidding, but - reserve price wasn’t met!

That’s not even close to what he feels that he should get!”

              Now… I’d ‘ve actually bet my life that can of gas would sell.

              Absolutely positive that… when that hammer fell…

              I would hear the auctioneer impale the room with… “Sold!”,

              And watch the proud new owner of that can of liquid gold --                

              Along with several bodyguards -- go slinking from the room.

But this was when the always-lurking, heartless hand of doom

Swept across the auction floor, and took them by surprise.

The seller - and the auctioneer - could not believe their eyes.

              All the while the priceless can had sat there - on display…

Waiting for its record-breaking bid to end the day…

It was slowly doing what would cause the place to reek!
That - final can of gas in all the world -- had sprung a leak!
Beneath the can, the podium - all draped in shiny black -

              Had willingly accepted… from an undetected crack…

              Every ounce of gasoline that gallon can had held,

While none had had the slightest clue --- because of how it smelled!
And though the stand looked soaking wet… its glossy drape did not…

But… reaching out and squeezing it confirmed the bath it got!
The seller could not be consoled.   His lavish plans would wane!
His chance for getting super rich had just gone --- down the drain!
To make things worse, the auctioneer walked up to where he sat,

             And said --- “My stand and drape are ruined… you’ll have to pay for that!”

                               My Layover Nightmare

The clouds were drifting eastward through a cool late-evening sky, as I was barreling down a road in eastern Tennessee. 

Whipping through the traffic in a new Mercedes Benz, I’d sworn I’d - somehow - be on time for where I had to be.

I’d missed my flight from Birmingham to Washington DC, and later flights had lots of seats in coach - but no first-class, 

So I’d decided I would simply drive - in something fast. (The firm I worked for always paid for rental cars and gas.)

Speeding down the highway at a somewhat faster pace than anyone around me drove was what I always did, 

But just outside of Knoxville, on a fairly nasty curve, I roared into a 'speed trap' where a sneaky trooper hid.

I was so completely screwed… I knew the smartest thing that I could do was back ‘er off and put ‘er on the side. 

In the mirror I watched him 'call it in' as I prepared to feed this guy the biggest line of bull I’d ever tried.

After six or seven nervous minutes, he approached. Just like in the movies… with his big cigar and all. 

Rolling down the window as he stopped beside the door, I began, “Good evening, sir... nice to see y’all.

“Good thing you were here tonight!  Although he got away, I know what he was driving - and I got his license plate. 
Thank God I thought to hit the gas… I’m sure it saved my life… ‘cause if I hadn’t sped like that, it might have been too late.”

“Let me see your license, sir,” he rather curtly said.  “And kindly keep your hands upon 
the wheel, if you don’t mind. 

It looks like you’re the only one who saw another car. Maybe I was sleeping, or…
perhaps I’m going blind!”

Somewhat more than obvious I’d finally met a cop that wasn’t gonna buy my line about a 'speeding car' -
I promptly started in on him --- “I’ve always heard it said that Tennessee State Troopers are the finest that there are!
“Known for being friendly, and forgiving… really nice. They understand that everyone deserves a second chance.” 

But when I saw the look of great contempt upon his face, and saw him grab the ticket-book protruding from his pants,

I could see - the more I said - the deeper I went in to what was now a pile of crap like I had never known -
And I could tell I’d really ticked him off with my routine when he said sternly - “Shut your mouth, punk… I don’t like your tone!
“I should throw the book at you. The limit’s sixty-five, and you were doing ninety, on a dark and curvy road!” 

Then added, as he scrutinized my license, “Might be best if I just make a call and have your little hot-rod towed!
“Maybe staying overnight… inside the county jail -- so you can tell the judge, tomorrow, what you just told me --

Is the wisest thing to do since - you were almost killed… and then you’ll know for certain just how ‘friendly’ we can be!”

“Please, forgive me, officer,” I quickly answered back. “It’s true that I was speeding, and was certainly out of line. 

There’s no excuse for what I did… and I apologize. I have a little cash here… if you’ll let me pay the fine.”

That was when he pulled his gun, and… pointing it at me - screamed, “I don’t take bribes, now put your hands on top your head! 
Step outside the car and do exactly as I say... and if you try to get away… I swear - I’ll shoot you dead!”

Terrified, I raised my hands and did as I was told. I climbed on out and looked into the barrel of his gun.

“Put your hands behind your back. I’m cuffing you,” he growled. “And don’t forget…
I’ll kill you… if you’re dumb enough to run!”

“Believe me… I won’t try to run… I swear    And I ain’t tryin’ to bribe ya’… I just thought it worked that way.” 
“Oh, yeah, right - I’m sure you did,” he snarled sarcastically, “I take a little cash from you, then you just - drive away!
“You know what, you little scumbag… let's try this instead.   Here’s the key.  Remove the cuffs. So --- how much have ya' got?
I could use the extra dough to buy a box of donuts to eat while I’m attempting to explain --- HOW YOU GOT SHOT!”

That was when I started screaming… “Please don’t kill me, sir!”… according to the woman who was sitting by my side,
And slapped me really hard across the face to bring me to, and said... “I felt I’d better wake you up… before you died!”
                    The Night Nasty-Jack Met His Match
No one knew just what to do that sultry summer evening, as things were fairly peaceful at the “One-Eyed-Jack Saloon”, 

When, through the swinging tavern doors, a scary figure strode, and someone whispered cautiously… “That’s Nasty-Jack Muldoon!”

Known by reputation on the wildest side of town for being quite a scoundrel, with a mean streak unsurpassed,

A badger’s disposition - and the quickness of a snake - every crazy fool who’d fought with Jack had come in last!
Not exactly sober when he stumbled in that night, and just as mean and ornery as he always liked to be,

As I sat there… minding my own business… all alone, he sauntered up and actually growled, while glaring down at me,

“Mister… I’m a thirsty man, and I came here to drink, an’ I think you should buy ol’ Jack 

a big ol’ shot o’ rye!
Unless, o’ course you’d rather not become a friend o’ mine,” and then just stood there… staring at me… with his only eye!
Yes… that’s right… the guy had only one hypnotic eye!  The other eye was sewed up tight with little bits of thread
Dangling from the socket.   Man… it almost made me puke… and I was actually trembling hard when he leaned down and said,
“What’s it gonna be?” Then snarled, “You wanna be my friend… or ain’t ol’ Nasty-Jack Muldoon quite good enough for you?” 

“Sure,” I said, “you’re good enough!”   Then turned and faced the bar, and did what any normal man with common sense would do.

“Barkeep… I would like to buy this gentleman a drink,” I said, in what I felt to be my -- very bravest voice.

Then noticed, as I glanced around, how thin the crowd had grown… and knew without a doubt that I had made the wiser choice.

“What ‘ll ya’ have?” the barkeep asked.  Jack would turn and say, “I’ll have a shot o’ rye. No… make that two! And make it fast!”                                                               Obediently, the barkeep hurried off to fix his drinks, and when he sat the glasses down in front of him, at last,
Nasty Jack took one in either hand and dumped them down, then smiled to show me all his missing teeth and slapped my back. 

“You’re the kind o' friend I like,” he slobbered down at me, “and now it’s time to buy another drink for Nasty-Jack!”

That was when the barkeep made his move to intervene, sayin', “Hey there, Jack - I think it’s time you bought a drink for him!” 
Jack exploded, “You ain’t got no call for buttin’ in! See... this here’s just a friendship kind o’ thing ‘twixt me an’ ‘slim’!”

“Slim” - of course - was me. I weighed a hundred thirty-five when soaking wet, and stood… in boots… just under 5 foot 6! 

My face was rather delicate.  I’d never had a fight… and only went to bars like this in hopes of meeting chicks.
“What’s it gonna be,” he roared?   “Are you an’ me still friends?”   I saw the eye, and stuttered back, “Well, sure… of course we are. 
One more time,” I told the barkeep. What was I to do? I looked around to find --- 
we were the last three in the bar!
“Nasty-Jack,” the barkeep snarled, “you’re gettin' on my nerves!   You’ve chased away 

my customers, and now… you’re stealin’ shots! 

If you don’t leave right now I’m gonna call a friend of mine, who’ll knock your other eyeball out, and tie you up in knots!”

Well, I was more than horrified to hear him talk that way to someone who was very drunk, and known to be insane,

And not the least surprised when Nasty Jack replied, “Who'll WHAT?   Hey, bring it on, ‘cause, buddy -- when I’m drunk -- I feel no pain!”

The barkeep flipped his cell phone out and calmly made a call. He said, “Hey Carla… 

I could use some help here - at the club. 

