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C HAP TER ONE
HENRY WOLFF CLIMBED out of his upstairs bedroom
window and stood up on the roof, looking out into the sky for those early
morning stars that flash into existence in the predawn glow of the
horizon. Taking a couple of deep breaths, he looked around quickly to
see if anyone was watching, as if he were sneaking out of the house and
didn’t want to be detected. He struggled to balance his fifty-five-year-old
body on the sloping roof, walking it like a plank.
One careless maneuver and he would fall into the shrubs.
His jogging suit hugged his body like a second skin. He felt his
sweatshirt creeping up, so he yanked it down, stretching it for a fitted look.
Stopping briefly, he scanned the heavens in a quick sweep. The sun nudged
up while the stars vanished with the arrival of an orange glow, an
exhilarating sight just above the skyline. The view made Henry feel as if
life was good, the earth was magnificent, and all God’s creations were in
perfect harmony, as they should be.
“Ohmmmm … ohmmmm …” he chanted, carefully halfstepping across the roof.
Henry grabbed at the overhanging branches of the maple tree that
dominated the front lawn. Clinging to the branch, he pulled himself along
the edge of the roof to a rope that was draped over the gutter. Picking it
up, Henry slipped his foot into the looped end. The distant end was
firmly knotted to a thick bough of the tree. Henry yanked vigorously to
make sure it was fastened strongly, and testing it to see if his square knot
would hold.
Launching himself into an exhilarating swing, he was Tarzan for
a brief moment, sweeping past a smaller tree and his objective: the
mailbox. Henry arrived at the apex of his swing, defied gravity for a
fraction of a second, and then swung back towards his destination. He let
go of the rope with one hand and tried to grab the mailbox with his other,
but his foot slipped through the loop, and he hung awkwardly as he
swung towards the house. On his way back again, he seized a branch of
the sapling and clutched onto the smaller tree for dear life. The branch
broke, and his shoulders slammed into the lawn while the rope held his
foot high in the air. He wiggled and jiggled, flopping like a fish out
2

of water. Exhausted and embarrassed, Henry indulged himself with a few
seconds of self-pity. All the while, the tree held him up as if it were
posing for a camera with its reward in hand – the prized catch of the
day.
Henry took a deep breath and lunged for the rope, the loop, his
foot even — anything to make the tree release its grip. He bobbled,
dangled, and clutched until he finally wiggled his foot free. Standing, he
brushed himself off and casually looked around to see if anyone was
watching.
Maureen Aldrich, a retired schoolteacher, was sweeping her
porch and saw the entire incident from across the street.
“Can’t you stop being a child for one day?” she shouted at Henry.
Maureen was the last person in the world Henry wanted to witness
his botched attempt to retrieve the morning paper. ‘Mizzz Aldrich,’ as
Henry called her, was a short and cantankerous woman. Something
about her round shoulders and rough disposition gave him the shivers. She
reminded him of a storybook witch who was ugly and old, though
maybe a tad nicer than the one from the West.
Shrugging, Henry opened the mailbox and removed the morning
paper, and with a well-practiced sweep of the hand, he tucked it under
his arm. Over his shoulder, he addressed Maureen in a gravelly voice.
“You wanna go for a swing?”
Though he laughed, it was obvious his quip didn’t amuse her.
Mumbling, she turned and entered her house.
“You mumbling about me?” Henry whispered in his best Robert
De Niro impersonation, as her door slammed shut.
“Hey, Mizzz Aldrich, you left your broomstick outside,” he said a
little louder, but still out of hearing range.
Henry picked up the loose end of the dangling rope and tossed it
onto the maple tree a couple of times until the looped end caught onto the
branch near where his circus adventure began. With a demeanor of
defiance, he pointed to the clouds indicating his morning exercise was
over. He then turned and marched into the house with an air of dignity
showing, if nothing else, that he was better off for this experience.
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C H A P T E R TWO
ROBIN WOLFF SAT across from Dr. Zeke Tucker, her
psychologist, who always seemed to wear a button-down shirt,
opened at the collar. His beard was always the same length
and he wore the same brown shoes that were laced and
double knotted. When the light was just right, he looked more
like an appealing bartender than some Dexter-looking shrink
who sought to understand the psyche of a woman in her
thirties.
The room, like him, never changed. Everything was in its
proper place. A notebook sat in the upper right-hand corner
of the desk while he sparingly jotted things down on a yellow
pad with a yellow wooden pencil. His family picture faced
towards three o’clock on his desk and a pencil cup filled with
bookmarks sat at the left corner. Robin appraised the room at
every appointment, and nothing seemed to be out of place in
this session. Impeccably clean and devoid of clutter, she was
surrounded by the comfortable arrangement of a single couch
and two chairs.
The walls and the furniture reeked of earth tones,
liberating her of emotional associations to her surroundings—
a clever arrangement, she thought. In some respects, she felt
comfortable thus allowing herself to seek truth from within
more freely; like the fact that she was unmarried, in her prime
– a half a decade from forty – and childless, which left her
with nagging thoughts that her fertility might be in a possible
free-fall.
She wondered if she would ever be happy in a town like
Coalsville, Pennsylvania. It didn’t have a movie theater or a
big-name hotel, although it did have a four-star bed ‘n’
breakfast listed in the Tudor Travel Guide. The town had one
pharmacy, two bars, and a quaint Main Street where shoppers
could buy name brand shoes and clothes. Notwithstanding, no
one picked the name, “Coalsville,” from a hat. The roots of
the name came from those men and women who worked the
mines and helped define the Industrial Revolution in America.
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A No nonsense kind of town. Blue-collar all the way.
That was its isolated past and, as proud as Robin was for
being brought up in such a place, she wondered — maybe
even hoped — if it might be time to explore other locations.
It got very cold in Coalsville. During the bitter, arctic
days of winter, Robin joked there was less corruption in
Pennsylvania because the politicians had their hands in their
own pockets to keep warm. To say living in Coalsville was like
living anywhere else along the Appalachian territory was like
saying present day in the new millennium was like any other
time in American history. In many ways, in Robin’s mind at
least, Coalsville changed very little from one generation to the
next. People seemed to be rigid in their beliefs. Republicans
were always backed by big oil or coal manufacturers, and
Democrats were always spending other people’s money.
That never changed.
Robin grew up believing paved roads were free and
thought all one had to do to possess the gold ring was take the
merry-go-round enough times; keep on reaching, stretching,
probing, and just ‘go for it’ – the prize would eventually be
hers. But times were tough and, although people struggled
much in the same way they always had, that metaphorical ring
seemed harder to define as the years rolled on. Perhaps her
passion for life was changing – her motivations and her
dreams. Or maybe the things she held important in life were
not so important anymore. Indeed, she felt privileged because
she grew up living on the north side of Main Street, the rich
section of town.
She was a lawyer. She knew people.
She could maneuver through the maze of bureaucracy
better than most, which made her feel important. Those who
lived on the south side were less fortunate. Main Street seemed
to divide the town between the have and the have-nots.
That never changed.
So why did she feel depressed, she wondered? She
always considered herself able to handle life’s issues. All she
had to do was just go for it! It made sense that she was feeling
this way because her mother was in the hospital on her
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deathbed, but she had prepared for her mother’s impending
fate for months, so that couldn’t be it. Maybe this feeling was
because Christmas was right around the corner. She heard her
well-groomed happy façade, sustainable during even the
most trying times - and a way of secretly canonizing her
loneliness - seemed more fractured as of late. The memories of
past holidays, much more endearing than this impending one,
however, was never a reason to be melancholy. Still, maybe
thoughts of future Christmases without her mother were reason
for feeling the way she did. It was just her wayward sister,
Sharon, and her father now.
Her father … yes.
That was probably it. Her father, who for as long as she
could remember, needed special care. No, no... she didn’t
want to get into that with the good doctor.
Not again.
She’d be talking in circles, she felt. Maybe it was Sharon
who, once-again, was acting like a selfish brat and needed her
attention.
Robin pursed her lips and tried to shake the downbeat
reflections from her mind.
“Why did you shake your head just then?” Dr. Tucker
asked.
“Oh, nothing! I’m just trying to remove these negative
thoughts. They’re killing me. I can’t shake this this dark cloud
that seems to hanging over me all the time.”
“Like what?”
“I don’t know,” Robin said. “Like everything. I want to
change my disposition. I want to change my life.”
“Maybe it’s because your mother is dying.”
“Maybe,” Robin said quietly as she shrugged her
shoulders.
Dr. Tucker just sat there, waiting for her to explain
herself.
She wanted to tell him the stigma of seeking the solace
of a psychologist interfered with her ability to be honest, or at
least open. Perhaps, if there was more red in the room, she
could be more revealing.
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“Maybe it’s my father,” she blurted out. “What about
him?”
“He always needed looking after and now that Mom … I
don’t know...”
Robin brought up her father, the usual topic of
conversation, because in the midst of everything being the
same, he seemed to be the only one who was changing.
“I just feel so unsure about him surviving on his own, yet
he’s done so well taking care of Mom when she was sick. And
Christmas is right around the corner. It just doesn’t feel the
same without her rosy … disposition. My sister’s a pain in the
ass. You see, I’m in and out of these moments of negativity.
Mostly in. I can’t stop them. Help me stop them.”
“I can’t,” Dr. Zucker said. “I mean, I can help, but I can’t
do it. You have to do that.”
Of course, he couldn’t do it. It had to come from within
herself. Maybe she should try and encourage herself like her
father used to do when she was in grammar school, when he
used to improvise Knute Rockne before an important exam.
Although this is not a test, she heard him say in her
mind’s eye,
Come on, Robin. You gotta go! You gotta run! You gotta forget your mother
is dying. So what if your father’s only predictability is his unpredictability and
your sister’s self-centered attitude is causing you grief. Stop this crap and get off the
pity-pot. Be the steady rock in the Wolff family. Come on. You gotta go. Go…
go… go…
So, she got off her proverbial pity-pot and stared at the
doctor for a few seconds, secretly acknowledging he was a
slightly attractive man with an impeccably groomed beard
and long flowing black hair. He seemed interested enough in
what she was saying, although he exuded an element of
detachment, a tactic he probably learned in school, or a skill
he picked up after years of listening to his patients’ tales of
doom and gloom. Nevertheless, she tried focusing on his
above-average looks — a good reason for a minor distraction,
she thought.
Robin knew Dr. Zucker had left a few hearts broken
since she met him, and no one would blame her if she acted on
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her marginally lustful thoughts, but she knew that was a road
paved with sinkholes. Although currently unattached, the
good doctor was gay, and the prospect of doing an end run
around nature would be too exhaustive. There would be no
issues of transference with her shrink on this day – or any day
for that matter. There were more rewards catering to her
negative projection anyway.
“I’m feeling like there’s a war inside me,” she said. “I
have resentments — my father being one. He is what he is. But
my sister? I got this deep … abiding … bitter … anger towards
her.”
She paused for a few seconds to see if the good doctor
had anything to contribute.
He did not.
“My father gave us nicknames when we were
younger. Sharon’s was Flower.”
Robin couldn’t help herself accenting the nickname with
over-the-top candor, nor could she stop herself from raising
her hand and cupping it as if she were holding a rock and was
a fraction of a second away from squeezing it into a black
hole.
“I sense you’re still upset over that,” Dr. Tucker finally
replied. “Are you?”
“Over a nickname?” She relaxed and sat back. After
letting out a single puff of air that was supposed to be a
chuckle, she thought about his question more seriously.
“What was your nickname?” he asked.
Now he was getting closer to what was bothering her.
“Trigger,” she admitted, none too willingly.
“I see,” the doctor said.
He looked at her as if he wanted her to get on with it.
“You’ve heard this before,” she continued. “I’d just be
repeating myself.”
“Yes, you would. We’re coming full circle, which brings
me to the question of what you’re looking to gain from your
visits.”
Robin took her time thinking about what the doctor just
requested. For a tiny moment she thought about telling him a
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roll in the hay might be what she needed and wanted, but that
was a comment that would go nowhere. Perhaps she should
tell him she was thinking of saving her money by going to a
12-step group for people who have control issues, or who
embrace negative projections, like it was kettle popcorn, and
couldn’t let go. But she suddenly remembered a piece of her
past she had never told the good doctor.
“When my dad ‘zoned out’ on us when we were kids,”
she began, “he’d open an imaginary door in our rooms and
describe his fantasy place as if he were really seeing it. I
remember Sharon saying in her little shrieky, irritating voice,
‘Where is it, Daddy? I want to go there.’ And he’d say, ‘It’s lala land.’ Everything was ‘la-la land’ to him. Jack climbed the
beanstalk in ‘la-la land,’ the three little pigs were in ‘la-la land’,
we were in ‘la-la land’.
She took a deep breath and exhaled in an attempt to rid
herself of all the bad karma. She went to say something else
but stopped. Maybe this was a good time to talk about
Sharon. Yes, this was the time to dump.
“I don’t understand why my sister has to be so … I don’t
know. I don’t have a word for her right now. She’s worked at
the damn collection agency for so long that I think she has
become her job. My sister likes squeezing people. It’s a game
with her. Maybe she’s jealous of what other people have. She’s
so … so …”
“Self-centered?”
“Yes,” Robin said. “Self-centered. You know what she
told me recently? She gets so caught up in the ‘squeeze’ frenzy
because of this end-of-year prize they give for the best … what
would they call them … squeezers?”
“They probably call them agents,” the doctor said.
“Well, the agent who squeezes the most money from people
gets the ‘big kahuna’ bonus. She has worked for so long and
hard playing on people's fears and misfortunes ... like a
dentist, you know? She drills them until there's no more
defense, no more masks. She's become a monster.”
“Wow! That’s a little more than being self-centered,
Robin. You seem to be extra sensitive today.”
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“Yeah, well, I’ve had too much coffee, I guess. Or
maybe I’m still pissed off over the other thing.”
Robin fell silent and the doctor sat stoically waiting for
her to continue.
“I mean, he's our father, for crying out loud. He may be
slow or dimwitted, or however you want to classify him, but he
can handle his own affairs. He’s getting better.”
“From what you told me in the past, Sharon doesn't think
so,” Dr. Tucker replied. “Your mother has had to take care of
him all these years. Isn’t that so?”
“Yeah, but he did just fine the past year with Mom being
sick. And more recently he's had to take care of her when she
was bedridden, right? Okay, I've had to pay the bills for him,
but he does his own shopping now. He cooks for himself.”
“What about the bank printout your sister showed you?
You told me your father's taking liberties with the bank
account. That’s reason for concern, right?”
“Perhaps,” Robin conceded.
“So, might your sister have a point?”
“The point is, our mother is lying in the hospital, dying,
and our father is doing just fine on his own. What kind of
daughter would go to a judge declaring her own father as
incompetent to handle his own affairs? What kind of daughter
would want to spy on her father in an effort to claim him as
unfit? What kind of person would actually like going to work
because she loves sucking the living marrow from people who
have come on bad times? What kind of human is she?”
A buzzing sound interrupted her. “Oh, damn …” Robin
sighed deeply.
Pulling out her cell phone, she hit a button to stop the
buzz sound. After glancing at the Caller Id window, she
recognized the number and flipped the phone shut.
“What the hell does Pastor McMillan want?”
“Well, maybe that's a sign we should call it a day. Same
time next week?”
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CHAPTER THREE
HENRY WOLFF WAS sitting in the front pew of the
empty church not too far from where Robin had her session
with Doctor Tucker. The Pastor stood next to him with his leg
half-bent, up on the seat, facing Henry who sat up straight,
looking ahead like a statue.
“Why, Henry?” the Pastor queried. “Why do you want to
do this again? You’ve already been baptized. And more than
once.”
“I need a change,” Henry said. “I need to wipe the slate
clean. Besides, doesn’t it say in the Bible ‘He who is baptized will be
saved’?”
Henry felt his philosophy was sound, fool proof, and a
good way to reach heaven in case he got hit by a truck after he
left the church.
“Yes, Henry. The ceremony of baptism by water-sprinkling, as
you put it, is for the forgiveness of sins of a true repentant.”
“That's why I want to be baptized,” Henry said.
“But we did it last year, and the year before that. It’s not
a tool to use every time you want to be forgiven for your
transgressions. If you want a demonstrative approach to do
that, then become a Catholic. With them, you can go to
confession every day.”
“Well, I think baptism should be like making a
confession. Hey! You got a good thing going with baptism. It’s
like a good knuckle ball. A pitcher wouldn’t use it all the time.
Just when he needed to.”
“Baptism is not like having a cocktail,” the Pastor
sighed. “What you want to do is an abuse of its intent. And
besides, what sins have you committed in the past year?”
Henry thought hard and then slammed down on an
invisible button with his hand as if he were on a game show.
“Impure thoughts. That’s my final answer.”
“I have impure thoughts, Henry,” the Pastor confessed.
“That'd mean I’d have to be re-baptized every time I think of
a girl in a swimsuit. Don’t tell anyone I just said that, though.
14