Come on down and throw this fat, obnoxious moron out. And when you tear his arm off… you can beat him… with the stub!”

Jack was so incensed that he was spitting as he screamed, “I swear, I’m gonna kill that broad the second she walks in,
‘Cause I’m the toughest fightin’ man the world has ever known, and though I’ve lost an eye… an' twenty teeth… I always win!”

“You ain't winnin' this time, Jack,” the barkeep smugly said... “an' here she is right now,” he yelled!   Jack twirled to face the door. 
And that’s when they were introduced -- ‘round seven twenty-five: A one eyed, toothless scumbag… met a 5 foot two by four!
The call had been a fake one. See… this “Carla” didn’t exist! But, cleverly, the barkeep had distracted Nasty Jack 

Long enough to arm himself with what he’d need to use to render him unconscious… and to put him on his back!
Seeing him defenseless - like some garbage on the floor - the fear I’d known subsided, so I proudly raised my glass,

Then slammed my Shirley Temple down, and barked at where he lay… 

“You’re lucky someone else stepped in… before I kicked your ass!”
                                 Mildred and Stanley

                   My wife and I were traveling down the road one afternoon 

When she said, “Honey, I could use a pit-stop pretty soon.”

Now… we all know the feeling when old Mother Nature calls, 

So I said, “As you wish, my pet. Let’s watch for antique malls.

“They’ve got restrooms, and, who knows… perhaps we’ll find a shop 

That has the kind of things we like.” She said, “That’s fine.   Just stop!”

In just a few more miles we saw this great big, fancy sign. 

I felt my heart begin to throb, my eyes begin to shine.

It read, “Don’t miss ‘The Mansion’. Several floors of fine antiques. 
                  60 dealers --- Restrooms --- Open 7 days a week.”
It wasn’t at the exit, but a little arrow said,

“To The Mansion, fine antiques, just 20 miles ahead.”

I wisely tried to slide a little closer to my door,

When Mildred pulled that angry look she’s actually famous for,

As I, without a word, would simply quiz her with a glance,

And glaring back at me she snapped - “Suppose I pee my pants!”

“You can make it, sugar pie.  Just squeeze those little cheeks.                                    You know I’d do the same for you. Just think about antiques.”

Well that was not exactly what I really should have said.

If looks could kill I’d not be here to write this… I’d be dead!
“Now, snookums, just stay calm, because I promise you I’ll drive 
Just as fast as I can go. We’re doing 65!
                  “It isn’t far.  You’ll make it, hon.’  We’re nearly halfway there.” 

But as I carefully watched the road, I felt the icy stare.

                   “We could use a roll-top desk.” (I tried to ease her pain.)

I took a peek to check her thoughts, afraid to speak again.

4 more… 3 more… 2 more miles… at 1 more mile away, 

I finally mustered up the nerve to turn to her and say,

“Sweetheart, don’t forget that… if the ‘Ladies’ is in use… 

You can always use the ‘Mens’… I know a good excuse --
“I’ll tell the people at the desk… after you have peed… 

You grew up in a foster home, and never learned to read.”

But just as Mildred’s back-hand found my unsuspecting face, 

I knew my life was over when we fin'y reached the place.

Base upon the sign had no one would ever have supposed 

They’d find a building standing there - abandoned - empty - closed!
With Mildred twisting wildly in her seat so close to me… 

And nothing else with restrooms for as far as we could see…

I turned to her and yelled, “I can’t believe this kind o' crap!”                     (Now… I can understand the dirty look… but not the slap!)

“How was I to know?” I whined.    She screamed, “Just find a town! 

And Stanley… I can promise you… you’ll never live this down!”

I roared back down the highway heading back to whence we came 

Knowing just how mad she was --- (she’d called me by my name)!!!
The day had very fast become the worst in all my life,

As I sped down the road with bloody nose and ticked-off wife!
'Round forty minutes later -- as I stood dispensing gas --
And you-know-who had fin'ly found a place to park her ass,

                  I thought about that billboard - telling what an' when an' where - 

And realized the jerk who'd owned the business -- didn’t care!
                   We’d driven 40 miles to find a shop that’s long been closed - 

Though advertised as “OPEN”!    I was angry --- we’d been hosed!
With Mildred back to halfway sweet, I said, “This just ain’t right. 

I’ve got a really great idea.  We’ll stop here for the night.”

We grabbed a couple burgers and we got ourselves a room, 

Then I began to calculate that lying billboard’s doom.

While Mildred slept… between the hours of three o’clock and four… 

I slipped out of our room and gently closed the pickup door.

I drove back to the exit where the great “deceiver” stood -

Turned the lights off - backed on in - and hooked the chain up good -
Then slipped ‘er in to 4-wheel drive, and gave ‘er all she had! 
However --- that was when the evil plan I had went really bad.

It must have rained the night before.   I wound up getting stuck. 

And as the day was dawning - and they worked to free my truck -

I stood there - taking tickets from a cop - and paying fines -   
The guy didn’t give a hoot about the two deceitful signs!
But I would learn a lesson, and, my friend… I’ll tell ya' this; 

                  Whenever you go traveling - and your 'cupcake' needs to… 'tinkle' -
                  Don’t be fool enough to make her wait… it’s best to stop, 

                  And never - I mean never, buddy -- argue with a cop!
                             The Directions Nightmare

A month ago, ‘round New Year’s Eve, I headed out of town to spend a casual evening with a few old friends of mine.

They told me we would meet for drinks at “Rusty Iron's Bar,” and afterwards we’d make the choice of where we’d go to dine.

I landed at the airport and I found the rental desk, then told the lady I would like a “fairly classy car.” 

And after handing me the keys I very nicely asked, “Can you tell me how to get to… 'Rusty Iron's Bar'?”

“Certainly,” the lady said, “I go there all the time. Now, let me see… when you leave here… you’ll take the second right, 

Then hang a left at First an' Grand, and take the one-way street until you come to… let 
me see… the seventh traffic light.

“Better yet, just take a right the street before -- that’s Oak.  You’ll pass a little laundry, 
and an all-night doughnut shop. 

And then, I think, you’ll go about a mile straight ahead, to where you’ll find, as I recall, 

I think - a 4-way stop.

“But don’t turn there, keep going straight, I'd say about a mile.  You’ll pass a little grocery store, an elementary school,

The oldest Baptist church in town, then, just across the tracks, the city park, (they just installed a brand new swimmin' pool!)

“And then you’ll turn on Walnut Street… or maybe that one’s Pine.  I guess it doesn’t matter ‘cause the road ahead is closed ---- ” 

By now I'd come to realize -- to be the way she was -- her mind was not just dead… it had completely decomposed!
I never saw her take a breath - her babbling never stopped. I finally grabbed her arm and said, “I think I’ll find a map.” 

She looked at me in disbelief, then rather curtly said, “Just take the way I told you, sir…you’ll be there in a snap.”

Well, I was never happier to leave a human being. Relieved to get away from her, I hurried to my car,
And as I left the lot I asked the guy inside the booth, “Do you know the quickest way to ‘Rusty Iron's Bar’?”

“Yes, I do,” he proudly said.  “It’s quite a fancy place. My friends and I all go there after bowling, Friday nights.

It’s probably twenty minutes from the airport to the bar.  As you leave, sir, take a left -- 
go through a couple lights -- 
“Then take another left on Third… go past the Stop-N-Go… then keep on going, let me see… I s’pose around a mile… 

Until you come to Highway 26… then hang a right.   The roadwork isn’t finished, so they’ll take you single file.

“And when the 'lead-car' turns ya' loose, the lane you’re gonna want will be the one that says - ‘To Union City - straight ahead’. 

Take that road to Western Drive - which takes ya' north to Elm.   Go left on Elm, then right on Spruce… or… take a left instead!
“That is where the road becomes a One-Way -- going south.  By turning either way you’ll come to something headed north. 

They’re changing all the streets around to help the traffic flow.  It’s s'posed to make it easier for gettin’ back an' forth!
“Once you’re headed north again it’s really not too bad.  Just watch for 2 big boulders, and a little flashing sign.

The bar’s behind the car wash, so it’s kinda hard to see.  Tell the barmaids, 'Hi',  from Roy... they’re all good friends o’ mine.”

I threw the car in park, got out, and handed him the keys, then sat down on the curb and, for a moment, actually cried!
I couldn’t move for quite a while, and, friend -- I swear to God… Roy had to be related to that woman back inside!
It looked as though the only way I’d make it to the bar would be to call a cab, and so I did exactly that.

But when I said, “I’m tryin’ to get to Rusty Iron's Bar,” he turned around and asked me... “Can ya' tell me where it’s at?”

“No, I can’t,” I yelled at him.    Then he yelled back at me...

“Then find some guy who knows the way… and -- rent yourself a car!” 

I slugged him in the nose… 

He called the cops… 

They jailed my ass… 

And to this day I’ve never been to -- Rusty Iron's Bar!
                         The Day When Two Fools Met

I would like to tell you folks about the biggest deal I’ve ever had the chance to make and how it all went down.

I owned a small antique shop, where I bought and sold old treasures, eking out a living 
on the seedy side of town.

Must have been ‘round 10 a.m. when suddenly this woman took me by complete surprise. Some gal I didn’t know.

She looked like she was made of money… diamonds everywhere, but I just played it cool, so my excitement wouldn’t show.

“Yes, ma’am,” I said cautiously, and then… “how can I help you?” 
She said, “Your old piano’s nice… but I can’t find a price!” 

“I’ve only had the piece a week,” I guardedly explained. "I haven’t done my research…but you’re right - it’s very nice."

“I agree,” she smiled and said, “and I would like to buy it. I'll pay you very handsomely…I think it's just divine.” 
Her anxious words were so unlike the type I tend to hear, I couldn’t help but wonder…

was she feeding me a line?

I became suspicious that this lady knew pianos! Perhaps it was a Steinway! I just wasn’t really sure,

But I could tell that she was rich, and she was sounding desperate, so I just looked her in the eye and calmly said to her,

“Just what were you thinking you would pay me for this jewel? I’m sure it’s very old… and you can see it’s clean an' sound.” 
“I don’t care… just price it,” were her words!   (I was in shock!) I quickly smelled a chance to make a ton on what I’d found.

“I’m a little hesitant to sell it,” I replied, “‘cause this is not an ordinary instrument, ya' know.

Old pianos have gone up - and this one’s extra shiny. Maybe you should simply tell me - how high you will go!”

“Name your price,” she said with lots of confidence (and courage).  “This one is a beauty, but they rarely bring a lot.”                                                                                                     I was now convinced that it was something very special, and told her, “Come on, lady… go ahead ‘n’... take a shot!”

“I will pay in cash, and give you twenty thousand dollars!”   The offer was so huge I felt she had to be a pro. 

She’d stumbled on a super rare and priceless old piano, but being a super savvy dude, I didn’t let it go!
“I need time to think," I countered,-- "call me back tomorrow.  Give me time to do some checking… I just got it in.” 

As you’ve prob’ly guessed by now, she never called me back... and I have never seen that wealthy customer again.

Late that night I finally found my book on 'Old Pianos'. I looked the model up that stood there gleaming by my door.

I almost puked as I would read -- ‘If mint - two hundred dollars’ -- and quickly prayed she'd not yet found what she was searching for.

That’s the hardest lesson that I’ve ever learned, my friend -- concerning how to price an item bought for twenty bucks.                                                                                                And that disgusting, fateful day -- a day when - 'two fools met' -- is one I won’t forget because, I’m telling you… it sucks!
                          Grandpa’s Halloween Story
              We all have favorite times of year, and I am no exception.

If I were forced to pick a favorite time, it would be fall,

Though not because it sports the finest garb, although it does,

But rather for the scary tales my Grandpa would recall. 

He’d sit, almost surrounded, by a pack of spellbound kids, 

And turn the lights down low to weave his wild and chilling yarns 

Of coal black cats, and ravens, that could turn from bird to fiend --

Of spirit-infested graveyards -- and of owl-infested barns!
Of all the tales that Grandpa told us kids when we were young,

The ones that he would tell us on October thirty first
Were, of course, the scary kind, and now, for your delight,

I would like to tell you what I feel was Grandpa’s worst. 

It started, as so many tales, with, “Once upon a time,”

But quickly it regressed to depths of terrifying horror,

And though we shook from head to toe in unrelenting fear --

                    We sat there, almost hypnotized, with hearts that begged for more! 

Now Grandpa seemed to have a knack for telling tales like this

In ways that made your heart run wild and all your body shake.

And sometimes, with those wilder ones, until I could forget -

When I would go to bed at night, I’d lie there - wide awake!
Had you claimed, when I was eight, that Grandpa was a vampire,

I doubt if I’d have argued, and I’m still not sure he’s not!
I think he lived for Halloween, and must have been demented 

To pride himself on scaring kids and dreaming up this plot.

                     It went like this:   The night was cold, the ivory moon was full -- 

 The cloudless sky sat waiting while the world lay fast asleep --

As somewhere deep within the woods a stealthy figure crept

                     To make his way to where this type of fiend preferred to creep.

                     A “standard werewolf”, fangs galore, with fur where skin should be,

Was skulking through the woods toward where the tiny village lay.

Each time the moon was full he’d head for town to find a meal!
He’d hunt for young and juicy kids -- they were his favorite prey!
At last he reached the village where but few were safe in bed,

And like the stealthy fiend he was, he slid from house to house,

And once he’d found a darkened one, where nothing seemed astir,

He'd duck around the backside and, as quiet as a mouse,

Peer inside with hungry eyes, beneath a half-drawn shade,

To learn what tasty morsel might lie sleeping in the room.

And there, to his delight, with tiny candle burning low,

Lay 'werewolf special number one', about to meet his doom!
Yes... there before him lay his meal, and he was super hungry!
The child was sleeping all alone, and just the perfect size!
He slid a long and bloodstained claw across the window sill

And slowly lifted up the glass that kept him from his prize.

But as he raised his stinking hairy leg to step inside,

A wild and vicious snarling, that could easily wake the dead,

Caught him by complete surprise, and as he tried retreating,

The loosely fitting window fell, and mashed his ugly head.

A sleeping little puppy was awakened by the monster!
The howling of the badly wounded fiend would wake the child -

Who leapt from bed and ran to where the beast could not pursue him.

Alas - the werewolf got away - but though he’s running wild,

It’s said that - when the moon is full, he sneaks in from the forest 

To hunt for little midnight meals!   They say he always will!
They also say the wound he took that cold October night
                      Has not yet healed, and -- if you listen close --- he’s howling still!
                              The Legend of Justin Case
Justin Case - the weirdest guy in the all of Buxton county - did a lot o’ crazy things that most would never try,

And even weirder - just before he’d do the things he did - he’d scribble up a will and sign it, “Just in case - I die!”

Cyrus Pitlick swears that he remembers seeing Justin saddle up - at ten years old - a big old Brahman bull,

And he’s convinced that Justin’s common sense got all screwed up when - only seconds later - Justin landed on his skull!
Delbert Kidwell told me just a week ago last Sunday - back when he was just a kid, the only man in town
That owned and drove a model T would nearly lose his mind when Justin, like the fool 

he was, would -- make him run him down!!!
Just to prove his point that cars like his were not that heavy, Justin actually threw his scrawny body ‘neath the wheels
Just as old man Thorndike putted past him by the diner, then claimed - when he survived - that he’d been -- “wondering how it feels
To have a car run over you!”    Some actually called him brave, but, buddy - far as I’m concerned - the guy was close to nuts… 

Though I’ll admit that lettin’ a car drive clean across your belly… aware that it could crush your innards… takes a lot o’ guts!
Little things like that were early signs that he was whacko!   People say he scribbled up a will ‘bout once a week! 

“Just in case I die” became his nickname after high school, and everyone that knew him was convinced he was a freak!
Tony Maserati says the two of them were climbing mountains in New Mexico when, half way up a wall --                                                                                                             Looking down a thousand feet, he turns and says to Tony -- “Have you ever contemplated what it’s like to fall?”

“You wait here!” he calmly said - while scribbling up a will.  Tony watched him carefully sign it, “Just in case I die.”                                                                                                   “If I live,” he added, “though it’s pretty much straight down… this should give me some idea of -- how it feels to fly!”
Mike LeMaster claims he watched as Justin teased a rattler... weaving ‘round in front 
of him… just daring him to strike! 

After scribbling up a will, the way he always did, he signed it “Just in case I die!” then handed it to Mike.

Sticking out his arm to take the hit, the rattler struck him, seconds after Justin stated, 
“This is just a test.

I’m conducting research with some antidotes I made, and this is how I plan on learnin' which of them’s the best!”

Packy Tuscadero - who was one of Justin’s buddies - says that they were camping in the Buxton County park,

When - just before the sun came up, they heard a bunch o’ grizzlies milling through the trash containers, out there in the dark.

Justin - as expected - penned a will to give to Packy, signed it, “Just in case I die!” then turned to him and said, 

“Wish me luck, good buddy.  I just gotta know for sure if bears, in fact, will leave a person be -- if they play dead!”