Listen, Henry, you’re treating baptism like a game.”
The church door swung open. Pastor McMillian looked
over to see Robin enter. He squeezed Henry’s shoulder and
then rushed toward her. Taking her by the arm, he moved her
to the front of the church.
“Henry wants to be baptized again,” the Pastor
whispered, but loud enough for Henry to hear.
“I'm afraid my father is a little unnerved by my mother’s
condition.”
They settled at the front pew. Henry gave an over-thetop wink to Robin. She received it with a grunt and a sigh.
“How is Mary doing?” the Pastor inquired. “Not good.
It's nice to know you care, though.”
“I do care, Robin. I hope you don’t think when...”
“Please, not now, Pastor. We can talk later when we both
can be civil to each other. It’s just a bad day so far.”
Henry noticed some angst in Robin’s tone – an indication
of bottled-up feelings against the Pastor, perhaps. There was
always a little strain between them, Henry thought, and he
never knew why, exactly. Still, Henry was no stranger to
awkward situations and usually, when one presented itself, he
found a way to be in the middle of it.
“I'm dying?” Henry said, smiling at his daughter.
“We're all dying, Dad.”
“I don't mind dying, you know?” Henry returned. “But
the trouble is, you feel so damn stiff the next day.”
Henry could almost hear Robin growling. “Joke of the
day in the newspaper, probably,” she said to the pastor, and
then turned her attention back to Henry.
“You’re not going to get baptized again, and that’s
that. Let's go see Mom.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
WHILE DRIVING HENRY to the hospital, Robin found
it difficult finding the right topic to start a conversation where she
wouldn’t have to filter her speech like one does when talking to a
child. Even if she talked about the weather, Henry would probably
turn it into something silly. She’d say, ‘It looks like rain today’ and
he’d say ‘Hey, do you know what happens when it rains cats and
dogs,’ then she’d say, ‘No, what happens, Dad?’ Then, he’d say
something like, ‘You have to be careful not to step in a poodle.’
Robin was not in the mood for that, so she thought it better to
keep silent. When they passed a cemetery, Henry finally broke the
ice. “People are just dying to get in there.”
Robin gave her customary ‘that’s nice’ smile. Nothing
demonstrative to encourage him to say anything else. Nothing like,
‘That’s the millionth time I’ve heard that joke’ which would only
inspire him to continue with his frivolous list of tired one-liners.
“I'm sorry you had to leave work,” he said. “It's Saturday,
Dad.”
Indeed, this was not the way she wanted to spend her day off,
or any day for that matter.
“What else am I going to do on my day off?”
“Anything,” Henry responded. “You’re beautiful. You’re
smart. You can do anything you want. I'm very proud of you,
Robin.”
“Thanks. You want to tell me what this baptism thing is all
about?”
“No,” Henry quickly returned.
Robin didn’t know how to talk to her father right now with her
mother lying in the hospital dying, so she drove in silence, pondering
the future of the Wolff family. She really didn’t know if Dad
could take care of himself, but she wanted him to be given a
chance to stand up on his own two feet. He had risen to the
occasion taking care of Mom for the past year. That was a good
sign to her that Dad was ready to take care of himself as well. Of
course, the argument could be presented that her mother, Mary,
although incapacitated for most of the year, was instructing Henry
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on what to do, what to shop for, how to talk to people, and those
kinds of things.
Robin saw a parking spot close to the Oncology Section of the
hospital and grabbed it quickly. Before Henry could unbuckle his
seat belt, Robin was out of the car walking towards the entrance.
“Come on, Dad,” she yelled.
That was enough for Henry to hurry up and follow Robin, like
a child trying to keep up with his mother.
When the elevator door opened to the Oncology Ward of the
hospital, Robin and Henry exited. As they walked down the hall,
they passed by a maintenance man mopping the floor.
Henry pointed to him and said, “Didn’t I see him in the
operating room with a scalpel in his hand?”
Robin ignored her father as they proceeded to Room 401
where Mary laid in bed. A nasal cannula protruded from her nose,
as wires and tubes monitored her vital signs. A nearby EKG
machine beeped in unison with her heartbeat. Sharon was sitting
at her bedside when they entered.
“Glad you guys could make it,” she said.
Henry gave Sharon a peck on the cheek then sat down on the
opposite side of the bed.
“I hate hospitals,” he said, looking at Sharon and then at
Robin.
Neither gave a response. They both knew enough not to say
anything else he’d say something ridiculous.
“We should keep your mother at home,” Henry said. “I was
doing finetaking care of her.”
“Yes, you did do well,” Robin said. “But we can't take her
home right now.”
“Why,” Henry wanted to know. “Because she's comatose.”
And that was reason enough, Robin thought.
“Because she's dying,” Sharon said, ending the
conversation with a quick dose of the truth.
Robin wanted to say something to Sharon, like a healthy
‘SHUT UP’, but this wasn’t the time or place to start a Wolff
family battle. Actually, this was the first time everyone was
together in months. Visits to Mary during the past year by the Wolff
sisters were sporadic and never at the same time.
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“You know, old watchmakers never die,” Henry jumped in,
breaking an awkward silence. “They just run out of time.”
He waited for a response but didn’t get one. “Old yachtsmen
never die …”
“Yeah, yeah” Sharon interrupted. “They just keel over. We
heard that one before, Dad.”
Sharon gets up, grabs her pocketbook and faces Robin. “I’m
going outside. You coming?”
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CHAPTER FIVE
SHARON TRAMPED onto the patio area of the hospital
with her short, blonde hair fluttering in the wind. She strutted
her shapely figure, disguised in a loose-fitting corduroy jacket
and baggy Levi’s, and headed right to the corner banister
where she could sneak a cigarette out of view. Robin followed
close behind and joined her.
“I can’t take him today,” Sharon said while pounding an
unopened pack of cigarettes on the banister.
She retrieved a lighter from her purse, opened the
pack and offered a cigarette to her sister.
“I don’t smoke,” Robin barked. “You know that.”
“You do when you’re stressed.”
“I’m not stressed.”
There was a chill in Robin’s voice, along with a pause
between each word. A measured response, Sharon thought,
that was supposed to end any further discussion on the matter.
“Could’ve fooled me,” Sharon barked right back.
She wasn’t going to be pushed around by her sister. Not
today. She lit up and blew the smoke towards the sky.
“Do you ever think how things would be different if our
grandfather didn’t invest so wisely?”
“No,” Robin said.
She eyed her sister and wouldn’t let go of her gaze.
Sharon knew Robin thought her to be conniving and Robin
was probably just waiting for a hidden message behind that
question. There wasn’t any hidden message, per se. She just
wanted to know what the estate was worth and why her mother
hated her so much. Sharon pondered for a second whether
to pursue such inquiries. With their mother ready to croak,
maybe this was not necessarily the right time or place to talk
about investments and things that were due to her.
“Why are you looking at me that way?” Sharon snapped.
“I’m just wondering why you asked that question. That’s
all.”
“I’m just wondering what the trust is worth now. Is that a
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crime? The market’s on the rebound. Last time I checked it
was worth three million.”
“It’s worth a little bit more now,” Robin said.
“That’s what I figured.”
A few seconds went by and then Sharon continued.
“I never quite understood why Mom always lived
below her means. She never liked people knowing she was
rich.”
“Everyone knew anyway,” Robin replied. “It’s where
we lived.”
“Yeah, but a lot of people on the north side aren’t
as wealthy.”
“Mom just liked to live less extravagantly than her
means,” Robin said.
“Then what’s the point of having money?”
“And what’s your point, Sharon?”
“I’m just thinking about Dad. If it wasn’t for Mom’s
father making his fortune in … in … crayons or … what the
hell did he make his fortune in, anyway?”
“You know damn well it was commodities. Crayons!
Why are you being obtuse? Spit it out, Sharon. What are you
trying to say?”
“You know what I’m trying to say. Our grandfather set
up the trust for Mom. It was always intended to be a family
inheritance. And I’m having a tough time understanding why
she never changed her will to reflect that.”
“Reflect what?”
“Don’t be cute, Robin. We can take care of Dad much in
the same way Mom took care of him over the past thirty
years. For some reason, Mom didn’t change her will …”
“No, she didn’t. And maybe there’s a good reason why
she didn’t.”
“Yeah? And what do you think that reason is, Robin?”
“Maybe to encourage Dad to live more independently.
Or maybe it’s something very simple like …”
“Like what? To keep it away from me?”
Sharon knew that’s what Robin wanted to say. Instead of
biting on that remark, Sharon decided to surprise her sister
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and remain calm.
“I don’t want to fight,” she said. “My point is, Dad won’t
be able to take care of himself regardless of what Mom
thought. He’s never been able to take care of himself as long
as I can remember. That’s why I went to court, so stop giving
me an attitude.”
Robin grabbed Sharon’s cigarette and took a puff.
Sharon wanted to yell, ‘I did it,’ referring to
breaking down Robin’s restraint for smoking, but she
exercised a little restraint.
“Keep it,” Sharon said and lit up another one for herself.
“We could've worked it out,” Robin said. “You didn't have to
go public and file for guardianship …”
“It was Limited Guardianship, with an accent on limited.
And Judge Brady elected you as temporary guardian until this
thing is settled, didn’t he? So, quit griping.”
“Yeah, well now we're under the microscope,” Robin
said. “And that can’t be good.”
“It’ll be over before you know it,” Sharon added.
“Oh, yeah? Well, what if it isn’t? What if the … what if
the secret comes out.”
“It won’t.”
The sisters paused on that thought for a few seconds.
Sharon was uncomfortable talking about that topic, so she
simply changed the subject.
“And let me tell you something,” she said. “The
discretionary spending allowance you're allowed to give him:
the hundred and forty dollars a week? That’s not enough for
him. He’ll be banging on your door for more. You wait and
see.”
“Fine. We'll wait and see. By the way, Judge Brady
called me yesterday and asked us to see him on Wednesday. I
told him we would.”
“The hearing's in a couple of weeks, so why does he
want to see us now?”
“He's known us all our lives,” Robin reminded Sharon.
“He wants to understand why you think Dad's incapacitated —
off the record.”
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“All he has to do is read the petition. And it’s limited, for
crying out loud. It’s just financial guardianship. The Judge
knows how Dad is. It shouldn’t be hard to figure out.”
Robin put her cigarette out.
“I got an idea,” she said. “Let's put Dad away in some
institution. This way we can get the whole enchilada. Then,
he won't be in our face every day.”
Robin always had a way of getting under Sharon’s skin
by saying something that wasn’t exactly true. Robin was good
at disguising the truth by smothering it with an exaggeration.
“You know I don't want that,” Sharon said.
“Then if you just want a piece of the pie, take ten
thousand a year — a gift from the estate, no tax.”
Sharon turned to battle with her, but the door burst
open, and a nurse stood in the entryway. At first, Sharon
hurried to put out her cigarette, thinking the nurse was going to
read her the riot act for smoking. Instead, the nurse’s face
conveyed a deeper concern.

22

C H AP T E R SIX
ROBIN AND SHARON STORMED into Room 401 to find
their mother had died while they were out on the patio. Although
Robin had already prepared for her mother’s passing, she was taken
aback by her father’s response. She watched as Henry fluffed up
Mary’s pillow. He stroked her hair as if she were still alive. Robin
stood at the bedside quietly, along with Sharon, refusing to
interfere with his way of saying goodbye. Henry looked up at his
daughters for a brief second. His eyes looked cold, unknowing — a
bank-full of tears.
They also looked like they were full of fear.
He surveyed the various wires connected to her body and
began removing them.
“Dad!” Sharon yelled. “What are you doing?”
Both Robin and Sharon rushed to his side, edging him
away.
As a doctor barged in, Henry backed up to the doorway,
watching the commotion everyone was making over Mary's body.
Robin noticed Henry by the door taking deep breaths, as if he
was having an anxiety attack. She only looked away for a brief
moment, andwhen she looked back, he was not there anymore.
Robin ran out of the room after him, but he was already
halfway down the corridor, walking briskly, swinging his arms, as if
he were marching.
“Where are you going, Dad,” she yelled.
“I'm gonna get a banana split,” he yelled back. “Your
mom always got a banana split when things got too... crazy.”
That was so typical of Dad, Robin thought. Ducking out
when the tension got too great. As he disappeared around the corner,
Robin knew there would be fewer second chances for her father.
Mom would no longer be around to be his guide or manage his
misbehavior. What would happen to him now if Sharon got her
way, Robin thought? She turned back into the room wishing she
knew the answer.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
HENRY CLIMBED out of his upstairs bedroom window
much the same way he did most mornings when it was not raining.
He glanced around the neighborhood to see if anyone was
watching, and noticed Mrs. Aldrich already out sweeping the porch,
as if she was waiting for him to come out. He waved and she just
shook her head, a clear sign of her disapproval. Undeterred, he
wiggled his way across the roof while adjusting his new jogging
suit which was now a size too big. It gave him the impression he
might’ve lost some weight between now and his last attempt to
retrieve the mail, or get the newspaper. He stopped briefly and
scanned the heavens in one sweep then half-stepped across the
roof to the rope. Without much fuss, he slipped his foot into the
looped end of the rope, and commenced on his Tarzan-journey to
the mailbox. This time, he jumped off precisely at the right
moment and landed on his feet not far from his intended target –
the mailbox. He looked at Mrs. Aldrich and bowed, as if he just
gave a commanding performance to a crowd of many. With
much ado, he retrieved the paper and marched into the house.
***
HENRY SLAPPED the Coalsville Gazette down on the kitchen
table and turned to the weather section. The caption, WHITE
CHRISTMAS, dominated the page. The article beneath reported
a warm front moving into eastern Pennsylvania that would be
hanging around for a while, posing the question, ‘Would the next
front bring snow for Christmas?’
Henry snatched a journal from the top of the refrigerator, sat
down at the table and began writing. Alternately, he scribbled a
few words while looking at pictures of his wife stuck on the
refrigerator door with magnets. Mary looked so young in those
photos, he thought. He closed his eyes and tried to picture her
when they first started dating in high school. He was attracted to
those long, beautiful legs sitting in front of him during history class.
Such a distraction! That seemed so long ago.
“Why did you leave me, Mary?” he asked, knowing full well
he wasn’t going to get an answer.
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Hootie, the house cat, got up on his hind legs and stuck his
head between Henry’s lap and the table, purring for his breakfast.
“In a minute, boy,”
Henry said, penning a few more words in his journal before
they escaped his mind.
Henry stood up, leaned over the kitchen sink, and looked out
the window at the garden in the backyard.
“Darn you, Mary!” he said to himself. “The garden’s a mess
and I can’t cook for myself. You were the cook. I never learned
how. Who am I gonna clean for? Who's gonna complain about
my terrible Henry Fonda impressions now?”
He gulped repeatedly trying to release the words that were
stuck in his throat. Tears streamed down his face and dripped onto the
sink, one little splash after another. He angrily wiped his eyes,
cheeks and chin before sitting back down.
“Stop, stop,” he chastised himself out loud. “I'm digging up
your garden, Mary. I’ll rototill and plant grass there until I can’t
recognize that it was ever a garden. Then I can stop thinking about
you every time I look out the window. I’m giving away your
sewing machine too, and all the thimbles, threads and fabric you
left behind.”
Henry thought for a moment and then continued.
“You fell asleep right in the middle of our last
conversation, did you know that? You didn't even give me a
chance to say goodbye.”
He slapped the table one more time and continued as if she
was sitting there with him.
“You said you didn't want me to be angry or sad. Well, okay
then. This is the last time. I'll only think about happy things from
now on.”
Henry started writing again, one sentence after another, then
pounded a bold dot onto the page. When he was finished, he
raised the pen into the air, feeling like a maestro who had just
finished his Magnum Opus.
“You're the only one I ever loved. Good-bye, my dear.”
He closed the journal, and tucked it away in the cabinet,
behind the soup bowls.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
HENRY PROCEEDED as if the day had a new
beginning. He opened the pantry cabinet and took out a can of
cat food. Hootie jumped up at the ‘snap’ sound of the lid
popping, then quickly dashed to his food and water bowls
where he patiently waited. Henry fed him and watched his
companion scoff down his breakfast like he hadn’t eaten in
days. The litter box sat behind the bowls, which didn’t
contribute very much to the culinary ambiance in Henry’s
mind. But that was where Mary had wanted it — a convenient
one-stop living arrangement where Hootie could take care of
all his worldly business.
Henry reflected on the day Hootie became a member
ofthe Wolff family five years earlier. Driving home from a Hootie
and The Blowfish concert, Henry had spotted the abandoned
kitten on the side of the road.
“We nearly ran you over,” he said, watching Hootie eat.
“But we stopped, and I ran after you, didn’t I, boy? You didn’t
want me to catch you, remember? You ran into the woods and
I chased you for over a half-hour. You finally let me catch you
though. And when I got back to the car with you in my arms,
Mary fell in love with you instantly. Yes, she did. And I
named you Hootie…”
He chanted Hootie’s name several times, like a
rambunctious cheerleader at a football game. Hootie kept his
head buried in one of the bowls, ignoring his master, as he
usually did when eating.
Henry bent over the sink, opened the window
overlooking the backyard, and filled his lungs with fresh air. A
thermometer hanging from the old oak tree spelled out the
day’s temperature – a nice, comfortable fifty degrees. He sang
while he washed the dishes, but the serenity was short-lived.
An angry yelling coming from next door was as abrupt
as it was unsettling. The voice belonged to Henry’s forty-twoyear- old neighbor, Charles Petz, and it was directed at Danny,
his son. Henry held his arms up high, touched his index fingers
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to his thumbs, and sent healthy incantations out to the cosmic
consciousness, hoping to improve Danny’s karma.
“Ohmmm … Ohmmm.”
From the window, Henry saw empty beer bottles
scattered around on his neighbor’s porch. Some stood straight
up, others laid on their bellies pointing in all different
directions. An empty Seagram’s bottle protruded from the
middle of Charles’ lawn with its neck imbedded in the ground
as if someone chucked it from the porch.
Henry couldn’t remember exactly when Charles began
drinking so heavily. He wasn’t always such a recluse or so
nasty, either. Henry and Charles had always been cordial until
this year. Before then, when Charles worked on his car in the
driveway, he would always wave hello to Henry. Sometimes
they had a neighborly chat while Charles had his head buried
in the car engine and asked Henry to retrieve a crescent
wrench or some other tool he couldn’t reach. Those were
peaceful times back then; when Stephanie Petz still lived with
Charles and their son, and when Mary was alive and healthy.
Stephanie had always been friendly with Mary, popping over
to visit a few times a week. Eventually, her impromptu visits
started becoming less frequent until she stopped coming over
altogether. She always had someplace to go and her casual
‘hellos’ became forced and hurried. Then, one day, Mrs. Petz
packed two suitcases, leaving her family and Coalsville forever.
Right after his mother left, Danny and Henry began
talking by the chain-link fence that separated the two
properties. In the beginning, Danny looked at Henry with
empty, searching eyes, as if the older neighbor had the
answers to life’s bigger questions.
Is there life after death? If yes, is there a hell? Or why did
my mother leave?
At times, the boy’s mouth would bravely sport a smile,
but his eyes always gave him away. They searched for comfort,
but Henry didn’t have any answers. As time passed, Danny’s
body drooped, like he was carrying the world on his elevenyear-old shoulders. Then he stopped smiling altogether and
developed permanent corner creases on his mouth, like he was
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frowning all the time. He would stand at the fence and stare
into space with a glazed, uncaring look.
Charles quit his job as a financial analyst a few months
after Stephanie left. He told Henry that he had invested wisely
during the bullish nineties and didn’t have to work for a while.
At this time, he began drinking more while becoming less
neighborly even though he had more time on his hands to
socialize.
No more waves from the porch. No more chats in the
driveway. The ‘hellos’ became nods, which turned into
undecipherable
blank
stares.
Eventually,
Charles
communicated with just moans and grimaces, and an
occasional glowering, face-tightening, fist-clenching frown
that was directed mostly at Henry for talking too much or too
long with Danny by the fence.
At first, Henry noticed Danny spending a lot of time by
himself in the backyard, picking grass or tossing rocks at a tree
while he was reciting lines from a school play. Henry would go
outside and pick up a rake, or make-believe he had to clean up
the shed. It was hard getting Danny to come out of his shell.
A casual, ‘Hi, how are you? Why do you look like a sad sack
today?’ didn’t work very well. So Henry reverted to quoting
useless trivia to loosen the boy up a bit.
“Did you know that Walt Disney was afraid of
mice?” Henry would ask.
But sometimes it would take more than one try.
“The sound of E.T. walking was made by someone
squishing her hands in jelly.”
And sometimes it would take more than two tries.
“The average lifespan of a major league baseball is
seven pitches.”
More silence.
“A toothbrush should be kept at least six feet away from
atoilet to avoid airborne particles resulting from the flush.”
“Ooooo!”
Danny finally responded, scrunching his eyes, nose and
mouth all at once. That started their first conference by the
fence. They talked about moving their toothbrushes far away
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from the toilet when they went back inside. The next time
Henry tried to talk to Danny was a little easier, and when
Henry said, ‘Bad day, today?’ Danny was less tight-lipped.
“Usual,” was the usual response.
Then one day Danny opened up a bit. “Dad wasn’t this
way when my mom lived with us,” Danny said. “He blames
me for my mom leaving and I don’t think he likes me very
much.”
“I’m sure he...”
“And I think my mom left me because I got a bad report
card and…” There was a sad silence for a brief moment. “…
my dad thinks I’m stupid. Everyone thinks I’m stupid.”
Henry was taken aback. He had nothing to give Danny
except a weepy interjection to the contrary.
“Oh, don’t be silly. All moms love their children,” was
all Henry could say.
Then one day, his young neighbor told Henry about
the letter he had written to his mother. He didn’t know where
to send it because no one knew where she lived. Henry told
Danny to save the letter and write another one, which he did.
And after that Danny wrote another one. Eventually, he had
written five letters to his mother while waiting for her to write
back, which she did, eventually. He was so ecstatic, reading it
to himself over and over again until he almost memorized it.
Then he read it to Henry.
She explained that she was very sad leaving him in
Coalsville and was now living in Seattle. She said she loved
him so very much, but she couldn’t live with Danny’s father
anymore because she felt trapped. She went on about how
people sometimes grow apart, and so on and so forth, but
Henry knew the real story.
Stephanie told Mary about the ‘other man’, a manager
of a bookstore, or drug store, or was it a novelty shop? Henry
forgot exactly what Mary had told him, except that the man
moved to Seattle and that Stephanie packed her two suitcases
and headed out with him. So, maybe it was partly true
Danny’s mother felt trapped with Charles, but she didn’t tell
Danny the whole story.
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Danny mailed all five letters at once, and for a while, he
and his mother wrote to each other regularly. She wrote
almost every day for the first month, and he wrote back every
day as well. Henry watched Danny bolt from the school bus
and run to the mailbox each day. In the beginning, he’d find a
letter or postcard from his mother. Then, the correspondence
became less frequent. He still walked out to the mailbox daily,
even though there were no letters or postcards to greet him.
Over time, she stopped writing, so he stopped looking.
As Henry talked to Danny by the fence, most of the time
he noticed Mr. Petz was watching them from the kitchen
window. That’s when the chats and casual hellos from Charles
became more infrequent until they stopped altogether, as if
the elder Petz was jealous of Henry’s relationship with Danny.
It was as if Henry was responsible for Charles’s deteriorating
relationship with his son.
As time went on, their conversations by the fence
became more personal. Danny told Henry that it was hard for
him to listen to his friends complain about their parents
because they got grounded for something stupid. They
complained about silly things, like their parents were ‘out of
touch’ because they didn’t know who LL Cool J was, or
because they didn’t like them wearing their pants too low on
the hip. Danny wished he had a mother at home who would
‘diss’ him from time to time because of silly stuff like that. He
wished he had a working father who could be a ‘jerk’ because
he was too busy sometimes to pay attention, and a mother
who complained about him wearing his pants too low. No,
those friends didn’t realize how good they had it.
He retreated from them and, eventually, he had no one
to talk to... except Henry.
Henry knew the Petzs were carrying an emotional
boulder or two and needed help. He began chanting and
sending vibes Danny’s way. Charles could take care of
himself, Henry felt, and didn’t need any special incantations.
But Danny was a whole different story.
A loud crash at the open kitchen window interrupted
Henry’s thoughts. Then other sounds: the scraping of a
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kitchen chair on the floor, maybe, or someone stumbling or
falling.
Or worse.
Henry knew that this kid needed a little more help
than just chanting, but he didn’t know what to do.
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CHAPTER NINE
DANNY PETZ RAN out of the house dragging his
school books behind him in a shoulder pack. He was holding
his jaw as if he had an abscessed tooth. Bolting straight to the
chain link fence, he threw his books down and buried his head
in his folded arms on top of the fence, sobbing.
“Ohmmm…ohmmm.”
Henry’s voice was as clear as if he were standing right
next to Danny. The boy looked up and peered at Henry
through the open kitchen window.
“What a beautiful day, Danny!” Henry bellowed through
the small opening.
The young Petz kid grunted and kicked the fence. He
didn’t seem to be in the mood for an up-beat spirit so early in
the morning.
“I don’t want to hear that Venus is the only planet that
rotates clockwise, or that donkeys kill more people annually
than plane crashes, and the last thing I want to hear is
someone touting what a wonderful day it is when it is a
perfectly horrible, stinking day,” Danny said.
“Life sucks, Mr. Wolff,” he muttered under his breath.
It would take more than a weather observation to change
the desolate conditions in his life.
Henry offered up a soft smile, but this seemed to
aggravate the boy further. Danny just picked up his books,
rushed off along the fence, down the driveway and out of
sight to the bus, which was waiting for him out front.
Henry went back into the house and a solitary groan
came out of the Wolff house and dispersed into the universe. It
was Henry’s way of praying for an intervention of some kind.
For divine guidance.
***
HENRY DRIED his hands after the dishes were done,
and he walked over to the calendar where X’s marked the days
gone by. He grabbed a pencil, but before he checked off
Tuesday, December 2, he noticed a note in the box for this
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day.
Wake – 11AM.
“Oh, my God. How could I have forgotten?” he
bellowed. Just as he said this, the doorbell rang.
He rushed into the dining room, stopped, and looked
up at the solitary family portrait that served as a centerpiece on
the wall. As he reflected on the people who surrounded him in
the picture — Mary and his two daughters, Sharon and Robin
— it offered a momentary feeling of comfort.
He walked past a mahogany table, which crowded
the dining room. He opened the top drawer of the china
cabinet, and pulled out a bag and unzipped it. After removing
its contents of eighty dollars in fives, tens, and twenties, he
crammed the money into his pocket. On the wall in the living
room, an antique mantel clock told him it was 11:10 AM. He
began straightening the knick-knacks on the shelves next to it, a
small porcelain cat, and little bronze booties from when his
children were infants.
The doorbell rang again.
He continued into the living room past a couch with
puffy cushions, and a walnut-stained coffee table that
showcased Henry’s coin collection which was complete except
for a 1913 quarter.
Henry finally reached the door just as the bell rang for
the third time.
Mrs. Aldrich, the retired teacher from across the street,
stood confrontationally by the front door. Henry stood a foot
taller and looked down at her slumped back – the evidence,
Henry presumed, of a career-long posture of bending over
children, slapping their knuckles with a ruler. He remembered
when Sharon was a child, she had asked him why Mrs.
Aldrich was always leaning forward as if pushing a boulder up
a hill. Henry told Sharon it was because Mrs. Aldrich’s large
breasts kept her off balance. Mary didn’t like that answer at all
and told Sharon the real reason. Henry had forgotten what it
was. Scoliosis, perhaps.
“Hello, Henry. I was getting ready to go to the wake, and
I saw you outside before, so I decided to stop by.”
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She pronounced each word carefully, like a Mother
Superior talking to an incoming first grader.
“I promised Robin that I would look after you.”
Mrs. Aldrich spoke slowly, and in a tone which
suggested to Henry that he better be good or else there would
be some behavioral obedience training in store for him.
“Yes, Mrs. Aldrich,” was all that Henry could say,
feeling intimidated by her matriarchal presence.
“It’s after eleven. Shouldn’t you be at the wake, dear?”
“Oh, my,” he said. “I’m late. I’m late, for a very
important date.”
“Yes, well …” Mrs. Aldrich said as if it were a question.
Henry knew enough not to say anything and just
stood there with no intention of making a response.
“It was terrible, Henry, the way Mary suffered in her
last days.”
She paused.
Still, no response.
“You dear man. What’s going to happen to you now?
Hmmm?” She paused and examined him up and down. “I
can take you to Duffy’s, but you can’t go looking like that.
Shake a leg, Henry.”
I shouldn’t have answered the door, Henry wanted to
say. He was trying to think of a nice way to respond. Mrs.
Aldrich and Mary spent many hours on the porch talking
about… whatever women talk about, and he figured the least
he could do was act civil, for Mary’s sake.
“Henry,” she said loudly. “You go upstairs and change,
right this minute!”
With that, Henry slammed the door in her face. He
peeked out the window and saw her shaking her head. She
looked up as if she were talking to someone above her.
“Mary, I hope you made arrangements for him,” she
actually said. She put a hand on her hip, then knocked on
the doorhard.
“I’ll take you to Duffy’s, Henry. Hurry up and change.”
Henry ran out of the house through the back door and
snuck around to the front from the side walkway. Peeking out
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from the side of the house, he saw Mrs. Aldrich was
preoccupied trying to look through the front window. He took
this opening, scooted down the driveway, loped down thestreet
without detection, and swung his arms in an exaggerated
motion as he walked away.
“Nothing like a brisk walk in the morning,” he said to no
one in particular.
Then he frowned, because he remembered where he
must go.