“But if that rumor isn’t true, well… you can have my Harley… Cyrus gets my fishin’ poles… and Delbert gets my dog,
But I don’t 'spect they’ll bother me if I sneak up real quiet, then dive in near the garbage bins and lay there like a log!”

See why people say that he was brave? Matter o’ fact - everyone I know thought Justin Case was quite the man. 
Except (as we would come to learn) of all his crazy exploits, Agnes Case - his feisty wife, was definitely not a fan!
Turns out how he met with his demise is quite ironic. After all the crazy stunts he’d pulled throughout his life, 
Justin’s curiosity, at last, would do him in! Keen to know how angry it would make his ornery wife --

As she took a shower, he surprised her when he said - while peering at her naked body through the frosted glass -
“Can’t believe how 'hot' you look behind a frosted door! It makes your skin look smoother…and does wonders for your ass!”

Bursting from the shower, Agnes, being twice his size - and strong as hell - grabbed 

hold of him and turned him upside down - 
Jammed his fractured skull into the stool, and held it there, until the scrawny fool - 

who’d fin’ly gone too far - had drowned!
A clever gal, she understood she’d have to find a way to make it look as though it were 

an 'accidental death' -

So Agnes told the cops -- “He was attempting to determine just how long -- while under water -- he could hold his breath!”

She'd scribbled up a will that left her everything he owned, forged his name, then left it near the toilet where he’d died.                                                                                                         Because of all his other stunts the Coroner believed her, and -- on his 'Death Certificate' --
he'd entered:  SewerCide!   
                                     Uncle Lester
Devlan Caldwell Bachenmeister owned the largest factory that Pinkerton, New Hampshire's ever had. 

Almost everyone in town was working at that plant... but not, of course, my cousin Maynard’s dad.

Uncle Lester simply wouldn’t work for D-C-B, and always claimed the reason he refused 

Taking any job at all at Bachenmeister’s fac’try was due to how he felt the jerk abused

Every last employee by denying basic benefits - like claiming that he simply couldn’t afford 

Paying for vacation time and sick leave when, in fact… he actually had more money than the Lord!
“Mark my word… that phone is gonna ring one day,” he’d swear, “and on the other end there’s going to be 

Someone here in Pinkerton that knows I’m unemployed -- and feels they’ve found the perfect job for me!
“D-C-B Incorporated porks their own employees by paying them a wage that isn’t fair,” 

He was always saying, “so I made the tough decision to take a job at any place but there!
“I’m just glad your mother, bless her heart, does not expect me to break my back for what that tyrant pays. 

Luckily, her night job’s paying well… in fact, at night… she’s makin' twice the wage she’s earning days!”

Maynard was eleven when his father lost his job -a temporary one - detasseling corn…
He hasn’t worked an hour since, an’ - first o’ May this year - Maynard’s second son, Laverl, was born!
That old turd’s the reigning king of pile-o’-crap excuses… and everyone who knows him’s heard 'em all. 
He never checks the want ads, and, whenever someone phones… his answering service intercepts the call!
Each of us has given him at least a hundred leads - and all were ones for which he’s qualified -                                                                           

So when I last confronted him - concerning one from me… simply to confirm he hadn’t lied…

What he didn’t know was that I’d had my buddy, Robert - call him up and offer him a job,

Promising a super wage - full benefits - great hours… then… after they had talked…

I checked with Bob.

“Bob,” I asked - “did Lester say he’d ‘give the job some thought’… or call you to request 

an interview?” 

“Haven’t heard a word,” he said, “but, after what you told me… I, of course, did not expect him to!
“However - for the record, Ron - when I explained the nature of what he would be doing - slicing bread - 

Lester claimed he’d found a job in Denver Colorado… ‘breaking bulls’! I swear…that’s what he said!”

“Damn it, Bob, if anything’s the lowest trick he’s pulled… I’d say, without exception… this is it!
I’m tellin' Aunt Viola, and I know - when she finds out - she’ll prob’ly kill that lyin’ sack-o'-shit!”
                                      C. T. Myers
Just a couple weeks ago the boss called in an ad, hoping he could find a guy to fill Bill Daly’s shoes.

Bill had fallen victim to the same thing that his dad had, causing him to lose his job - the culprit - too much booze!
Having been the head mechanic, what the job entailed was tune-ups, flushing radiators, mufflers, lights, an' tires. 

Right away the boss received a call that sounded promising, jotting down a note that read, “9:30 -- C. T. Myers.”

Twenty after nine next morning, just a wee bit early, into Curly’s office walked a rather scrawny man.

“I’m the guy who called about the job,” he blurted out, then - reachin' out to shake the Boss's hand, said -- “my name’s Dan.”

“Wait a second,” Curly quipped, “the guy that called me yesterday told me -- like it’s written here -- his name was -- C. T. Myers… 
An’ if that’s you… it’s prob’ly best you understand right now:  the two things I won’t tolerate are -- men that drink…and liars!
“I understand completely,” he replied, “and I’ll explain.  C. T.’s just a nickname I picked up along the way. 

Ya’ see, when I was just a kid, I had this little problem.  I had this crazy tendency - but, not so much today,

“To mutilate the threads on things!  And thus, I got the nickname.  C. T. stands for ‘cross thread!’   Ain’t that cute?” the guy went on. 

“But rest assured I’ve practiced hard and now - I’m proud to say - my days of boogering threaded things, I swear to you, are gone!”

Satisfied with what he’d heard, Curly gave the stranger application paperwork and told him, “Fill this out.
Then - before you leave,” he added, “come to bay thirteen.”   Curly sounded skeptical -- his face was filled with doubt.
“Any true mechanic,” he went on, “can wear a blindfold and quickly start the finest nut 

or bolt by - how it feels.

On the hoist in bay thirteen’s my sixty-one DeSoto.    I'm gonna have you change the oil, and then - rotate the wheels!”

“Piece o’ cake,” the stranger bragged... “I’ll do it with my eyes closed!   Fire up the impact wrench… I’ll meet ya’ there in five.                                                                                     I’m a major Mopar fan.   In fact - my daddy’s daddy used his fifty-seven Dodge to teach me how to drive!”

“Shouldn’t be a problem then… I’ll wait in bay thirteen,” Curly pessimistically replied - then strutted out.                                                                                                            Curious to watch the test - I followed Curly back, knowing what the needless swapping tires was all about.
Six or seven minutes passed when in the stranger strolled.  Scanning ‘round the shop, he quickly spotted Curly’s wrench. 

“Do the full rotation first,” a nervous Curly quipped, then took a seat to watch him from 

a nearby empty bench.

Snatching up the impact wrench, a cocky C. T. Myers charged the left front tire… slid the socket on… then squeezed! 

Knowing almost instantly - because of how it strained - the switch was set improperly - 

a very much displeased
Curly raced to stop the fool - who clearly didn’t know --- the left-hand-side of Mopars' lugs turn backwards from the right! 

Unaware of why the gun was straining, C. T. quipped -- “Thank the Lord for impact wrenches -- man... these nuts 're tight!”

Just as Curly made it to the car to grab the tool, its RPM would maximize, and Curly blew his top.
Knowing what this meant he ripped the gun from C. T.’s hands… turned the now-still- socket toward the roof and let it stop.
Cheerfully obliging when he bellowed -- “Put your hand out!” -- thinking he’d be dumping out the first of 20 nuts --
C. T.’s face turned red as hell when Curly coldly snarled, “I didn’t run an ad to find a 
frickin' brain-dead putz!”

Confident his interview was going down the drain, he tried to save his sorry-ass, but only made things worse!
As long as I'd been working there I don’t remember seeing Curly lose his temper - 
and I’d never heard him curse!
“Sorry about the broken stud,” the clueless dork began, “but that’s the risk you’re taking when you stoop to hiring fools! 

Apparently some nitwit put these nuts on backside out!   Guys like that should go to jail for even touching tools!
“Glad I’m not the only one that boogers nuts and bolts.   Guess I’ll try the other side.  Of course, I’ll -- flip the switch!”
“Like hell you will, you worthless turd,” a fuming Curly screamed... “you claim to be a Mopar fan -- but don’t know which is which?
“Get your dumb ass outta here.   Why, even idiots know - left-side-studs on 60s-Mopar-cars have left hand thread -
And now you wanna ‘flip the switch’ - and break one on the right!”   Well, I’m too clean 
to tell you - word for word - what Curly said.
I’ll just say the boss that day was so damn stinkin’ mad, the way that he was burnin’ I’m surprised he didn’t smoke!
At least, when he was leavin’, Curly halfway got him back by shatterin’ C.T.’s windshield with --- the stud that he had broke!
                              Jimmy Joe McSweeney
Jimmy Joe McSweeney is a long haired, bearded caveman, who lives in West Virginia…
in the hills!
Tales abound from those who claim they’ve actually heard him howl… to finding gruesome remnants of his 'kills'!
Some are down right positive that Jimmy is a werewolf, but I, for one, am not convinced he is…

Though folks keep findin’ footprints in the woods with giant claws, and everyone’s convinced the tracks are his.