40

C H A P T E R TEN
DIXIE SWANSON SAT on a bench on Main Street
across from Duffy’s Funeral home and pondered for a few
moments on what she wanted to do. Rising from the bench
with her CD player under her arm and a headset draped around
her neck, she pulled down on her shirt as if it would make it fit
better.
It didn’t.
She walked down Belmont Avenue to an old stone
bridge, glanced down and saw movement. The bridge could
barely fit two cars across. It was thirty yards away from Main
Street on a road that connected the north side of Coalsville to
the center of town. She slid down the embankment, joining Joe
and Wheezy by the riverbed. Joe, shoeless, wore socks that had
more holes than toes and seemed to be asleep wearing a dirty
undersized overcoat. Using a couple of plastic bags as a
blanket, he struggled to get comfortable on a weather-beaten
mattress. Wheezy sported a dressy hat and wore a tattered
trench coat. She wheezed while she arranged aluminum cans
between several bags. The deeper the breath she took, the
louder she wheezed. By all appearances, they both had taken
refuge under the bridge for some time.
Dixie sat on an old, smelly couch cushion under the
two-hundred-year-old stone bridge that hovered over a driedup riverbed. She watched Wheezy and Joe, which in Dixie’s
mind, was slightly more exciting than watching grass grow.
The small portable CD/tape player Dixie carried had a strap
to hold it on her shoulder. As it swung by her side, the music
through the headset swept her away, temporarily, from her
squalid reality.
Large-bellied flies buzzed around Dixie, taking aim at
food crumbs and half-eaten fruit cores close by. She swatted
wildly at them and hit one, sending it sputtering over to
Wheezy and Joe who were giving Dixie ‘the eye’ for invading
their privacy. Dixie was familiar with looks of disdain. These
particular deadpan stares were coming from two homeless
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people who had set up their ‘house’ under the bridge and were
claiming ownership, like squatters. Joe leaned back and
shrugged like he stopped caring Dixie was there, but Wheezy
seemed insulted by the intrusion of their home.
“Why … are … you … here?” Wheezy asked, wheezing
in between her words.
“Just make believe I’m a general,” Dixie said, “And I’m
temporarily taking over this place for strategic reasons.”
Dixie knew Wheezy had problems breathing, especially
when she talked. In fact, she gave Wheezy her nickname a few
years ago because of the malady. Usually, before speaking, a
crackling sound emanated from her chest.
Like now.
She hacked a bit, and then spoke again. “Very funny.
Why … are you here?”
Dixie removed her headset, shut her CD off and stared at
Joe and Wheezy. She speculated to herself how these two
sorry souls had wound up living under the bridge, out of sight,
for such a long time.
“How old are you, Joe? Sixty?” Dixie asked. Joe jerked
his thumb up several times. “Sixty-five?” Dixie guessed again.
Joe waved his hand back and forth. Close enough.
Dixie had never heard him speak. He communicated with
grunts and moans, mainly, or hand gestures. She didn’t know
his story. No one did... except for Wheezy who was the only
one Joe trusted, and she wasn’t telling anyone. The most
Wheezy ever shared was the fact that he’d been treated for
depression some years back and lived in a halfway house on
Long Island just before settling in Pennsylvania.
Dixie thought Joe had been a mental patient in a hospital
somewhere in the northeast — schizophrenic maybe — and
had been thrown into the streets because of budget cuts.
What Dixie could say with some certainty was if Joe died
tomorrow, people in the community wouldn’t know or care.
If it weren’t for Wheezy, he would hardly be missed, Dixie
thought, as she watched Joe trying to settle into a
comfortable position between several pieces of cardboard to
take a nap.
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Joe reminded Dixie of a Willy Loman character. He
probably had a son named Biff out in the world looking for
him right now. Or maybe he was a father of five who lost his
job somewhere in suburbia. He could’ve struggled with three
or four part-time jobs before he lost his home, his wife and,
later, his dignity and hope. Then he probably vanished from
society, winding up under this bridge with limited wants and
fewer earthly trappings.
Dixie didn’t know Wheezy’s real name. She only knew
her by the nickname she had given her. Sometimes the
gurgling sounds were pretty bad when she took deep breaths
— a bronchial condition, Dixie guessed, that came from living
in a cold, damp place most of the year. Dixie sensed that if her
living conditions didn’t change, she’d be dead within a year.
“Why … are … you here?” Wheezy demanded.
“Oh, am I bothering you,” Dixie responded. “You have
some place to go?”
“Why are you here,” Wheezy barely got it out in
one breath?
“Don’t worry. I’m not staying,” Dixie said. “I’m
waiting for Mr. Wolff.”
“Oh, I see.”
“What’s that’s supposed to mean?”
Wheezy just shrugged and looked the other way. “You’re
a mutant,” Dixie whispered under her breath.
It was a term used by the old-timers in town referring to
some of the miners who worked underground many years
ago. Dixie’s grandfather, on her mother’s side, told stories
about The Sakawanna Coal Company. They bought the
quarries on the outskirts of Coalsville, making a few people
rich. This established the demographics of the haves and havenots who settled, respectively, on the north and south sides of
Main Street. He told her about the men, women, and young
children employed as miners who worked long hours and got
paid very little.
Coalsville was once a gorgeous valley, he said, mostly
farmland before the mining days. Then Sakawanna Coal
moved in and set up shop, building hundreds of row houses
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for the miners on the south side of Main Street. In contrast,
the managers constructed spectacular stone homes on large
fenced-in properties across the rolling greens on the north side
of Main Street. A hospital was built nearby to accommodate
the increased population caused by the industrial need for
both coal and steel. In the beginning, most of the people who
went to the hospital were coal miners who developed
wheezing sounds from the damp mine conditions. They were
nicknamed mutants. Some died from black lung.
A deep crackling breath echoed in the underpass.
Wheezy pointed to where Dixie was sitting.
“Don’t get too comfortable. That’s my spot,” she said, in
such a tone as to imply she didn’t like being called a mutant.
Dixie grunted and swatted at nothing in particular.
She wanted to tell Wheezy this was public property, and she
had no business bossing anyone around, but she didn’t say
anything because sadness filled Dixie’s soul as she looked at
the two bridge-dwellers. As she took a sweeping look at the
squalor and dirt, she wondered how anyone could sink to this
level in life. A dozen or so plastic bags, some partially filled
with aluminum cans and some filled with clothes, littered the
riverbed. Others were folded neatly as bed sheets. Joe was
using a 50-gallon plastic bag that was filled with newspaper
and hand-me-down children’s clothes.
“What’re you looking at?” Dixie yelled.
Wheezy looked away and tried to get comfortable
next to Joe.
“You know, I want to be sympathetic to your condition,
but…” Dixie said.
“I don’t need your sympathy,” Wheezy replied. She
wheezed more as she tried to catch her breath. “You’re not too
far from living like this!”
Wheezy’s words startled Dixie.
Dixie clenched her fist and cocked her arm, a knee-jerk
reaction. Dixie needed to control her anger because it was
consuming her sometimes, like right at this moment. Dixie
breathed deeply. The extra oxygen calmed her.
“You know, I want to be nice, you damn fool, but you’re
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just a jerk,” Dixie said, flipping her hand at Wheezy because
she wasn’t worth her breath.
She focused on Joe for a second. The sunken eyes. The
look of death.
What would happen to Wheezy when he died, Dixie
wondered? They were sort of a husband-and-wife team
without the marriage certificate. Wheezy had been taking care
of Joe for so long, he was probably her reason for living now.
She gathered aluminum cans by day at five cents a pop and
begged for money at several corners of Main Street by night.
Then, she used the money to make sure they had enough food
and clothing. As much as Wheezy irritated her, there was an
admirable quality to her mothering.
But cold weather was coming — maybe late compared to
most seasonal debuts — but no doubt it would present itself
with disregard for Joe’s condition. Dixie thought that this
might be Joe’s last winter.
She shuddered.
It made life seem so much more fragile, harsh and
unkind…
Uncompromising.
“Joe doesn’t look all that well,” Dixie said.
“He’s fine,” Wheezy replied.
“You know, you’re very flip. You think you’re better
than me?”
Wheezy raised her eyebrows as if to suggest that she
was. “You’re a turd,” Dixie said. “You’re damn lucky people
in this town feel sympathy and give money when you beg.”
“I’m their conscience,” Wheezy said.
That comment came as a surprise, yet Dixie didn’t know
what Wheezy meant exactly, and didn’t want to appear
ignorant, but she had to know.
“What do you mean?”
“I’m a reminder of how things could be for them.”
This jarred Dixie’s memory. Gramps used to talk about
the Great Depression: when everyone feared winding up in the
streets, when Main Street was a conglomerate of failing
businesses and bellied-up banks. North side residents
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scrambled their investments, diversified holdings and survived
the crisis. They were a little poorer perhaps, but much better
off than the south side folks who could barely eke out a living.
Anyone living on the south of Main Street had to beg to
survive.
The worst of the stories told of the depression days
was about a south-side man who broke into a home on the
north side of Main. He stole a little food and some money
hidden in a cigar box in a sock drawer. When he was caught,
the north side folks tarred and feathered him. The man died,
suffocating from hot tar that dripped into his lungs. Nobody
was arrested or charged for this crime. According to Dixie’s
grandfather, it caused hard feelings on both sides of town,
accentuating the class attitudes that still exist today. The
Southsiders were convinced anyone could get away with
murder if you lived on the right side of town.
***
DIXIE CONCLUDED there were at least two people in
town who were below her on the social ladder: Wheezy and
Joe. If she could just stay clean for a couple of weeks, she
could get a job or even go to school. She wouldn’t allow things
to get so bad that she had to grovel just to stay alive, like
Wheezy.
“I’m going to college, you know.”
This came out of her mouth without thought. She
wondered why she said it the instant she spoke the words.
Maybe because her grandfather was on her mind. He believed
living in the projects on the south side offered little hope of
escaping the bondage of poverty. He also believed there was a
better side to human nature and wanted Dixie to go to college
when she graduated from high school to explore that side
of her.
But she hadn’t. She couldn’t.
She was too dependent on… other things.
Sadness tugged at her soul for not having gone to the
Community College like she had promised her grandfather,
but she made that promise before she found out the truth that
led her to experiment with life and adventure...and drugs.
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Dixie chuckled.
“The truth shall set you free,” she blurted out.
Wheezy stared at Dixie as if she were touched in the
head.
The real truth was that she was some thirty plus years
ago without knowing who her father was. To save face,
Dixie’s mother penned a name onto the birth certificate — a
man who had left town and could’ve been the father, but Mrs.
Swanson didn’t know. Dixie’s mother was sleeping with so
many men during that time, she had no idea of the truth.
How dare Ma scold me for my behavior, Dixie
thought.
How dare she turn me out because I’m not ‘functional’!
Dixie held her head between her hands. ‘Shut up! Shut
up! Shut up!’
She scolded herself for thinking such depressing
thoughts and promised herself she would stop thinking about
her mother because it would always end up the same. She’d
fill herself with anger and her stomach would turn into
knots, and then she’d feel like vomiting.
Dixie held her ears tight as if this blocked out her
thoughts.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
WHILE WHEEZY GATHERED all the aluminum cans
in one bag, she held a gaze on Dixie, as if she thought she
should be committed; locked up in the loony bin after the way
she was talking to herself.
“What’re you staring at?” Dixie shouted.
Wheezy looked away and continued bagging the
aluminum cans.
“Make one more pass by Main Street’s garbage
containers and back-alley dumpsters,” Wheezy mumbled. “I’ll
fill two more bags before the week’s done.”
“How much you make collecting those cans?” Dixie
asked. “None of your business.”
“Ten, twenty dollars?”
“Twenty for the cans. And fifty on the corners.”
“No way. You couldn’t lug that many on foot.”
“Believe what you want.”
“You make fifty dollars begging?” Dixie asked. “What
the hell do you spend it on?”
Wheezy’s head nodded towards Joe, then pounded her
chest.
“Medicine.”
She seemed to like the idea that Dixie appeared
perturbed over the issue that Wheezy made more money than
her. “I gotta do something with my life,” Dixie mumbled.
Wheezy had seen Dixie drunk or on something in
unflattering places, like back alleys, so it was a grade better
than her at the moment, especially since she made money and
Dixie didn’t. Her sin was that she squandered her youth and
was in no position to preach to anyone.
Measuring her words between breaths, Wheezy said,
“Main Street’s a two-mile strip mall. It has everything we
need… right in my backyard.”
Again, she seemed to revel in Dixie’s reaction. Her groan
was a tone of respect, almost.
Wheezy bumped Joe by accident. He grunted and waved
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a hand at her to move over. She shifted a foot, and he moved a
little, presumably finding a more comfortable spot.
***
DIXIE WAS INTRIGUED at how they communicated
with each other. A flick of a finger, the blink of an eye, or a
twitch of the neck or shoulders; they all seemed to have a
meaning.
“Saw you the other night,” Dixie said after a moment of
reflection. “I was up there.”
She pointed to a tree with exposed roots running along
the shoulder of the road. It leaned toward the dried-up riverbed
over their makeshift home.
“Why do you park your butts here. That tree is going
to fall any day.”
“Provides shade. Protects us.” Wheezy growled.
“Beenthere forever. Never harmed us.”
Dixie was amazed how the tree hovered over them. “I sat
up there a couple hours watching you two.”
“That’s invasion of privacy.”
“I saw you bring food to Joe. You were eating pretty late.”
Wheezy didn’t respond.
“What was that fancy bottle you were drinking from?
Wine?”
Wheezy nodded and cocked her head as if she liked the
idea Dixie was envious of her late-night cuisine complete with
fancy wine.
“You helped Joe walk down the stream. I followed.”
“You got nothing better to do?” Wheezy asked.
“I saw you giving him a bath. Heard him complaining a
lot. He howled like a dog.”
“The water was cold.”
“Sounded like you were beating him.”
“It was that time of the month for his bath.”
Wheezy finished arranging the bags, then tried to settle
herself by the support beam. She curled her lip, extremely
displeased that her customary spot on the cushion had been
taken without permission.
Dixie scrunched her face, waved a hand in front of her,
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and puffed out a burst of air. She curled her upper lip and
snarled, indicating she smelled a stench coming from where
Wheezy and Joe were sitting.
“I think you need a bath.”
“When are you getting out of here?” Wheezy asked,
ignoring her comment.
“Don’t worry your little panties off, assuming you have
anyon. I’m not staying long.”
“Good. Don’t … fart … in the cushions,” Wheezy
growled. “That’s where I sleep.”
Dixie looked around and saw a lot of empty wine
bottles.
“Alcoholic,” she whispered under her breath. A wheezing
sound.
“Look who’s calling the kettle … black ... Doper!”
“Aaaagh,” Dixie grunted. Just then she heard a distant
sound, a person humming from down the road. “That must be
Mr. Wolff,” Dixie said. She grabbed her CD player and
climbed up the embankment to take a peek. She spotted
Henry down the road sauntering towards her.
A wheezing sound echoed in the hollowness of the
breezeway.
“Is he comin’?”
Dixie slid back down the embankment and ducked under
the bridge.
“Shut up, you dumb old broad,” Dixie said, then moved
closer to Wheezy so there would be no misunderstanding.
“Now, listen to me, you patch of manure. When Mr. Wolff
comes down from the hill, you stay put.”
Dixie picked up something from the ground.
“I’ll stuff this rotten chunk of pumpkin down your throat
if you cause any trouble.”
Joe grunted loudly and flicked his finger.
“Joe wants you to go,” Wheezy said. “He doesn’t like
you.”
“Yeah? Well, the feeling’s mutual, I’m sure.”
Dixie heard Henry singing from down the road, ‘Zip a dee
do dah, zip a dee yay, my oh my, what a wonderful day...’
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“He’s coming,” Dixie shouted.
She started to climb the embankment. “You stay put,”
was her last command before going over the top.
Henry came walking by the bridge still singing and
humming. Suddenly, Dixie popped out of nowhere. He leaned
over and clutched his chest.
“Sorry about that, Mr. Wolff. I didn’t mean to scare ya.”
Dixie looked down and saw Wheezy trying to climb up
the embankment, but she was unable to get her footing. Dixie
kicked some rubble down from the shoulder of the road for
good measure.
Henry stood next to Dixie. They both stared down at
Wheezy and Joe. Then Dixie took Henry by the arm and
turned him around.
“Come on, I’ll walk you to wherever you’re going.”
“I’m going to Duffy’s,” Henry replied.
“Oh! How stupid of me! Of course. Mrs. Wolff... Your
wife.”
“Mary.”
“Yes. Your wife, Mary. I’m so sorry. I should’ve
said something yesterday when we… talked.”
Just then, Henry looked somber. Contemplative.
“She was such a nice woman,” Dixie added.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
HENRY ACTED surprised. “Did you know her?”
He knew very well that Mary and Dixie knew each other. In
fact, Dixie had gone to school with their daughters. Mary had
talked about Dixie from time to time. She mentioned how pretty she
was and that she wished the girl could get her act together.
“A little, I guess. When I was a kid, I played up in your
neighborhood sometimes. I had a couple of friends on the north
side. I’d see her occasionally outside. She invited me in for a hot
chocolate one time. She was so nice to do that. Your daughters
didn’t like me, though. Told me I shouldn’t be hangin’ up there.
You know… ‘cause I lived in the projects and all. Your wife, I
mean, Mrs. Wolff, didn’t seem to care. I remember the hot
chocolate. She was very nice to me.”
“Well, come up to the house again. Yes, you do that. I think
I have some hot chocolate in the cupboard.”
Dixie chuckled. “What’s so funny?”
“Cupboard. I haven’t heard that word since my
grandfather died.”
While they talked, Henry heard some wheezing sounds and
he walked back to the bridge. Wheezy had run to the other side
and started up the embankment where the slope was more gradual.
Henry watched Wheezy struggle with a purpose. She grappled,
scooped and clawed at the dirt, trying furiously to climb the slope.
Henry lifted his hands, let them drop, and then held them out again,
wanting to help, but not knowing exactly how.
Wheezy finally made it to the top, huffing, puffing, and
wheezing so laboriously that Henry held his breath, thinking she was
going to have a heart attack or stop breathing altogether.
“Can you spare … some … do-re-me … Mr. Wolff ?” she
finally asked.
“Sure.”
Without hesitation, Henry reached into his pocket. But Dixie
grabbed Henry’s arm.
“Don’t give her any money. She’s just out for an easy score.
Besides, she’ll just buy some fancy wine with it. She doesn’t
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need your money.”
Wheezy gave Dixie a fist, then opened her mouth as if she
wanted to say something but couldn’t on account of the
congestion and being out of breath.
Henry took his hand out from his pocket and shrugged. “Come
on, Mister …”
“Henry,” Henry said with a strong tone. “You all can call
me Henry.”
“Come on, Henry. I gotta take care of…” Wheezy pointed
down the embankment at Joe.
“Just a dollar.” She was breathing heavily but managing.
“For myself and ol’ Joe down there. Two unfortunates needin’ some
do-re-me.”
“Leave us alone, you pest,” Dixie said.
Wheezy scowled like a baboon and swung her arm as if she
planned to knock Dixie’s head clear into New Jersey.
But she missed.
“Come on, Mister. You’ve done it before.” Wheezy said,
undeterred. “You live in that fancy house… up on the hill. You
can spare some do-re-me.”
Henry reached into his pocket again and took out a fivedollar bill. With the speed of a frog’s tongue, Wheezy flicked her
elbow and the money disappeared into her hand. Clutching the
prize, she shifted her weight and a stone under her foot slid. About
to tumble down the embankment, she howled like a thousand
wolves. Dixie bolted to Wheezy’s aid, grabbing her shoulders, then
turning her around and forcing her to sit.
Dixie bent down and whispered into her ear.
“I told you not to cause any trouble, you bitch. You don’t
listen very good.”
She stripped the five dollars from Wheezy’s hand, then
forced her shoulders to the ground and pushed her down the
embankment.
“Adios, amigos,” Dixie said.
Henry rushed to the shoulder of the dried-up riverbed and
watched Wheezy’s descent. He glanced under the bridge and saw
Joe’s motionless feet clad with faded, torn socks.
While Wheezy slid effortlessly to the bottom, she yelled and
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cursed with a tone of resignation, since she didn’t have another
climb in her. As she rumbled down, the dust and pebbles collected
in her shirt. She sat motionless for a second at the bottom, then stood
up. The dirt, rubble and sand slid down her back and settled into
her pants. She took off her clothes and inspected her naked body,
now covered with a new layer of loose dirt and coal dust from
years gone by. Using the palm of her hand like a washcloth, she
scrubbed the loose earth off her skin. She smelled herself, then sniffed
her clothes.
“Hard to tell which is worse,” Dixie yelled down to her.
Wheezy flicked her fingers off her chin, a sign language
message for Dixie.
“We bathe tonight,” she said to Joe, her voice mixed with a
bronchial wheeze.
“Aagh,” Joe responded.
Joe was probably trying to say, ‘Too cold, leave me alone.’
He turned his back to her. As Wheezy dressed again, she inspected
the sky, as if she could predict the weather, then shot a look up the
embankment.
Henry and Dixie were gone.
“A lost opportunity,” she mumbled. Dragging the cushion into
the shade, she sat down. After sniffing at the air, a new rancid
odor permeated around Joe.
“We bathe tonight, Joseph. And that’s final.” She turned her
back and tried to get some rest.
***
DIXIE GLANCED back at the bridge.
“Good riddance to bad garbage.” She handed Henry back the
five dollars. “She makes more money begging in a week than
most people make in a month.”
She laughed, but saw Henry wasn’t laughing.
“She’ll get over it. So… what were we talking about?”
He stopped and turned back towards the bridge, but Dixie
grabbed his arm and pulled him forward.
“Come on,” she said. “Wheezy’s okay. She’s a survivor.
Hey, I caught her when she slipped, didn’t I? She looked like she
was going to take a nasty fall back there. I might’ve saved her life
even.”
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“You think?” Henry pondered.
“Hey. I didn’t want her dead. I just wanted her to get lost.”
They walked for a while without saying a word. Dixie
spotted Duffy’s Funeral Home down the road.
“Chocolate,” Henry said suddenly.
“What?”
“We were talking about you coming up to the house for
some chocolate.”
“Yeah, yeah. I will. I will. Say, Mr. Wolff… I mean, Henry. I
know you gave me money yesterday, for that loan I told you
about.”
Dixie looked left and right, a nervous habit she had when she
was about to say something that was embarrassing. It was as if
someone might be listening, although she knew no one else was
around.
“You think you can give me something today?” she asked.
The muscles in her face twitched as she rubbed her forehead
and cheeks to stop it. Asking for a handout, even a loan, made her
feel… dirty. Her eyelid twitched so she ground the heel of her hand
on her eye to stop it. She didn’t like using Henry this way because
he was different. His very presence made her want to become a
better person. It was a strange feeling; one she didn’t understand.
Still… she needed the money and she had nowhere else to go.
They stopped walking.
She faced Henry and then looked towards the funeral home,
imagining an invisible line in the road ahead, one thatseparated her
world from the north side dwellers. She felt uncomfortable all of a
sudden, being on the wrong side of the town.
Mrs. Aldrich’s car burst into view. She honked her horn
several times, like she had lost control of the car.
Dixie jumped out of the way. “You crazy old bat!” she
yelled.
Mrs. Aldrich slowed down and as she passed by, she shook her
finger and babbled something. Dixie saw her waving her hand,
indicating Henry should get in immediately, as though he was in
some kind of danger. He waved back, casually, pointing in the
direction of Duffy’s, as if Mrs. Aldrich couldn’t find her way and
needed directions. Dixie could see Mrs. Aldrich’s face as she
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passed by, the grimmest of looks.
“Who the hell is that?” Dixie asked.
“Mrs. Aldrich. My neighbor. A friend of Mary’s.”
From the look on Mrs. Aldrich’s face, it was obvious that
she disapproved of Dixie, and of him talking to her because of her
reputation for doing drugs. No doubt, she was going to tell Robin.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
THE WOLFF SISTERS OPENED the door and walked
onto the outside porch of Duffy’s Funeral Home, which faced
Main Street. The porch was covered with a sloping canvas top which
blocked the noon sun. It was where people congregated to smoke or
to take a break from the dreariness of the viewing rooms.
Robin rested her arms on the rail. A small breeze rustled
through her long brown hair. She brushed it from her face and
looked out onto Main Street as thoughts filled her head. Robin
watched as Sharon rustled her fingers through her short-cut blonde
hair which was styled on the frizzy side that day. She stood two
inches taller than her sister.
Robin looked up at her and quipped, “A little heavy on the
makeup today, aren’t you?”
Sharon pulled out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from
her pocketbook.
“Cigarette?” she asked as she held out the pack to her
sister.
“No thanks.”
They both stared out into town in two different directions.
Sharon noticed their father talking to Dixie on Belmont Avenue
by the bridge.
“Look! Look!” Sharon pointed.
Robin could see Henry talking to Dixie. A van came into
view and almost hit Dixie.
Sharon laughed. “Give that man ten points for trying.”
“You can’t control who Dad talks to,” Robin said.
“Yeah, well, if I could, what’s-her-name would be on top of
my do-not-call list.”
Sharon took another drag of her cigarette and blew the
smoke out the side of her mouth. She put the cigarette out in the
ashtray next to her.
Robin watched Dad talking to Dixie and noticed how he
lavished attention on her.
“Life is so simple for Dad,” Sharon said. “He doesn’t have a
care in the world. Talks with anyone who listens. Sinners.
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Thieves. Prostitutes.”
A pang of guilt flushed through Robin like a sudden autumn
chill. “You know,” she said, “I see how civil Dad is with Dixie. In
all my years of growing up with her, I don’t think I ever showed
her the time of day.”
“That slut,” Sharon quipped.
“Her name is Dixie,” Robin said. “Anyway, I can’t ever
remember speaking a civil word to her. We were not very nice to her,
you know. I feel guilty about that.”
“Yeah, well, she’s a druggie. A loser.”
“Mom didn’t think so.”
“Mom was a civil servant to everyone except… me,”
Sharon said.
“Oh, please. Mom was tough when she had to be.”
“Really now? Mention one person who she got tough with
besides me.”
“Okay. Pastor McMillan.”
“Reverend McMillan?” Sharon laughed, then suddenly
stopped, and nodded. “He was always submissive to Mom, come
to think about it.”
“Not always. Mom had to... what’s the right word… coach
him.”
“Really. What happened?”
Robin laughed as she remembered it.
“I’ll never forget that one Sunday when he gave a sermon
about the wrath of God and how important it was not to anger
Him ‘else fire and brimstone and eternal damnation would be our
rewards’. When we left the church, Mom shook the Rev’s hand and
wouldn’t let go. She told him the sermon was so powerful and
carried such a barbaric message that she was going to have to keep
her children home for a few weeks to debrief us from the
metaphorical biblical horrors that would most surely cause us
nightmares.”
“I can imagine Mom saying that,” Sharon said.
“Oh, there’s more. The Pastor pulled his hand away from
her, like it was stuck in a jar or something. I can remember the look
on his face. Whew! He was pissed, but Mom kept us home from
church as she promised. I didn’t realize it then, but her weekly
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contribution also stopped which caused so much consternation from
McMillan that he personally came to visit her. He begged her to
come back. I remember that night. Mom sent us to bed early. I
vividly remember hiding in the hallway as I listened to their
exchange and the tone of their voices. There was a cowering tone
to the Pastor’s voice, very different from his booming, sermonizing
voice that scared the hell out of me on those Sunday mornings.
Mom was so self- assured; her words were pointed like daggers.
That’s where you get your tongue from.”
“Please. Finish the story.”
Robin pointed her finger into Sharon’s shoulder.
“‘Do you realize what you are doing to my children?’ she said as she
pounded her finger into his shoulder, pushing him back into the wall.
‘Do you know you’re scaring the children with all your hell and damnation
talk? What’s the matter with you?’ It was great. She promised the
Reverend we would all go back to church, and she would resume
the contributions if he would preach peace and love.”
“Aagh, I see. Money talks, even to God,” Sharon scoffed.
“The Wolff family’s contributions would continue to lace the
Pastor’s coffers if he toned down his flaming message that God
kicks butt whenever He feels like it.”
“Or if we deserve it,” Sharon said as she pounded the
pack of cigarettes against the banister. “Whichever comes first.
The point is, money talks… it’s the number one criterion for
human existence.”
“Oh, good grief !” Robin held out her hand. “Give me one.”
“Ah, you’re so easy.”
Sharon opened the pack and took out two cigarettes. She
handed Robin one and lit them both up.
Robin took a drag without inhaling. She watched her sister take
a slow, easy drag, as if the smoke gave her strength. Robin took
another drag and spit out the smoke as if it were a pit.
“I can’t believe you would do such a thing to your own
father,” she said.
“Don’t be so melodramatic,” Sharon countered. “I’m not
trying to commit him; I’m only trying to stop him from pissing away
Mom’s money.”
Mrs. Moyer, sixty-ish with an Einstein hair look, entered the
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porch and walked right up to Sharon, hugging her. She quickly
turned to Robin and hugged her as well.
“I’m so sorry about your mother,” she said. “Thank you, Mrs.
Moyer,” Robin said. “Yes. Thank you,” Sharon echoed.
“I can’t believe it,” Mrs. Moyer said. “She died so
suddenly. It was the old ticker, wasn’t it?”
“No, Mrs. Moyer,” Sharon said. “She had cancer. It took a
long time for her to die.”
“Oh, dear. That’s right. I’m thinking of Sherwood
Pentagast. He died of a heart attack, didn’t he?”
“Yes, I believe he did,” Robin confirmed. “What a shame.”
Mrs. Moyer gently held her chest and continued to
mumble to herself as she walked inside.
“What a flake,” Sharon said. “Pentagast died over a year
ago.”
“Don’t change the subject.” Robin groaned.
“Dad can’t take care of himself. Period. End of story.”
“I disagree. Dad can take care of himself just fine. He
doesn’t need us to do that.”
“Oh, you know this for a fact, do you? Well, did you know
he withdrew five hundred dollars the day before yesterday?”
“What are you doing, spying on him?”
“No. Dennehy from the bank told me Dad came in and
took…”
“So, what’s your point? He took money out of the bank. So
what!”
“So, I asked him what he did with the money. He told me he
gave it away to that drug addict…” Sharon pointed down the
street.
“Her name’s Dixie,” Robin interjected.
“For crying out loud, Robin. Mom has taken care of Dad all
my life. He can’t…”
Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins walked up the steps of the funeral
home and approached the sisters.
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” Mrs. Jenkins interrupted while Mr.
Jenkins stood behind his wife, respectfully, keeping his distance.
Mrs. Jenkins, the representative of the duo, stepped forward and
hugged Sharon and Robin.
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“Thank you,” Robin said. “Yes. Me too,” Sharon said.
Mrs. Jenkins stepped aside and gave a slight head-nod to her
husband. Robin sensed that he was reluctant to step forward. Mrs.
Jenkins gave him a deadpan stare. He finally stepped toward them
and hugged Robin from a half step away.
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Matthew,” Mrs. Jenkins said. “She
doesn’t have germs.”
He turned to Sharon and hugged her too, then nodded and
backed off, as if waiting for his next instructions.
“Thank you, Mr. Jenkins,” Robin said.
The Jenkins turned away with their heads bent. Properly
solemn, Robin thought.
“Now there’s one submissive man,” Sharon said. “I gotta
get me one of those.”
She puffed on her cigarette and leaned into Robin.
“How long do you think Mom’s estate would last with Dad
doling out money to every street-wise whore?”
Robin put out her cigarette.
“Dad showed some responsibility in taking care of Mom
this past year, don’t you think? He never complained. Why don’t
we just leave him alone and give him a chance.”
Robin turned to go inside, but Sharon grabbed her arm and
pointed down the street. They both witnessed Henry handing money
to Dixie.
“How long do you think it will last?” Sharon asked. “Dad
has no…no …”
“What, Sharon? Your father has no what? Careful what you
say. This is a man who loves you a lot… gave you everything
he had within his soul. He always tried his hardest to please you.
And you’re angry with him because he… what? Because he told
his ‘baby-head’ joke every time your friends came over to the
house?”
“That was a stupid joke. It was embarrassing.”
“How many fathers would take the time to sit down and play
‘Chutes and Ladders’ every night for a month because his two little
girls fell obsessively in love with the stupid game? How many
daughters had a father sit with them to watch SNOW WHITE ten
thousand times, recite lines with his children and act out the
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cartoon like ROCKY HORROR cult-heads? And for this, you
petition the courts to freeze his assets so you can be his financial
guardian. I don’t think so, little-sister-of-mine. At least Judge Brady
had enough sense to make me temporary guardian.”
Robin was losing it and she had promised herself she
wouldn’t. Not today.
Sharon squeezed Robin’s arm tighter and moved closer, so
they were almost nose-to-nose.
“Why are you getting so up in arms, you witch? You’re a
fancy, schmancy lawyer that makes enough money, so you don’t
have to worry about your future. I got squat.”
“You could’ve finished school if you had the heart,” Robin
declared. “Nobody forced you to quit and marry Mr. Potato head.
And no one is forcing you to work at a collection agency now,
although it fits your personality quite well.”
Sharon released Robin’s arm and the two just stared at each
other for a few seconds. Robin broke eye contact first and proceeded
into the parlor.
Slowly, Sharon followed.