The only thing I’ll say is - though his folks are nice to look at - thank God he was their 
one and only child -

‘Cause all it takes is one quick look to help you understand that Jimmy Joe is crazy…mean… and wild!
His face is so repulsive if you saw him you would puke.  His hair hangs to his waist...

his nose is bent! 

And people say -- to mark the spots he’s hunted now an' then -- he’ll actually lift a leg 

and leave his scent!
His beard is close to three feet long, and when he stands erect, it actually hangs to well below his hips. 

And since he never trims his mustache, every time he eats… he has to raise it up to find 
his lips!
All his clothes are camouflaged, and when he roams the woods, the guy - at will - can virtually disappear. 

They say he moves so stealthily, the noise he makes while hunting is far too faint for all but dogs to hear!
Many say that this is why he focuses on dogs, when prospects for his meals become more bleak. 

And, sure enough - each wintertime - a lot of them go missing, at rates as high as three or four a week!
It’s said that when the weather’s nice, he lives on leaves an' berries, pocket gophers, possums, snakes, an' frogs…                                                                                              But every winter I recall… once all the ponds had froze, there’d always been a rash of…missing dogs!
Sure, I’ve heard the rumor ‘bout the missing Cocker Spaniel that vanished like a ghost on New Year’s Eve... 

But whether one regards as true the claim that Jimmy ate it depends upon the version they believe.
And just because the preacher’s Lab went missin’ last November - as all the lakes and ponds began to freeze -

And then, in March - before the thaw - that rumor went around ‘bout Mrs. Parker’s missing Pekingese,
Doesn’t mean that Jimmy Joe is actually eating canines.  Though I’ll admit it seems a little weird

That Mr. Sheldon’s Border Collie, just before the blizzard, wandered near the woods and, disappeared!
And I remember clearly, on a Sunday, last December (when all the lakes and ponds were frozen hard), 

Some old guy stood up in church and asked the congregation if anyone had seen his St. Bernard,

And then some fella hollered out, “McSweeney’s struck again!”  But that… to me… don’t really prove a thing, 

‘Cause I don’t think it’s fair to get suspicious just for knowin’ a full-growed St. Bernard could last ‘til Spring!
Yes, I know, the snakes and toads he finds in warmer weather - by scroungin’ through the woods and ‘round the bogs -                                                                                           Disappear in wintertime, but ---- I just can’t believe that Jimmy Joe McSweeney’s eating dogs!
                                                 50th Class Reunion

See the guy that’s hangin’ up his coat? That’s Denny Bishop! Dennis was the fattest 
kid in school! 
Hasn’t lost his freckles, or his rusty colored hair… but, short o’ that… he’s lookin’ pretty cool!
The skinny gal that’s standing right beside him’s Nancy Walker… who now, of course, 

is Mrs. Melvin Gush. 

Nancy was the first of many girls on which my brother, Delbert -whom she hated, had 
a crush.

The guy there in the corner - with the sandwich in his hand - is Carla Mozeratti’s husband, Nick.

Great at fakin’ grownups… if you gave that guy a dollar - he’d call the school an’ tell them you were sick!
The gal in charge of name-tags’ maiden name is Tuscadero. Smart as hell… a 4-point every year! 

Cordell Booker swore to God that… gettin’ that girl horny… only took a couple cans o’ beer!
The gangly, long-haired, nerdy-lookin’ dude there by the restroom, as you might suspect's, a little weird! 

He’s popped more pills than any hypochondriac alive! Can you believe that outfit… 
and that beard!
His name is Luther Pendleton.   He sold so many drugs, they actually called that fool…

“the pharmacist”! 

The time he served from ‘86 to ‘89 -- for dealing -- explains the one reunion that he missed!
The gal that’s walkin’ in right now is Angelina Beamer. I liked her… but her father was a cop!
He never failed to volunteer to chaperone our dances, and once - while we were groovin’ at a “hop” -

After lots o’ faster ones, they fin’ly played a slow one… and when I pulled his precious daughter tight… 
He raced across the floor and actually forced us back apart… then eagle-eyed us every dance that night!
Over there, below the banner… slightly under-dressed… is aptly-nicknamed, Ellen ‘Ice Box’ Jones!”

She was Howie Baxter’s date for prom our senior year… and - just like then - she’s still 
all skin and bones.

Howie swore his mother’d made him take her after Ellen told her that she’d never been 

to prom! 
I - and all the other guys - believed he actually liked her… and never bought that bit about his mom.

I doubt she ever married.   It's hard to hug a beanpole!   Bet she doesn’t weigh a hundred pounds. 
You’ll notice she’s the only one in blue jeans and a T-shirt… while most the other gals are wearing gowns!
The babe beneath the clock was on my 'wanted list', but, sadly… one I had to worship from afar! 
Cindy Snodgrass dated only guys with great physiques - an endless source of money --- 

and a car!
I’d like to think my “bod,” back then, was close to good enough… but I was always broke, and had no wheels. 

There had to be at least a hundred other fools who’d tried to take her out and found out how it feels.

Still a snob, no doubt… I see - what looks to be her husband - typifies the rich and cocky breed,

And knowing what she’s like, I’m sure she keeps him close-to-broke, and prob’ly makes him beg to - “do the deed”!
The winer out there dancin’ - in the ugly pinstriped pants - without a doubt’s the biggest jerk I know. 

That’s Thurston 'dip-shit' Oglethorp. He thinks he’s Fred Astaire. He dances like he’s puttin’ on a show!
Larry calls him “Crazy-legs”.   At every class reunion he almost makes me vomit, sure 

as hell.

I didn’t get to see it, but I heard that - at the last one - they played a really fast one… and he fell!
Hasn’t slowed him down, I see. And out there dancing with him - that’s Annabelle Caruso. She’s a dork!                                                                                                         One time - at the Whippy-Dip - I pinched her on the bottom.   She chased me down and stabbed me with a fork!
See that little row o’ scars?    Those are from Caruso! She wouldn’t o’ caught me had we been outside. 

Her mother called and told my folks that I had pinched their daughter… which I, of course, to save my ass - denied!
Wonder what she’d do if I walked up right now - and pinched her. I’ll bet that big old cow ‘d have a fit. 

Crazy-legs ‘d prob’ly take a poke at me, I s’pose… but, frankly, dear… I wouldn’t give a shit!
Well, I’ll be damned! I haven’t missed a single class reunion, and never have I seen our 'biggest hood'! 
Ironically (because of all the reckless things he did) his name, I swear to God, is - Johnny Good!
John was always fighting.   Hit a teacher once, they say… for which, of course, he rightly was expelled. 

Since that day - before tonight - I’ve only seen him once, and that was when his mother’s wake was held.

Get a load o’ Marsha Pepper! Boy, did she swell up. I actually took her out my junior year!
Lots of us have gained some weight, but few as much as that! She’s got to be the biggest woman here.

The tub-o’-lard that’s standin’ by the fountain’s Harlan Butcher! He somehow beat me out for quarterback! 

I got pissed and quit the team. I wish I hadn’t done that. But I excelled in basketball - and track.

On his left, but sitting down, is big old Maynard Beamer.  That brain dead moose is Angelina’s twin! 

Maynard’s favorite subject is himself!   Hell... all he talks about is who he knows an' - where the hell he’s been!
Wow… check out Sally Christianson.    I shouldn’t be surprised, she’s lookin’ great…especially in the face.

We crowned her queen our senior year, and - just like way back then… there’s not a thing 
I see that’s out o’ place.

Hey, Arlene… I don’t suppose you’d care to hit the dance floor. The band, to me, is soundin’ pretty good. 

Crazy-legs and Annabelle are nowhere to be seen and I'm bettin' - if we try it - others would.

But even if they don’t I wanna waltz you ‘round the ballroom - and - chaperone or not - I’ll hold you near, 

‘Cause having now critiqued at length the ones that I remember, I’d say that - out of every woman here -

You’re the only one who could have made me feel this happy. But one thing I just simply cannot see…  
Is how you’ve ever managed, dear, for more than fifty years… to put up with an ornery fool like me!
                      'Blarney' -- An Excellent 'Trade Stimulator'           

Our tour-group bus broke down last night as we were heading home from listening to 

a concert in a park.

The heat had risen steadily, and - miles from our hotel - we sat there as the sky was growing dark.

Some of us were needing restrooms, some of us were thirsty, and… seeing we had a lot 

of time to kill…

Our tour director led us to a nearby tiny pub she knew - for both our needs - would fill 

the bill.

Lining up some tables in the tavern’s biggest lounge - glad to get a chance to quench their thirst -

Several ordered drinks - then headed off to find the 'loos'… swearing if they didn’t they would burst!
Ten or fifteen minutes past when… strutting through the door, a lanky bearded gentleman came in.

He noticed how we’d congregated - tryin' to stay together - and threw us all a friendly little grin.

After saying something to the guy behind the bar, he strolled to where we were and 

tipped his hat.

“Howdy, folks,” he greeted us. “I’ll bet you’ve all dropped in to see the 'living legend'!    My name’s Pat.

“You’ve prob’ly heard he shows up here at ‘Kelly’s’ now and then… usually ‘round an hour or so from now.

It’s good ya’ came in early ‘cause… to see him - in the flesh… what you’re doin’ now's 

the best way how.”

Someone near the table’s end replied - “We’re just a tour group. So -- who’s this ‘livin’ legend’ s’posed to be?”

“Why… any man can tell ya’ ‘bout ol’ Paddy Joe O’Brien… an’ one of ‘em - I’m proud 

to say - is me.

“An’, if ya’ got the time to drink another beer or two… I’ll try to fill ya’ in ‘bout Paddy Joe.”

Well, knowin’, ‘til the bus was fixed, we’d nothin’ else to do, and now - at half-past 8 - nowhere to go…

Plus bein’ close to thirty miles from where we’d taken rooms - a distance we were not prepared to walk -

All of us agreed we might as well do what he’d said:  order beer, then… listen to him talk!
Having been on several tours, I knew that 'conversations had with locals' added to the trip,

So… as the barmaid circled ‘round with lagers number two, I hollered at the fella - “Let ‘er rip!”

“Well… Paddy’s done a lot o’ crazy things,” he started out.  “A couple years ago his horse went lame
While they was playin’ polo, so, ol’ Paddy through the steed -- across his back -- an’ finished out the game!

“Runnin’ ‘round that polo field - his pony on his back - he showed the crowd how much he loved that horse,

And, thanks to Paddy, Chelsea won the match by seven points… all of which were scored by him, of course!
“An’ just last week, to win again the Cornwall Billiard Cup, the snooker club he plays for watched in awe
As Paddy broke and ran the table thirty-seven times… the longest run the sport has ever saw!
“But let me warn ya’… if he shows… pictures ain’t allowed… and if he sees ya’ starin’, man… look out!
He comes in pretty late sometimes, and - sometimes - not at all… but, fact is, he's worth waitin’ for, no doubt.”

Then, glancin’ at the barkeep, this guy - 'Pat' - holds up 3 fingers… signifyin’-- time to bring more beer!
That was when I asked myself… ‘Are all these crazy stories only bein’ told to keep us here?’

Well, I stood up and quizzed the guy… “So - there’s no guarantee this ‘Paddy Joe’ is 

even coming in?”

“Shut your lips an' drink your beer,” some lady bit my ass!   The guy just smiled and raised his arm -- again!
The pub was strangely empty… not another soul around, waitin’ for this “legend” dude 

to show,

But when I pointed out the fact that most of us were drunk, and told the guide, “I think 

it's time we go,”

She got rather nasty.   Told me, “Mark… you’re fee to leave.   I’m sure that you’ll enjoy your little walk...

But I, for one, am gonna stay until the bus arrives… and listen to this local fella talk!”

“That ain’t talk… that’s BLARNEY,” I blew up.  “This guy’s a fraud!   I’ll even bet ya’ fifty bucks he’s LYIN’!
In fact… I’ll pay the whole damn tab if he can somehow prove there actually is a - Paddy 

Joe O’Brien!”

“Let’s go ask the barkeep,” she suggested... “if he’s real… and often happens in, I’m sure he’ll know -

But if he won’t confirm the guy… I swear I’ll tell the gang that… even if we walk… it’s 

time to go.”

Bound to get the honest truth, she asked the man straight out -- “Does this here O’Brien 
guy exist?”

“You bet he does,” he answered back, “but I’ll admit the stories… told to keep folks here an’ get ‘em pissed…

“Sometimes stretch the truth a bit… sometimes quite a lot!    It helps the bar sell far more shots an’ beers!
The more we fill their ears with shite -- the more they order drinks -- and -- the more they drink -- the more we fill their ears!
“A while back the owner figured out that tellin’ whoppers often tends to keep the tourists buyin’… 
An’ that there fella - blowin’ smoke - IS - I’m ‘fraid to say… the one and only --- Paddy Joe O’Brien!”
                                  Triple Whammy!                                                          
The road that I was forced to walk - because I’d just been dumped - disappeared from sight not far ahead, 

And knowing how light its traffic was… I felt a bit distressed… despite my being sure of where it led. 

Understanding… if I walked from Cumberland to Wilmont - knowing they lay 30 miles apart -

And used the shorter - back-road route… and never got a ride… and given 8 p.m. was when I’d start…

I’d be doing good to make it home by - six a.m.… and only if I never stopped to rest!
That’s 10 long hours of trudging down a road on which I knew the chance o’ gettin’ a

ride was slim at best!
Glancing up to say a prayer as I began to walk, I noticed that the sky was scary black!
So - not too keen on gettin’ drenched - I turned to You-Know-Who to have the rain held 

off ‘til I got back.

Of course, that didn’t happen.   I was five miles out at most when a big ol’ monster thunderstorm rolled through,

And flanked by only baron fields - no big trees in sight - there wasn’t much a walkin’ 

man could do.

Evenings here in Michigan - especially in the Spring - are often on the damp and chilly side,

And as I fought the downpour I appealed to You-Know-Who to work things out to where 

I'd get a ride!
‘Bout halfway in between the towns a semi lit me up.   I waved like hell and threw my thumb up high,

But all he did was spray me down with half his 18 wheels, and toot his horn as he went roaring by!
A couple pickups - headin' my way - actually whistled passed without so much as even slowing down,

And, to this day, I can’t believe that… even in a storm… I walked those 30 miles back 

to town!  

Ya’ see… I had no license… so my brother’d dropped me off - in Cumberland - ‘round twenty five to eight -

After I’d explained to him the girl that I was seeing… the one with whom I thought I had 

a date…

Said she’d run me back to Wilmont when our date was done, which meant I wouldn’t need him for a ride.

Well… less than fifteen minutes after Joe had driven off, I learned that little you-know-what - had lied!           

The guy she’d broken up with just a couple months before had called her up and begged 

to take her out,

And she had asked her father to explain - when I arrived - what the broken date was all about!
“The guy she used to date just picked her up,” he coolly smirked.  “She tried to call and tell you not to come.”

“But… she’s the only means I have for gettin’ home!” I whined. 

To which he answered… “Guess you’ll have to thumb!”

“I’d like to use your phone to call my brother,” I replied.    

“Forget it,” he began his hissy-fit…

“And if I catch you snoopin’ ‘round this farm again, I swear… I’ll kick you where the sun don’t shine… now GIT!”

What an awful night that was.  No date… no ride… no phone!   I’d lost my girl, and then - on Rural Route 3 -

A very likely 10 hour walk had led me to assume my day had been as rough as it could be,

But once I fin’ly made it home my luck got even worse!   Locked up tight… I couldn’t get inside!
I hadn’t thought to grab my key -- and couldn’t bear to knock.   My pride was hurt so bad I almost cried.  

Fairly sure he'd not have have checked my room, I guessed my brother wouldn’t know 

that I’d been out all night…

So when he found me on the porch as he would leave for work - and asked - “So… did your lady treat ya’ right?”

“Right as rain,” I outright lied, to cover up the truth, and then… as I slid past him through the door…

Whined -- “I think I’ll call in sick… I’ve got a nasty cough… I’m really tired… an’ both my feet are sore!” 

“I usually hear when you come home,” he quipped, "but not last night... you’re gettin’ pretty good at sneaking in!”

“I didn’t wanna wake you up,” I told another fib.   “I did the same when I got up again!”

“You told me if I took ya' there that -- when the date was done -- she’d bring you back to town and drop you off.

Now you say your skippin' work because your feet are sore… you’re really tired… and have a nasty cough!
“I checked your room when I got home at 12… and then just now… and, Mark… when I get home - we’re going to talk!
Your key’s been on the hook all night… and - based on how you look… I’d say, without a doubt… you had to walk!”  