62

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
SHARON SAT quietly in the front row next to her sister
in the main parlor. Her mother laid peacefully in the coffin a
few feet away.
Sharon’s mood had changed. She had become more
reflective, feeling her nondescript life, at 31 years old, had to
change. She was tired of resenting Robin. Teachers, relatives
and neighbors always compared progress in Sharon’s life to
Robin’s successes and accomplishments.
Sharon never measured up, it seemed. As a college
dropout with little prospects of carving out a prosperous future
of her own, she could hardly compete with a graduate from
Harvard Law School. She settled into a career as an agent for
the Clarion Collection Agency, which seemed to validate her
public image as the wayward daughter, the sister with lesser
abilities.
Yes, she must work on her image. She was committed to
doing that.
“How are you two holding up?” Mrs. Aldrich asked,
interrupting the two sisters’ solitude. She sat down next to Robin.
Sharon nodded and lifted her hand slightly in a
greeting gesture.
“I didn’t want to bother you on the porch. You two
looked like you needed your privacy.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Aldrich,” Robin said.
“Your father is a bad boy.”
“Why? What has he done now, Mrs. Aldrich?” Robin
asked.
She leaned in closer to Robin, looking around as if
she were preparing to divulge a secret.
“He’s dressed in a sweat suit. And he’s hanging
around with that… floozy girl.”
“You mean Dixie, Mrs. Aldrich?”
“Yes. Yes. That’s the one.”
While Robin and Mrs. Aldrich talked, Sharon sat quietly
next to them thinking how negligent her mother was for not
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leaving some kind of legacy to her daughters. ‘It wasn’t as if
Mother didn’t have time to reflect on her last will and testament
during those months before she died,’ she thought to herself.
Sharon felt that if she had made promises to her mother to
change her focus in life and finish college, maybe that
might’ve made a difference.
A missed opportunity, Sharon thought.
Sharon’s mind drifted to different times and places. She
thought about other missed opportunities in her life and the
anger that seemed to control her. Sharon remembered how it
was when she enrolled at Lehigh University right after high
school.
‘I’m not ready for college,’ she had told her mother. Hhowever,
her mother firmly insisted Sharon go to school and there was
no if, ands, or buts about it.
No discussions.
That’s the way it always was with Mom, Sharon thought
to herself. Maybe if Mom hadn’t been so controlling, Sharon
would not have entered into a contract with John Stone, Mr.
Potato-head, as Robin called him, the disinherited son of a
retired State Congressman.
“That was a big mistake,” she whispered to herself. She
got up, eased over to the casket and knelt down.
“I got pregnant with John’s child,” she whispered to
her mother. “Then I married him because I was convinced
you’d set up a trust fund for us. Isn't that what Grandfather
did when Dad knocked you up with Miss Wonderful sitting
behind me?”
She leaned on her folded hands, stared at her mother and
thought about her great plan with John Stone. Getting
pregnant was icing on the cake, Sharon thought, She got
married and left Lehigh University, in that order. She and
John Stone would divorce, of course, and he would be paid
handsomely for his efforts. Sharon even made John sign a prenuptial agreement in case he had a hidden agenda of his own.
But Mom suspected something was up, and when she
found out what was really going on, Mom told Sharon it was a
‘cunning strategy’. From that day forward, she hid her
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intentions behind covert talk about last wills and family
responsibilities. There were no legacies and no inheritable
trust funds forthcoming. In fact, Mary Wolff gave quite a
dissertation that Thanksgiving Day when Sharon announced at
the dinner table she had eloped with John. Somewhere
between the main course and dessert, Mom made her own
announcement which disavowed any responsibility to share or
give any money from her estate to any of her children simply
because they were old enough to copulate and marry.
Conditions would be different, Mom told Sharon, if she
decided to go back to school and earn her degree.
“I was caught in a dilemma, wasn’t I?” she whispered. “I
really didn’t want a child, and I didn’t want to wait five years...
and you knew it. You didn’t like John that much, but he was a
congressman’s son, for goodness sakes.” Sharon chuckled to
herself, recalling the fights she had with her mother.
“You knew it was all a ruse and I had no intention of
living with him forever. But you wanted me to have that baby,
didn’t you?
“Was it because you wanted me to carry the Stone name?
Have some political influence?”
She stared at her mother’s stern face and chuckled, It
seemed ironic to Sharon that even in death her mother still
scowls.
“You couldn’t forgive me because I got an abortion
without telling you. That’s what it was all about. The secrecy.
Deep down, you were embarrassed by me, weren’t you, Mom.
Oh, don’t deny it. Why else were you so hell-bent on telling
people I had a miscarriage? You never liked me working at the
collection agency, either. Did it surprise you that I’ve been
there all these years? They appreciate me there, you know.
They appreciate my… powers of persuasion, which I
inherited from you, Mom. You should be proud of me for
that.”
Sharon looked around, checking if anyone was within
hearing range.
The coast was clear.
“You always had to have things your way. It made me so
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mad sometimes. You know, when I was a kid, I wished you
dead. But then I grew up and I thought, hey, she just wants
the best for her daughters. When you announced you had
cancer, I thought everything would fall into place between you
and me. I thought you were going to change your will. But you
didn't. What was that all about, Mom? Just to get me to visit
you during your last days? How cruel is that?”
She paused for a second, adjusting the flower on her
mother’s lapel.
Sharon scouted the room again and saw her father in the
back, talking and shaking hands with a couple of people. Mrs.
Aldrich was still yapping behind her.
“Can you hear what’s going on behind me? Mrs.
Aldrich is complaining about Dad’s relationship with Dixie.
That’s the man you left all your money to, Mom. And he’s
over there talking to people like it’s a convention or
something.”
Sharon paused for a second. “Agh, you never listened to
me when you were alive. What would make me think you’ll
listen to me now?”
She leaned in closer and looked directly in her mother’s
face.
“Big deal. So I got an abortion without talking to you
first. Well, here’s something you didn’t know. It was the boy
you never got to raise.”
Sharon reached into the casket again, and with a quick
jerk, she broke the flower off the stem.
She got up from the kneeling position and sat back down,
listening to the conversation between Mrs. Aldrich and Robin.
Sharon noticed how Robin took extra care to pronounce each
syllable of every word.
Perfect diction.
Symbolic, Sharon thought, of how her sister lives her
life: everything in its perfect place and proper order. Robin
was a model citizen who sets commitments and exceeds
expectations in whatever she does.
She was disgustingly successful. Mom’s favorite.
Robin rolled her eyes at Sharon, as if to suggest ‘Mrs.
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Aldrich won’t stop talking.’ Sharon made a puppet mouth
with her hand and flapped it.
Blah! Blah! Blah!
Sharon noticed her father slowly approaching from the
far end of the room. He waved to people as if he were a
politician schmoozing his constituents. Distracted by a sudden
feeling of tightness in her chest, Sharon took several quick
breaths and whispered to herself, “It's only anxiety. Relax.”
Mrs. Aldrich finally ran out of steam. She stood up and
waved her good-byes. Sharon watched her as she started to
head down the center aisle, but Mrs. Aldrich saw Henry and
turned quickly, exiting out the other way.
“She’s a real odd-ball,” Sharon said to herself.
She looked around and noticed the parlor was filling with
people, most of whom she had known all her life. She noticed
Mom’s bridge club sitting in the back, away from everyone.
There were also some women from the correctional institution
where Mom did volunteer work as a chairperson for a codependency group-meeting every week.
Sharon looked at her watch and then leaned over to
Robin.
“Dad’s here. He’s an hour late. Now, how responsible is
that?”
Two female strangers approached before Robin could
respond.
“We’re so sorry for your loss,” one of the strangers said.
“We’re from out of town,” the other woman immediately
piped in. “And we read the obituary in the paper. We knew
your mother when she was in high school and wanted to pay
our respects.”
Robin and Sharon both nodded and shook hands with the
strangers before they left.
Robin leaned towards Sharon and said, “You’re pissed at
me because Judge Brady elected me as his temporary financial
guardian so the bills can be paid…”
“I’m not pissed,” Sharon interrupted. Both women
feigned silence.
“And don’t forget the twenty dollars a day you’re
67

‘allowed’to give him,” Sharon finally chimed in.
She looked over and saw Henry was preoccupied
talking to someone, so she leaned in closer to Robin and
whispered, “I don’t think Dad is financially responsible, and
what is profoundly evident to me is that you don’t think he is
either, yet you’re letting me do the dirty work. Are you telling
me you think he can live responsibly by himself ? Are you
actually telling me that?”
“Mostly. Yes.”
“Damn it, Robin. The estate is ours. It has always been
ours. Mom felt pity for Dad, that’s all. And Dad is giving it
away like water to people like Dixie. I just don’t understand
why Mom…”
“Mom loved Dad, and she always did. That’s the reason
she never changed her will. I don’t understand you. I take that
back. I do understand you. You have a job where you squeeze
money out of people who can’t afford their mortgage, and you
love it. You love it. You love what money does. You love the
power of it, the smell of it. And no matter what you have to
do, even if it means destroying what’s left of our family, you
want control of it.”
“Such drama,” Sharon said. “Dad won’t be able to
survive on twenty dollars a day. He won’t be able to survive on
a thousand dollars a day because he treats money like a child
treats money; like there’s an unending supply. Hell, he’s lived
life like a child for the past three decades. Mom had to
supervise him. Without her, how long do you think it will be
before the estate is gone? A year? Two years? I’m not a
demon, Robin. Believe it or not, I love Dad very much. But
I’m also a realist and I think it’s irresponsible of you not to
care what Dad does with Mom’s estate.”
Robin started to rebut her sister, but she saw Henry
approaching.
“Shh. Dad’s coming. And besides, this is neither the time
nor the place to discuss this.”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
ROBIN FELT estranged from her sister but bound to her by
genetics and their father’s love. Still, she wondered if Sharon might
be right. What was it about Dixie that Dad found so enticing? She
wanted to cry as her sense of family was being shattered. This
might be something she should talk to Doctor Tucker about.
All of a sudden, Henry stood before Sharon and Robin with
open arms. The three clutched each other and Robin couldn’t help
feeling that, by all appearances, they seemed to be properly
grieving – a tightly knit family with an oddly dressed patriarch.
“Dad,” Robin said as she eyed him up and down. “You’re
wearing a jogger’s outfit. Do you know that?”
Robin motioned to the other people sitting behind them. Mrs.
Steinberg was wearing a black dress. Mr. Cunningham, a suit with
an Oxford button down shirt and tie.
“Ooh. I see what you mean,” Henry said.
Out of nowhere, a woman came up to Henry and hugged
him. Then she turned to Sharon and grabbed her hand.
“I’m so sorry,” she said.
Sharon nodded.
The woman then grabbed Robin’s hand and repeated the
same words.
She turned to Henry and hugged him again. “I’m so sorry,
Henry.”
Several seconds of silence went by.
Then Henry finally broke the tension. “Yeah, life’s a bitch,
then you die.”
The woman took a sudden inhale, as if she had taken a blow
in the solar plexus.
Henry pointed to the casket. “Go. Pay your respects. There’s
a coin machine on the side. And don't forget the church ceremony
tomorrow.”
The woman seemed horrified. She hurried to the casket and
knelt down.
“Tomorrow is the funeral service, Dad,” Sharon said. “It's not
called a ceremony.”
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“Ah, yes. And this is a wake,” Henry added. “Should be
called a snooze. Everyone here is so somber.”
Robin received Sharon’s raised brow as having an
underlying message that their dad was loony.
They all sat down. Henry took the position between his
daughters. Robin leaned towards her father and whispered, “I thought
I knew everyone in this town. Who is that?”
“Oh, that’s Mrs.… Hmmmm. I don’t know who she is.”
A few seconds went by. “Oh, yeah. She’s Jamie’s mother.”
“Jamie who?” Robin asked.
“I don’t know. If I knew that, I would know the lady’s
name, now wouldn’t I, Sweetie?”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
HENRY GLANCED around the room at people’s faces and
saw very serious, somber looks – the furrowed eyebrows, the bent
heads, and the folded hands on their laps. Henry mimicked what
he saw as he tried to blend into the ambiance.
He folded his hands on his lap and looked ahead. Jamie’s
mother got up from the casket and started to walk over to the Wolff
family, but stopped. Henry was giving her the Groucho highbrow,
which seemingly persuaded her to turn and head in the opposite
direction.
“Mrs. Clinton!” Henry shouted and pointed to Jamie’s
mother. She jumped a foot in the air when she was walking away
as if someone just poked her with a stick.
“Mrs. Clinton,” Henry repeated. “Jamie’s mother.”
“Yes, I am,” Jamie’s mother said.
Everyone in the parlor looked at her. She turned and hurried
to the back of the room where she slid down onto one of the chairs
in the last row.
***
SHARON HAD her hands on her lap clutched together. She
twirled her thumbs and thought about how estranged she felt from her
father and sister. Her father just humiliated a woman in front of fifty
people, her sister hated her for filing a petition against their father
and, while she was indulging in her negative projections, she might
as well throw in the fact that her mother never liked her either.
Another person quickly gave her condolences and left. For the
next few moments, Sharon watched people walking up to the casket,
offering their respects, then turning and finding their way to the Wolff
family. Sharon accepted these greetings somberly and quietly. She
noticed Henry greeting the well-wishers with a robust handshake, as
if the mourners had just entered a Tony Robins’ motivational
seminar. Sharon looked over to Robin for her response to her
father’s odd behavior, but she was avoiding eye contact.
Mrs. Cohen stepped up and addressed the entire Wolff
family.
“I’m so sorry for your loss.” She turned to Henry. “How are
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you doing, Henry?”
“I’m fine,” Henry said. “How are you, Mrs. Cohen? I
haven’t seen you since Mr. Spector died.”
Robin nudged her father, then turned to Mrs. Cohen and
said, “Thank you, Mrs. Cohen.”
Henry leaned to his daughters and said, not all that quietly,
“I think the only time she comes out of the house is when
someone dies. A strange coot, wouldn’t you say?”
“Strange?” Sharon interjected in a much softer voice. “You
think Mrs. Cohen is strange?” Sharon picked up her things. “I
gotta go to work.”
She got up to leave.
“You’re not staying?” Henry asked.
“I’ll be back tonight. Robin and I worked it out where one of
us is here at all times.”
Henry frowned and Sharon came back. She touched her
father on the arm.
“Are you okay, Dad?”
“I’m fine, Sweetie,” he said. “I miss you. I don’t get to see
you much.”
“I’ll see you tonight.” Sharon kissed her father on the
forehead and left.
***
HENRY SAT next to his oldest daughter without speaking for
a few seconds. He started to hum, as if he was doing a mantra.
Then, with a sudden focus, Henry got up, walked over to the casket
and knelt down. He looked up to the ceiling, closed his eyes and
spoke in a whispered tone.
“Dear God, I love you. I love you because you are much
smarter than anyone I’ve ever met. You made the animals, a
million species of bugs, and us. No one else could’ve done that.”
He paused and looked down at Mary.
“Mary, when you see God, ask him… when you see
Johnny, ask him, too... if they have forgiven me. That’s it, honey.
Just ask them if they have forgiven me and… and... I’ll be up there
with both of you before you know it.”
He laid his hands on the casket and appeared to be
listening.
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“I love you, too. I always have, and I always will.”
He got up and turned to those who were gathered in the
room and addressed them loudly.
“My wife appreciates you coming. She wishes you all happy
holidays, and wants you to know that someday soon you, too, will
die. She says don’t be afraid because even though death might be
painful to some of you, it’s only a temporary pain, like the prick
of a needle before the morphine kicks in.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
ROBIN RUSHED to Henry’s side. She took him by the
arm and while escorting him outdoors, noticed the whispering,
nudging, and the subtle shakes of the head. She remembered all too
well while growing up those looks of amusement, the disapproval
shown by the raised eyebrow or the half-closed eyelid accompanied
with the condescending shake of the head. She spotted Mrs.
Aldrich who sat quietly with her rosary beads, mumbling prayers,
unfazed by his bizarre comments. She was probably the only one
in the room who was used to Henry’s bizarre behavior.
Robin led Henry outside. They stood on the top stoop,
alone.
“Did I say anything wrong, Sweetie?”
“No, Dad, but I don’t think people like hearing they are
going to die any time soon. Life is hard enough to live on its own
terms. They don’t want to be thinking about their own… death!”
“How can you NOT think about dying when you’re in a
funeral home?”
“Yes, well, here comes Mrs. Cunningham. Let’s be civil,
okay?”
Mrs. Cunningham walked up the steps. She hugged Robin
and Henry.
“I am so sorry,” Mrs. Cunningham said. “Mary was
such a good person.”
“She still is, Mrs. Cunningham,” Henry said.
“Yes. Yes. Well, I must go in.”
“Thank you for coming, Mrs. Cunningham,” Robin said.
“Your husband is inside.”
They both waited in silence for Mrs. Cunningham to enter
the building.
“She looks so unhappy,” Henry said.
“Dad, I think she’s feeling sad because Mom died.”
“Oh! Okay. That makes sense.”
Sharon drove by and honked the horn. The two sisters gave
each other a cold wave.
“Bye, Sweetheart,” Henry yelled to Sharon.
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Robin noticed Henry staring at Sharon’s disappearing
taillights.
“What’s the matter, Dad?”
“I think your sister works too hard,” Henry said.
“Yeah. Right. Listen… Dad. I have to come over and
discuss something with you. Did you get a chance to read the letter
from the county court?”
“Yes.”
“Did you understand it?”
Robin interpreted her father’s silence as a ‘no’. She sighed
because she really didn’t want to deal with this today, but she felt she
must, so she continued.
“It says that I’m to govern your finances temporarily
because Sharon has requested a hearing concerning your
competency to handle your own finances.”
“Oh. That’s what that letter meant?”
“Yes, and I’m supposed to temporarily manage your bills
and allowance.”
“Okay.”
“And we have to see Judge Brady on Wednesday.”
“Judge Brady? Why?”
“Because he wants to… he wants to see if you understand
what’s going on.”
“Oh. I see. Okay.”
“Maybe Sharon will change her mind,” Robin pondered
out loud.
Henry laughed hard. “Sharon is stubborn, you know. She’s
as stubborn as a raging river after a thunderstorm. Can’t stop a
raging river, you know. No matter how much you try.”
“Starting tomorrow, I have to allot you twenty dollars a
day. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he said as he reached into his pocket. He pulled out
just one dollar.
“That’s all you have?” Robin asked.
Henry shrugged his shoulders and put the dollar back into his
pocket.
“What happened to the money you took out of the
bank?”
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Henry looked down on the ground and avoided Robin’s
eyes.
“Did you give it away?”
Henry nodded.
“To Dixie?”
Henry’s lack of response angered Robin. She tried to
contain herself. She wanted to burst into a rage, shake her father’s
shoulders and tell him he shouldn’t be so irresponsible. He had to be
more careful about what he did with his money because the judge
might rule against him for being so flippant with the estate.
But she knew any such reminders would be futile. Simple
reasoning, however, had worked well in the past – as long as it was
simple.
“Why did you give Dixie your money, Dad?”
Henry looked at the ground, like a boy who didn’t want to
talk.
“What’s the matter, Dad?”
“I don’t know what you want me to say.”
“I don’t want you to say anything, except the truth.”
“But you’ll judge me if you don’t like my answer.”
“I see. Okay. I promise I won’t judge you.”
“I didn’t want to give it to her,” Henry said.
“Then why did you?”
Henry closed his eyes and tilted his head high, as if deep in
thought. “Because she needed it more than I did, and it was the
right thing to do.”
“You think it was the right thing to do?”
“Yes.”
“Dad,” Robin said softly, “Dixie is a drug addict.
Do you remember our discussions about enabling people?”
“Yes... no.”
“Well, if she uses that money to get food and clothing, then
I would agree with you that you did the right thing, but she’s taking
your money and buying drugs. You are helping her to continue to
be a drug addict.”
“Oh. You think?”
“Dad. She could die from taking drugs. You should know
that.”
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Henry frowned, his eyes furrowing.
“Oh, my. I guess I shouldn’t have given money to Wheezy,
either, then.”
“You gave money to her, too? Dad!”
“Yeah. Last week.” He rubbed his hands together,
gesturing that the conversation was over. “I want to go back
inside.”
He turned and walked back into the funeral home.
Robin wished Sharon were there to give her a cigarette.
She took a deep breath, looked out onto Main Street and spotted
Dixie dancing through town in rhythm with the music of her CD
player.
“What a waste,” Robin whispered to herself.
Fixing her gaze on Dixie, she watched her dance to the
music. She remembered hanging out with her in the schoolyard
when they were kids. Those were the days when taking drugs meant
cherry-flavored chewable aspirin. It was hard to believe the different
paths in life that they had chosen.
What kind of relationship could Dad and Dixie have, for
crying out loud? What possible reason would Dad have for making
friends with such a loser?
She turned and headed back into the room.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