So… this is what I mean by -- “triple whammy”:
I got dumped… I got sick… and caught in my deceit! 

The girl I loved abandoned me…

I wound up with pneumonia…

and a big ol' pile o’ crow I had to eat!
                        That’s a Promise… Not a Threat!
Most of you, I don’t suppose, devote a lot of time to wond’ring ‘bout your death, but, now and then, 

I begin imagining some pretty strange scenarios.   Of course I’m going to die, but - how and when

Has me fairly worried, and I’d love to know for certain how I will, at some point, lose my life?
But five ‘ll get you twenty-five that - when I fin’ly do… the one who’ll know the facts will be my wife!
Of late she’s dropping little hints she’s bored with how things are, and often says, “I miss the good old days.”

She talks about the guys she used to date before I met her… referencing the many different ways

Former beaus would try to woo her.   Spending tons of money, all in hopes of making her their bride.

Looks to me like - when she said, “I’ll love you ‘til I die,” - as far as I’m concerned… the woman lied!
Despite the fact I bust my butt to try to keep her happy and satisfy her every chance I get,

Almost once a week she claims she’s going to throw me out, and warns... “and that’s a promise… not a threat!”

Just last night I watched her sprinkling something white and sparkly all across the dinner on my plate!
Didn’t get too worried till I noticed that… not once… did she apply the same to what she ate!
Then, while walking past - as she was scraping out the skillet of no more than a bite of roast beef hash -

There - in our compactor, lay an empty can of Drano - staring up from just on top the trash!
“What was that you sprinkled on my dinner, dear?” I asked. “Oh… that was just a dose 

of - ‘special salt’!
It’s s’posed to help with constipation!   You know… flush you out!   But if it doesn’t work, it’s not my fault!
“Helen Baxter swore to me it helped her husband, Stanley, more than any medicines they'd tried.

But, sadly, three days later… from a bout with diarrhea - despite some real improvement - Stanley died!
“She claims he had a bowel movement every fifteen minutes.   I’m guessing that she must have used too much.

But don’t you worry, sugar pie, I’m being very careful… I’ve never put on more than just 

a touch!”

Later on that evening I again became befuddled - unsure of what to make of what I’d seen.
Why - I had to ask myself - would Velma take my slippers - and coat the undersides with - Vaseline?
And why,   inside our shower,   did she jimmy-rig a plug-in… without a box… and hang it from a shelf...
Then claim I’d have less stubble if I'd shower while I shaved?    Good grief… I could electrocute myself!
And just before I went to bed I saw her doing something that gave me what I’d have to 

call - the shakes!
I caught her on her backside, in the shop, beneath my classic, messin' around - I’m guessin’ - with the brakes!
“Whatcha doin’, honey?” I inquired.    Her reply --- “Oh… I just thought I’d better take a peek.

I know you’re goin’ cruisin’ soon, and cars, of course, like these… will sometimes throw 

a bolt... or -- spring a leak!”

“Counter-clockwise loosens things, remember, dear,” I quipped.   My mind went cold as 

I began to fret.

“Make another crack like that - I swear, I’ll ring your neck,” she snarled… “and that’s a promise, not a threat!”

Didn’t sleep a wink all night, and I’m not really certain just what’s going on, but… like I said…
Somehow - when it fin’ly happens - Velma’s going to know… and likely play a part in…
why I’m dead!
     HEADLINE:  “Earp Jails Nasty Jack for Vandalism!”
             Billy Bob and Betty Bob was guzzlin’ hooch at “Rusty’s” 

when a dude the size o’ Uruguay come thunderin’ through the door.

             He made his way to the slot machines - obviously mad as hell - 

and picked one up above his head an’ slammed it to the floor!
Curly, the barkeep… lookin’ like he’d pret’ near filled his shorts…

grabbed himself a double-barrel an’ shouted --“Put that back!”

Right about then a customer -- figurin’ he didn’t know -- 

tried to warn him… “Careful, Curly… that there’s ‘Nasty Jack!’”

             Nasty Jack was a legendary rattlesnake from Yuma. 

There weren’t no one for miles around that dared to cross this dude.

A walkin’ pile o’ filthy talk that’d make a sailor blush, 

and, rumor had it - believe it or not… he swallered what he chewed!!
Well, the slot machine weren’t hurt the least, but… starin’ down the barkeep…

Jack done figured --- fightin’ a shotgun ain’t no small affair!
But not the sort to give up easy, “Lookie here,” he roared -- 

“that Goll-dang one-armed-bandit is a thief… and I don’t care

“If you, or any other fool -- double barrel or not -- 

figure I ain’t got the right fer gittin’ back what’s mine!
That damn slot has stolen nearly every cent I’ve made 

by robbin’ banks -- cheatin’ at cards -- an' sellin’ homemade shine!” 

Then raisin’ it up above his head to slam it down again,

 “Come on, Curly, gimme a break,” the ornery sucker whined,

When… all of a sudden… seein’ the crowd gatherin’ down o’ Rusty’s -

plus bein’ a place that he an' brother, Virgil, often dined -

             Marshall Earp come cruisin’ in and quickly seen the reason.     

“Listen up, Muldoon,” he bellowed… “what the hell ya’ doin?

You ain’t got no business tryin’ to bust up that machine,

considerin’ all the people that - for ages - you been screwin’!
             “Now… set it down real easy like and turn and face the wall,

‘cause standin’ up  -or layin’ down - I’m haulin’ your ass in!   

Every dime you’ve fed that thing was made by doin’ crime -
             and you’re - without a doubt - the biggest crook there’s ever been!”
                                    Rags to Riches
My pop was called, when he was young -- a “Jack of many trades”… the type of guy 

who’d gladly take on any kind of task.

And if you needed help with something few would volunteer for, he always made it clear that all you had to do - was ask.

At ten years old he took himself a job at Churchill Downs cleanin’ out the horses’ stalls for twenty cents a week!
In only fourteen months he’d learned a way for pickin’ winners, and figurin’ out he’d found himself a talent quite unique…

He spread the word --- for 50 cents he’d sell you his opinion --- while pointing out the ones he chose were not a guarantee --

But after makin’ most the ones that quizzed him lots of money… like any savvy business man ‘ll do -- he raised his fee!
The knack he had for pickin’ winning horses like he could -- because he’d so religiously observed them run the track --

Helped him build a clientele of big-time heavy-hitters that paid him well to let them know  which filly they should back. 

The guy who owned the downs became concerned when he discovered that several of his patrons had been winning more an’ more -

And when he learned the reason why, he tried to sue my pop… but never found a single thing to prosecute him for!
All he’d done was learn to spot a winner when he saw one… then share his views with bettin’ folk… there ain’t no crime in that.

And to help his clients find him, he’d run ads before each race explainin’ where he’d be that day - and - when he’d be there at!
The gratitude his clients showed was often quite substantial… and late in life my dad had homes in several race-track towns! 

He’d gone from rags to riches... which, to me, is quite a feat... considerin’ he’d started out by - scoopin’ poop - at Churchill Downs!
                                  On Coincidences
              You never know for sure what lays ahead in life, my friend…

And here’s a tale I love to tell, and it’s true, I swear to God!
It all began one autumn day, in 1965. 

My wife and I were wandering through a meadow near Cape Cod,

When a conversation started when a jovial little man 

Who'd asked if I would like to see - 'an antique fishing rod'!
We’d been to tons of antiques shows, favoring those outdoors,

And, having walked since early morn, the time had come to eat.

We found ourselves a picnic table, clean and bathed with sun, 

And as my wife was ordering food, I secured her seat.

We had no way of knowing of the turn our path would take

To change our search dramatically with whom we were to meet.

“I've been huntin' this one,” he began, “for several years, 

“and got it for a price I couldn’t believe.  What a find!
Are you an' your wife collectors, too?” he eagerly inquired.

“My wife and I would like to sit here too, if you don’t mind.” 

“Absolutely,” I replied… “it’s nice here in the sun,”

Then added, being quite impressed -- “I've never seen that kind!
“That’s gotta be an old one,” I went on… “it’s really cool, 

and I know well the way it makes a true collector feel

                   To find a certain piece that they’ve been looking for for years!
I see it's even got a very special-looking reel,
And you said, I think, the price was good, which makes it extra sweet.

It always makes it better when you get a super deal!”

“My name’s Robert Potter,” he proclaimed, as we shook hands.

“I see you’ve got a fancy dovetailed box there… that looks old!”

“My wife and I are hooked on antique billiard things,” I said,

“We hunt for things from long ago for which they've broke the mold.

These are ivory pool balls… it’s a perfect numbered set,

To me an' Connie things like this are worth their weight in gold!
                   “And you know what… I think we’ve got a really fancy reel.
We bought it at an auction… there was almost no one there!
If you’ve got a card with your address, we’ll send you photos.

We paid eleven dollars.   Its condition’s pretty fair.

We wouldn’t want a profit.   It’s an awfully pretty piece.

It never hurts to look, and I suspect it could be rare!” 

“Hey, that’s really nice,” he said, “and when my wife arrives,

We’ll get each other’s information… what is there to lose? 

And I believe my wife and I are ready to dispose of 

two or three nice items that I’ll bet you folks could use. 

My father was a champion back in 1885! 

                   He won a lot of money - and some fancy trophy cues!”

“Oh my God, you’re kidding!” were the first words from my mouth.

“But aren’t they family heirlooms?   Are you sure they are for sale?”
“Me and Helen have no kids,” he said… “we’ll mail you pictures.”
Then Connie arrived with food and noted, “Honey… you look pale!”

That was when I shared with her the so-ironic details…

And this, of course, was only the beginning of our tale!
When his wife returned we quietly sat and ate our dinners, 

Each of us exchanging pleasant comments now and then.
We didn’t expect to more than one day send each other photos, 
But this would prove to be a week like none had ever been.

We’d found a lead for billiard things while sitting there for lunch…

And 'Destiny' would have us cross their friendly path - again! 

Seven full days later, as we browsed an antiques mall 

in northern Maine, I headed back to where the restrooms were.

And when the door I stood beside swung open, I was stunned!
(It has to be the hand of fate when things like this occur.)

Both of us would burst out laughing.   It was quite a shock!
We were standing there in disbelief, for it was --- her!

Mrs. Potter!   There she was!   She smiled and joked, “Well, hi!
I can’t believe the two of you have followed us this far!
I know it has to be, I’d say, at least six hundred miles  

From where we shared that table with you guys to where we are!
                   You an' Connie must come out and say hello to Bob, 

                   He’s puttin’ a couple o’ fishin’ things he bought into the car!   

                   “We don’t live that far from here.  We’ll make it home tonight.

Maybe you an' Connie can find time to stop and look.

Bob could show the cues to you, and, with a little luck,

Maybe you can spot the reel you spoke of in his book.” 

And that’s exactly what we did, and I will tell you now…

Our time with Bob and Helen was the greatest break we took. 

                   We purchased all the trophy cues… and they’re among our best.
And Bob was thrilled to get the reel that we would later send.

To think it all began when we would share a picnic table
Several hundred miles from where we wound up in the end!
We learned that fate can intervene when folks are simply nice,   

And benefits are often reaped from the 'social' times we spend.

Take the time to visit when you get the chance to do it.

                    Talk about the ones - and things - you truly love --- just chat.

Talk about the fish you lost, the weather, or antiques…

Anything to 'shoot the bull', and simply, 'chew the fat'…

‘Cause you can make a friend of any-one, at any-time…
                   And, as we learned, it doesn’t really matter where you’re at!
                       Gradually Forgotten… and Lost

                               The old-timer cowboy worked hard for his wages, 

and sang to the cattle he drove.

While plodding along through the cactus and sage, 

he’d dream of his pot belly stove. 

The stove that would warm him at night as he slept 

in an old feather bed in the back.

He dreamed of the ready supply of cool drink 

from the well just in front of his shack,

The chair where he’d sit when the drivin’ was over…

when never again would he roam,

And years in the shade, when he’d whistle and whittle…

there -- on the porch of his home. 

Now… long abandoned… the wind and the rain 

having steadily torn it apart -

I can imagine it seen - years ago -

as his 'castle'… deep in his heart.
And, 

gazing through tears at what once was a 'Home'… 

with the poles for its porch leaning out…

Most windows broken… its roof caving in… 

and the 'old times' just… lying about…

I’m tasting the tears of a heart-broken poet,

and weep… as I study the cost

of what… by the fools who believe they are winning, 

                               is gradually forgotten… and lost!
                      'Happy New Year'? --- 'Fraid Not!
"Shannon... Shannon Becker," I responded when the trooper dipped a bit to ask me for my name --

Then followed that with - "Pinkerton... Pinkerton, Vermont" - I told him in response to his request!
"You've obviously been drinking, ma'am, and - based on what I see - I'm pretty sure that - you're the one to blame!
"Please get out," he coldly barked, "and -- if you've no objection -- I'm giving you a breathalyzer test!
"An ambulance is on its way," he added as I weaved to get to where he'd motioned me to go!
The driver of the pickup, mam, is very badly hurt" -- the clearly moved patrolman coldly said --  

"So I suggest you try to call your lawyer right away, and all of whom you feel will need to know

That you just hit a motorist head-on on New Years Day, who - if he isn't yet - will soon be dead!      

"Only for your air-bag have you managed to escape what's left the other driver close to death! 

Your 'Happy Hour' has ended like so many tend to do, with a 'change your life forever' deadly crash,

And -- test or not -- I know you're drunk --- your speech is slurred as hell, and I can smell the liquor on your breath!
The youngster in the pickup broke the steering-wheel - with his chest, and left his facial imprint in the dash!
"I don't think he'll make it back to town - he's all but gone - but hope, for both our sakes - he doesn't die!
Can't believe that fools like you are dumb enough to drive when filled with drugs or liquor to the gills.

I understand the need to 'party' -- celebrate at times -- but just can't comprehend the reason why

Otherwise 'good people' will succumb to their temptations and do so in a way that maims and kills!"
                           Dad’s Favorite Rodeo Story
                 This here’s the favorite story that my dad would always tell,

‘Bout July 9, of 1910… in a dusty old corral,

Where he and Lefty Griswald, on a scorching summer day,

Were bustin’ broncs, and brandin’ calves, for far too little pay.

The many times he’d told the tale were sometimes not the same.

The day and year would never change, and neither would the name,

But though a few small details varied some from time to time,

It always started out with Daddy watching Lefty climb

Up onto the wildest steed the two had ever seen.

It always was a stallion, and - “a thousand pounds o' mean”!
The horse was named “Tornado”, and no matter how he tried,

It looked like this might be a bronc that Lefty could not ride.

Now 40 times Dad watched him mount, and 40 times he fell,

And Lefty’s pride was a-hurtin’ bad, but not so’s you could tell.

Each time Tornado threw him he’d collect his Stetson hat --

                 Beat the dust off of his chaps -- look to where Dad sat --

Twitch his head and nod to say, no matter what it takes,

I’m gonna ride this mangy bag o’ bones until he breaks!
Well, somewheres ‘round the hundredth time young Lefty bit the dust,

They both were wonderin’ -- might this be a bronc that would not 'bust'!
Then somewheres close to 12 a.m. his pride now on the line,

Dug in hard an’ hat on tight… young Lefty gave the sign.

                 But when the chute man swung the gate, Tornado would not budge!
                 Lefty threw a boot against the pen to give a nudge,

                 But nothing he would do could make that stallion leave the gate.

The two of them just sat there, and the three of them would wait.

Wait until the stars appeared… they’d been at war since noon.

‘Til, ‘round the stroke of midnight… 'neath a tired-of-waiting moon…

Lefty finally slid on down and stroked Tornado’s side,

Doffed his hat and bowed his head to one - he could not ride!
Today my dad and Lefty 're ridin’ range up in the sky…

                 And somehow, now… tornadoes… bring a teardrop to my eye.

                                Hiawatha Mountain
                One hot August afternoon, in the hills behind our home,

I chanced upon a tired trail I felt inclined to roam.

I walked it quite a while until, deep within the wood,

I chanced upon a clearing where a tired tepee stood.

I wondered, as I quietly viewed the tepee’s stately frame -
Could its owner be from whom the mountain got its name?
I would stand and quietly ponder what it was I’d found,

Convinced I’d stumbled onto nothing short of sacred ground!
A warm, respectful reverence seemed to linger in the air…

I felt as though the spirit of the warrior was still there.

I found myself deducing, as I slowly scanned the site…

If daylight has him hunting… does he not come home each night?

Perhaps his spirit has survived… that’s how the legend goes.

Some believe, and, some will scoff… but no one really knows.

If this camp, indeed, belongs to Hiawatha’s ghost,

Despite the fact that I, today, have witnessed more than most,

If, in fact, he hunts these woods - as I am sure he must -

The less that know, the better, and I’ll not betray his trust.

To know he may be up there, and that condos sit like flies

In virtually every valley now brings teardrops to my eyes.

Like all who spread the legend, I believe he wanders still

                      On “Hiawatha Mountain”… and I pray he always will.