SHARON WALKED through the doors of CCA, the
Clarion Collection Agency. No one could tell that her stomach
was turning, her shoulder muscles were tight, and she was tired
from a poor night’s sleep.
She flew by several cubicles on her way to her
workstation. Groaning to herself, she wondered how much
longer she could bear this working-class yoke. Sometimes she
felt like screaming if she had to work another day. My God!
What if it were years?
She faked it as well as anyone could. Donning a smile,
she bobbed her head and doled out the ‘good mornings’ like she
really meant it. She made a brief stop at the coffee table and
grabbed her mug hanging on the wall above the urn. While
making her coffee, she listened to her co-workers talk about
putting ‘the squeeze’ on those ‘poor unfortunate individuals’, as
Robin would call them, who don’t have a pot to piss in. But
they were undoubtedly aware of what they were doing when
they got themselves into debt in the first place, and Sharon
had no sympathy for them.
Sharon’s coffee mug was larger than most. It was a
good thing because presently she needed a strong jolt of
caffeine to start her workday. She took a swig, swirled the
coffee around in her mouth to take away the dryness, then
swallowed. Her face shriveled involuntarily while gasping, as if
she had just gulped two-hundred-proof tequila, worm and all.
It was a surreal moment for Sharon; all the voices
rattling together, the soft mixed with the loud and the idle
chatter interlaced with the searing ultimatums. She inhaled
deeply through her nose. ‘One … two … three,’ she counted
with each exhale. Feeling lightheaded, she headed towards her
cubicle.
No doubt, years from now, she’d remember this place
by the smells, like the hospital odors she remembered when she
had her tonsils out, or like a garbage stench, which reminded
her of a trip through Staten Island one hot summer’s day on her
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way to Jones Beach. She savored the odors in the room for a
moment: the hint of burnt coffee and a man’s aftershave
competing with the scent of cheap woman’s cologne. She
sensed that many years from now, when the hints of these odors
passed her nose once again, she’d be whisked back to this place
and time and, like it or not, she’d remember it in a more
favorable light than it really deserved.
Sharon approached her desk and felt anxious, a
customary response when she first walked into her cubicle.
The first motion of the day was the anxiety rush that seemed to
settle in the pit of her stomach. But the moment passed, as it
always did, when she threw her coat on the spare chair, sat
down, andtook another swig of coffee.
“Working for a living sucks,” she whispered to herself.
“Yeah, but somebody’s got to do it,” a voice said
from behind her.
Sharon whipped her head around.
It was Fred Clarion, Jr., the sole proprietor of the
company. Sharon liked Fred... sort of. In fact, most of the
people at the Clarion family liked Fred; it was a don’t-bite-thehand-that-feeds-you kind of thing.
Sharon wondered how much she would tolerate Fred if
he didn’t lavish his employees with bonuses every year. Money
talked, and Fred knew it, and that’s why he shared some of the
company’s profits to his employees to get them to squeeze
harder.
It was an investment.
If they squeezed harder, the deadbeats would pay more,
which would increase the bottom line. If the bottom line
improved, the bonuses would increase – a simple process
understood by all Clarion employees.
“What are you doing here?” Fred asked.
“My sister and I are doing shifts at the funeral parlor. I
can only take so much of that somber crap. I’ll do a few folders
and then I’ll probably go. Besides, aren’t you handing out
bonus checks today?”
“Yes, I am,” he said as he handed her a folder. “As long
as you’re up to it, see what you can do with this one.”
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Fred put one fist on top of the other and twisted them as
if he were wringing out a wet rag.
“Go get ‘em, killer.”
He chuckled and retreated to his office. Sharon watched
him while he poked his head in each cubicle, appearing and
disappearing unexpectedly, chatting with people in short spurts,
and saying his quick ‘hellos’. He never showed interest in small
talk, unless the topic had to do with money or Clarion
processes.
“He doesn’t like staying in one place too long,” Derrick
Orr said, peeking over the cubicle. “He might hear something
he doesn’t want to hear.”
“Yeah. He’s a wonder of the world, isn’t he?”
Derrick pointed to his headset, which seemed to be
permanently attached to his ear.
“I’m on hold. This deadbeat’s giving me the treatment.
Leavin’ me hangin,’ if you know what I mean. This is my third
‘please hold, I’ll be right back.’ How are you? You don’t look
so good. Ooops...”
Derrick pointed to his headset and disappeared behind
the cubicle.
“What do you mean you’re going to get a lawyer?”
Derrick’s voice flew over the cubicle loudly, and
then it softened a bit, becoming more composed.
“It’ll cost you more money than you owe, so that
reallydoesn’t make any sense…”
His voice eventually blended in with the office’s chatter.
Sharon got down to business.
She opened the folder Fred just gave her and inspected
the briefings inside. Another woman... single, probably living
alone. Clarion always gave her the single women, suggesting
she had a special understanding of a female’s biggest
misfortune; that is, not having a live-in male partner, as if that
were the ultimate reason for living.
“Pretentious nitwit,” she whispered to herself.
“Another stellar performance, if I do say so myself,”
Derrick yelled.
He peeked over the cubicle.
80

“You have to push back hard, you know. You can’t give
‘em an inch. You gotta stick these people,” he said, ducking back
down again.
The words ‘these people’ had special meaning to
Sharon, since she spent years talking with ‘these people’ on the
phone. She couldn’t blame half of the penny-pinchers who had
legitimate hard-luck stories to tell, ‘chicken soup’ kind of
stories. The other half thought nothing of bilking the capitalistic
system led by fat-cats of big corporations who were siphoning
undeserved millions of dollars in underserved salaries and
bonuses. They felt entitled to ignore their bills. After all, it
would just be an expense item on their ledger sheets along with
other costs.
Sharon liked the aggressive ones, the ones who yelled
and carried on about how difficult it was to make ends meet in
such a money hungry world where everyone was stealing from
everyone. ‘These people’ complained about how their situation
was unique, or that the metaphorical ‘life itself ’ owed them
something. After Sharon would peel the onion back though,
their laziness, lies, and self-centeredness leaked through like a
sieve, fueling her own passion to argue about issues of the
human condition. She felt she understood their issues as well as
anyone, and no one was going to put anything past her.
There were plenty of times Sharon went into debt when
she didn’t have to. For example, she passed by a car dealer one
day, fell in love with a new model convertible and just had to
have it.
A Mustang.
She traded in her used Honda and took out a fiveyear loan to pay for a new car. Two years later, she took out
another loan to refurnish her apartment. She could’ve kept
her Hollywood couch that had nothing wrong with it except it
was old, her compressed flake-board kitchen table functioned
just fine, and she certainly didn’t have to replace her ten-year
old stereo because the FM tuner picked up less stations than her
car radio.
Growing up, she had never lived extravagantly, and
Sharon guessed that was the reason why she wanted new things
81

now. All her life, her mother had the means to get new things;
new gadgets or new clothes that were in style.
But no... that wasn’t how her mother did things.
Mom’s never-ending quest not to spoil her children
meant Robin and Sharon lagged terribly behind in the styles of
their time.
Sharon blamed her excesses on the fact that she
came from a family where she was being taught lessons of
frugality every day when they really didn’t have to. You
couldn’t advertise your wants because then you’d get pounced
on.
‘You want a TV in your room,’ her mother would say,
‘then work for it’.
But Sharon pondered as to why did you have to work
for it when your chump change could buy a thousand of them.
Sharon shuddered at the prospect of working for a living
for the rest of her life, and possibly becoming one of ‘these
people’ who she despised for their whining dispositions. What
good is it if you’re a decent, hard worker all your life? Where
does it get you? An early grave, perhaps.
Callous is what Robin had called her at times. Sharon
thought herself to be rather observant, not callous. She saw how
some of ‘these people’ worked their fingers to the bone and still
couldn’t make ends meet. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand.
She was the way she was because she did understand, but, in
her case, it was a little different. The estate was worth millions
and there was always that nagging hope that some of it might
come her way; like winning the lottery, only the odds were a
little bit better in her case.
Maybe fifty-fifty.
Notwithstanding, she had to be careful rationalizing
about overextending her financial boundaries. She didn’t have
access to any of that money and might never have access to it.
She could become like some of ‘these people’ quite easily since
she was only one step away from financial crisis herself; living
from paycheck to paycheck, that is. Quite a middle-class
dilemma where most of the horror stories began – a time when
they lived from month to month – and then something
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unexpected happened creating the initial spiral down into the
dismal emotional place where debtors go.
“Don’t they have prisons? Don’t they have workhouse,” rings in her mind from the Christmas Carol movie she
was forced to watch every December 25 th with Mom, Dad and
Robin.
She was forever fearful of becoming one of ‘these
people’. Sharon needed to learn how to adjust to the lifestyle
of a struggling, un-rich, and un-famous, middle class woman,
just in case she never got hold of what was rightfully hers.
She hadn’t quite got the hang of it yet. Paying off two loans and
pinching pennies to pay for rent, dry cleaning, utility bills and
all the other living expenses were her only inspiration for being
at Clarion. As it turned out, Mom got her way in forcing her to
work for the ‘things’ and the ‘its’ in her life.
Bravo, Mom.
Actually, these arguments over the telephone challenged
her. She really loved doing battle with faceless people. Sharon
felt confident she could perform ‘the squeeze’ as well as anyone
in the office. Maybe there were maladies at play, like
alcoholism or a divorce, which led, in part, to the reason people
defaulted on payment of this or that, or ‘it’.
Fred held several training sessions where Sharon
learned how to employ personal experiences to exploit
weaknesses in others: sort of method acting for collection
agents. If a Clarion employee could strip the borrower of
dignity, then the spirit could be broken. If the spirit broke, then
it was just a matter of negotiating the amount and frequency of
the payments for commodities bought during more affluent
times, or perhaps bought during an emotional crisis when the
borrower just had to have that car or stereo system or expensive
furniture.
Sharon felt that working at CCA was analogous to
working in the New York Stock Exchange where one could get
caught up in the fraternal frenzy of buying and selling. In
developing a good squeeze process, one had to understand the
fears and uncertainties of human nature and develop a pitch that
would expose those frailties. Once you found the weakness,
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you had to expose it and drill at it until there is no more cover
to protect, no more defense, and no more protective masks.
Of course, Fred Clarion wouldn’t put his ‘squeeze’
policy in writing. There were rules to be followed from The
Fair Debt Collection Practices Act (FDCPA), which were
violated every day at Clarion. Sharon was wise to the fact
that Fred very rarely roamed the floor to monitor the
employees’ behavior because, if he did, he would’ve spotted
violations as clear as Felix Unger could spot a spaghetti sauce
stain on a white wall. Fred wouldn’t have to look far or listen
very carefully because he knew how his team got results. So, he
poked his head in and out of cubicles to say hello as quick as
Wyatt Earp drew his gun. Usually, he did it in the morning
before his workers got a head of steam going. This was his way
of turning a blind eye and a deaf ear to their tactics; this way he
could avoid perjury in case his company was sued for violating
the laws.
The unwritten rule at Clarion, which Sharon understood
clearly, was be as vague as vague could be. He had a five-page
method and procedures policy that said absolutely nothing.
Sharon often joked about it and some of her co-workers
actually had the implied mission statement banners in their
cubicles which said, ‘don’t get caught’.
Sharon saw the ‘official’ posters on the walls every
morning: names of Clarion’s clients’ car lots, banks, and charge
card companies – the list was growing as the company’s
reputation for collecting debts increased with every passing
month.
The Clarion Collection Agency had either met or
exceeded the client’s expectations of debt collection for 55
straight months. Todd Pitt, the office secretary, hung a chart
on the wall above his desk displaying this proud fact. It was a
constant reminder there was nothing more important than index
results. The chart was the first thing Sharon saw when entering
her cubicle, and the last thing she saw when leaving for the day.
“Are you okay?” a voice from behind her asked. Sharon
turned. It was Todd, the secretary. “I’m fine,” she said.
“I don’t understand why you came in today.”
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“Because half my salary is based on commission. And
we get our bonuses today. I mean, how am I going to continue
to live in my customary style of caviar snacks and seasonal
cruises?”
“Yeah, but it’s your mother for crying out loud.” Sharon
pushed her chair closer to the aisle.
“My sister has everything under control, Todd. She’s
always in control. I’m going to hold down the fort tonight. I
will be missing in action all day, mañana.”
“Agh. The funeral?”
“Yes,” Sharon said. “So, kindly shut up. I need the
money. Mind your own business. Get lost.”
Todd nodded profusely. “I get the picture. Mum’s the
word.”
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

SHARON PUSHED her chair back and spun around
into a working position. She stared ahead as if the wall had
some influence over her while she listened to another of
Derrick’s pitches from over the cubicle.
Maybe that would motivate her.
“Mrs. Robinson…Mrs. Robinson…Mrs. Robinson,
please let me talk. I didn’t say you are a bad person. The sad
fact is that your credit rating stinks. Every credit bureau in the
nationsays you don’t know how to manage your money… What
do you mean, ‘How can I say that?’ It says it right here.”
Sharon stood up and looked over the partition. Derrick
waved his hand in the air suggesting that he had lost control in
this conversation.
Fred Clarion stepped over to Todd’s desk. “Okay,
everybody listen up,” he said.
Sharon’s attention was diverted as a crowd gathered
around Fred.
“The holidays are upon us. You know what that means.
Bonus time.” Fred waved a handful of envelopes in front of
him. “I want to take this opportunity to thank each one of you
for a fine year. Of course, we have collected more money this
year than any other and I’m proud that this is the fifth
consecutive year that I’ve been able to say that.”
While Fred continued his dissertation about the current
year’s performance, Sharon stood by Derrick’s cubicle. She
noticed his knuckles were white; he was squeezing the phone so
tight.
“Mrs. Robinson,” Derrick said, “we don’t have debtor
prisons anymore… no, and we don’t have work houses.”
Derrick cupped the phone and whispered to Sharon. “I
think she’s watching the Christmas Carol.”
He returned to the phone call. “We’re civilized people,
Mrs. Robinson.” He tossed Sharon a deadpan stare to suggest
that he had a ‘real winner’ on the phone. “...but we have
credit bureaus, which keep tabs on miscreants, like you. Now,
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maybe we should garnish your pay. What do you say about
that, huh?” There was a pause and then, “Oh, you don’t have a
job. But it says here... never mind. Hmm.”
Sharon threw a crumpled-up half-tag and hit Derrick in
the back of the head.
“Hey, Bonehead,” Sharon whispered. “Mr. Clarion is
about to hand out the bonus checks.”
Derrick held out his index finger and cupped his hand
over the receiver.
“Look at this,” he said to Sharon.
He pointed to a line item on a sheet in Mrs. Robinson’s
folder. Sharon glanced over Derrick’s shoulder and saw an
entry from Christ the King Bookstore, one of the creditors who were
seeking restitution from her.
“Watch this,” he whispered, and then he took his hand
off the receiver. “I believe you are a righteous person, Mrs.
Robinson. Someone who reads the Bible, am I right?” He
paused for a brief second. “I thought so. And you know what it
means to give to Caesar what belongs to Caesar. Yes, of course
you do. Well, make believe we are Caesar. You pay us twenty
dollars a month because you owe that money. You do that,
and I won’t hand out your name to the credit bureaus. I’m sure
God will smile upon you. Excuse me, Mrs. Robinson. I don’t
want to seem rude, but I have to go. You think this over a bit,
and I’ll call you tomorrow.”
Derrick hung up.
He stood and yanked up on his trousers even though
they didn’t need pulling up.
“I love this job,” he said to Sharon. “It’s my reason for
living.”
Fred Clarion held a single check in his hand and tossed
the main stack of checks on Todd’s desk.
“Todd will distribute your bonus checks in a minute.
Now this one…” he said, waving a single envelope high in the
air so everyone could see it. “This one is for the agent who has
collected the most money for the year.”
Sharon suspected that Derrick was going to get the top
bonus this year, just like he did last year and the year before
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that. He had a perfect, intimidating phone personality. The
rub to Sharon was that, if Derrick won, Fred would be
sanctioning his irritating, bullying, in-violation-of-FDCPAregulations kind of behavior.
Sharon looked around and inspected the faces, the
looks of anxiety. It was like someone was holding out a piece of
steak to a hungry crowd that hadn’t eaten in several days.
Sharon suddenly became envious. She wanted to win because
winning the award meant the victor became the ‘go-to’ guy
for the new deadbeats who couldn’t pay; the ones who had
good jobs, maybe with the Telephone Company or Microsoft, or
a congressperson. The process was similar to the horseracing
business where the best jockeys were given the opportunity to
ride the best horses. Once you became the leader, it was easier
to stay on top.
“In this envelope,” Fred continued, “is THE bonus
check endorsed to the top agent.” He read the envelope. “This
year’s award goes to …”
Sharon gritted her teeth. She knew it was going to be
Derrick Orr. ‘Look at him, the whore,’ she thought to herself.
Derrick wore a confident countenance, like he expected to
win.
“Derrick Orr,” Fred yelled out. Derrick ran up and Fred
handed him the check. He congratulated him over a mixture
of moans and accolades. Derrick grabbed the check and raised
it high over his head, imitating a bad disco dance.
Sharon walked back to her cubicle and opened the
folder Fred Clarion gave her moments ago.
“I knew it, I knew it, I knew it…” she kept on repeating,
like a mantra to ease the pain of defeat.
She examined the first page in the folder, ignoring the
celebration behind her. As she entered the name, Margaret
Baze, into the computer, she waited for information to appear
on the screen. After scanning the screen, she picked up the
phone and dialed.
There were a few rings, and then a polite female voice
answered.
“Hello,” Sharon began, “Is this Mrs. Baze?”
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“Yes. This is she.”
“Mrs. Baze, my name is Janice from the Clarion
Collection Agency. I think you know why I’m calling, don’t
you?”
Sharon felt an uncomfortable silence. In front of her,
pinned on her cubicle wall, was a slogan, ‘Strike hard, then
observe a moment of silence, like a deaf-mute who just hit his
finger with his hammer.’ She mused for a moment while
doodling on a pad of paper, and at the same time, intently
listened for any signs of weakness.
“Yes,” a submissive voice answered.
There was more silence, and then Mrs. Baze
summonedan angrier tone.
“The car was purchased by my ex-husband and he
totaled it last year.”
“You should’ve used the insurance to pay off the loan
then.”
“He took the money and spent it on other things.”
“Well, Mrs. Baze, the loan was in your name. So… if
Confucius were here, he'd say, 'Life stinks'. Zen would say,
'What is the sound of life stinking?’ A Quaker would say, 'Be
silent and wait for life to stink'. And this call is me saying, life
sucks when you marry the wrong guy. Be more careful who
you marry next time. In the meantime, you owe us money.”
Sharon scanned the TRW on the screen.
More silence.
“Listen,” Mrs. Baze quietly responded, “I’m having a
difficult time right now. I just got divorced, and I’m right in the
middle of a custody battle.”
Mrs. Baze’s voice seemed to be coming from the depths
ofher soul.
“Oh... my sympathies.”
Sharon actually felt bad for Mrs. Baze. She wanted
to hang up and start a new folder, but she couldn’t. She had to
stay with this one.
“If I don’t pay my lawyers first, I don’t get to keep my
son.”
“Yes. I do see your problem,” Sharon said, almost
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sounding sincere. “Well, that does make a difference, doesn’t
it?”
“Yes. Yes, it does.”
Mrs. Baze had a sudden surge of emotion, an
agreeable tone.
Derrick popped in her cubicle and did an extra wiggle
for Sharon. This prompted her back into ‘the moment’.
“Did you ever get stung by a bee, Mrs. Baze?”
There was a pause then, “Yes. When I was younger.”
“Do you know that ninety-nine percent of all bee
stings are caused because we do something wrong, and we
don’t know it. Maybe we pushed a lawn mower too close to a
hive, or maybe we…”
“What’s your point Mrs.…”
“No Mrs. Just Janice.”
“Is that your real name? I heard you people use code
names.”
“Yes. That’s true. We do use code names.”
“Why do you people do that? You have something to
hide?”
“No, Mrs. Baze. It’s just that some people are not as
nice as you, and they might misdirect their anger. You know,
they might want to look me up. Do me some harm. Quite
deranged, some people are.”
“I bet.”
“My code name is Janice.”
“Janice, what’s your point with the bee sting thing.”
“My point is this. You don’t want to get stung because
you did something wrong.”
“I still don’t understand your point.”
“You’re a working lady, Mrs. Baze.” Sharon looked in
her folder. “And I see you have worked at MCA Construction
for seventeen years.”
There was several seconds of silence and then a
response. “So?”
“So…” Sharon looked at the TRW report on the screen.
“Your credit report shows that your record is clean, except for
this little, teeny car loan that you haven’t made a payment on in
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six months. No one has ever garnished your pay, as far as I can
see here. I would think, while fighting for custody of your child,
a judge would look favorably on your financial record as it
stands today. However, if the judge notices that your pay is
being garnished …well … you do see my bee-sting analogy
now, don’t you, Mrs. Baze.”
More silence.
One second led into several more. Sharon looked at
the phone, leaned towards it and said, “Mrs. Baze, are you still
there?”
“Yes.” A pause, then, “Do you have any children,
Janice?”
“No.”
“I didn’t think so.”
This comment stung Sharon for some reason.
Unmarried… in her thirties… no men prospects. Her mind
projected twenty years down the road. Where would she be?
Childless. No one to take care of her later on in life. A shake of
the head, and she was back to reality.
“Mrs. Baze, you should do the right thing here. You do
see how bad this would look if…”
“I got your point, Janice. How much do I have to pay to
keep you off my back, and to keep me out of the computer?”
“A hundred a month and…”
“All right. Done.”
“Good. You can mail the check to…”
“I have your notice in front of me. I have the address.”
“Okay then.”
Sharon waited to see if Mrs. Baze had anything else to
say.
She put her ear closer to the receiver.
“Janice, do you like what you do professionally?”
Mrs. Baze’s whisper came through the phone like a
puffof smoke and startled Sharon.
“We’re done here, Mrs. Baze. Good day.”
Sharon hung up and moved away from the
phone.
Suddenly, it felt contaminated.
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“No... No,” she said, shaking her head. “Go away.”
Mumbling to herself, she opened her drawer and put Mrs.
Baze’s folder into the ‘active’ bin. She took out another
folder, opened it, and typed the name that was printed in front of
the folder onto the keyboard. While waiting for another TRW
report to appear on the screen, Derrick popped his head over the
cubicle.
“Got the groove, lady,” he said. “Liked the touch
about the judge. What was that about?”
“Child custody.”
“Ouch. Very good. I’m going to use that. Can I use
that?”
“Go back to work, Derrick. Leave me alone.”
And with that, Sharon became very aware of her
surroundings. She was riveted by the room’s ambiance.
The clatter of the keyboards. The distant voices on the
phone.
A ‘yes’ that was yelled out as if someone had just hit a
jackpot on a slot machine.
The odors.
Sharon took a moment to think about what she was
doing, how ‘the squeeze’ produced the desired effect on Mrs.
Baze. Todd interrupted her thoughts and
tossed
an
envelope her way.
“Well deserved,” he said, and then moved on to the next
cubicle.
Part of her mind now maneuvered its way to more
practical thoughts of how to spend her bonus. There’s holiday
shopping to do. Yes… yes, that’s a must. Maybe this month I’ll
double up on the car payments. Yes… yes, I’ll do that too.
A new TRW report on Jennifer Heinemann flashed on
the screen. She examined it and noticed that Jennifer’s car was
repossessed recently. She rented an apartment, owned nothing
of substance, and had three children.
No signs of a job.
No visible means of support.
Sharon took a deep breath, slowly exhaled, then picked
upthe phone and dialed.
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CHAPTER TWENTY

HENRY SAT at the kitchen table writing in his journal.
The familiar sounds of a domestic dispute next door interrupted his
thinking.
Garbled yelling sounds followed by the muffled, scratching
noise of chairs sliding...
Footsteps scuffling against a kitchen floor…
A creaking sound of a rusty-hinged door opening…
The ‘slam-bam’ sound of the outside screen door shutting, and
with its closure, so ended the argument.
Henry placed the journal on top of the refrigerator and
glanced out his kitchen window. He saw Danny walk off his back
patio, go down the steps towards the front driveway, and disappear
out of view.
***
DANNY PLOPPED himself down on his lawn, his back
to the front of Henry’s house. The early morning shadows from the
large maple tree in his front lawn hung over the two properties and
much of the street. One branch hovered over Danny like the
comforting arm of an older brother.
He tossed tiny twigs into the breeze while thinking about
the happier times when living in his house wasn’t so painful, when his
dad wasn’t such a jerk.
“He’s a bum now,” Danny whispered to himself as he
threw a twig onto his driveway like it was a dagger.
***
DIXIE DANCED towards Henry’s house with her
CD player hanging over her shoulder and a set of headphones
clasped over her ears. She saw Danny sitting alone in his yard, then
spotted Henry on his roof tiptoeing towards a protruding arm of the
maple tree.
Henry tapped his index finger against his lips, indicating to
her to be quiet. She sat by the curb, turned off the music and
prepared to watch this mystery unfold. As Henry grabbed the
rope that draped over one of the branches, Danny seemed oblivious
to the drama unfolding above him. Henry tugged on the rope,
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hitched his foot in the loop and jumped off the roof. He breezed
past Danny giving a Tarzan yell.
Danny lunged to his feet, like a coiled spring, and got an
eyeful of Henry swinging past him. He watched in disbelief as
Henry’s legs found a limb on the small sapling that guarded the
mailbox. As he let go of the rope, he hung upside down with his
legs wrapped around the limb and his head dangled near his
mailbox.
Dixie walked up to Danny and they both gawked at
Henry.
“I don’t think I’ve ever seen an adult act that way before,”
Dixie told Danny.
“Yeah, well … Maybe he’s not an adult. Up here, I
mean.” Danny pointed to his head. “My dad says he’s
diminished.”
They walked over to help him down, but Henry motioned
that he didn’t need any help.
Danny watched Henry dangling from the sapling as he
groped for the mailbox. He managed to open it, but his legs
slipped off the branch and his body fell to the ground like a dead
weight.
Thud!
Dixie and Danny ran to his aid.
“Are you okay, Mr. Wolff ?” Dixie said as she and Danny
hovered over him.
Henry closed his eyes and didn’t move a muscle.
Seconds passed without a word spoken. Danny’s face wore a
look of guilt for insinuating Henry was a child.
“Do you think he’s dead,” he asked Dixie.
“I don’t know. Touch him and see if he’s cold.”
“No,” Danny said, repulsed at the thought.
“Then hold his nose and see if his head explodes,” Dixie
joked.
Henry opened his eyes suddenly, like out of a suspenseful
movie and spoke.
“You guys may call me Henry.”
He laid still, slowly moving one muscle at a time, testing
his body for any serious injuries.
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“Are you all right, Henry?” Danny asked.
“I’m absolutely fine. I couldn’t feel any better, aside from
wanting to die.”
“You are one weird dude,” Dixie added.
Then, suddenly, Mr. Petz’s voice boomed across the lawn.
“Danny. Get in the house. NOW!”
“You’re weird,” Danny said to Henry before he left.
***
MR. PETZ OPENED the door for Danny. As his son
walked into the house, he smacked him in the back of the head.
“You stay away from him, do you hear? Now go get ready.
We’re going to his wife’s funeral.”
“Why are we going?” Danny asked. “You don’t even like
them.”
“Mrs. Wolff was a fine lady. I always liked her even though
she married an idiot.”
This was a loud declaration for Henry’s benefit.
“Look at him.” Petz head-nodded in Henry’s direction.
“He’s out there playing around on his wife’s funeral day. That’s
not right, plain and simple. Now get inside, and don’t talk back to
me, son.”
Danny and his father vanished into the darkness of the
house.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

HENRY EXTENDED his hand to Dixie. “Help me up.”
Dixie held her hand out which offered a little help as Henry
struggled to his feet. He twisted his body, testing it, and feeling for
injuries.
“Is Danny’s father always that pleasant?” Dixie asked. Henry
shrugged his shoulders.
“He’s got his issues,” he said, shaking off the loose grass
and leaves from his clothes.
“You do that often?” Dixie pointed to the tree.
“It depends on what you mean by often,” Henry said.
He picked up the loop-end of the rope and tossed it on the
branch that hung over the roof.
“I’d be dead by now if I did it every day. I do it whenever
the spirit tells me to,” he stated.
“You are weird,” Dixie said. “You know that, don’t you?”
They stood there for a second or two in silence while
Henry continued to test his body.
Twisting.
Turning.
Probing for internal injuries.
Finally, satisfied that he was okay, he gazed at Dixie with a
raised eyebrow.
“I'm as weird as they come, I guess, but you know what? I
love it. I gotta be me."
Dixie pondered that thought.
“Hey. I’m probably as weird as you,” She paused, thinking it
over. “No way...” she finally concluded.
“Yeah, well, what brings you up here?”
“You said to come over for a cup of chocolate,” she said.
“Agh. Yes, I did. I remember, I did say that.”
“But if you have to get ready for something … like the
funeral or something …”
“No, no. We have time.”
Henry hit the ‘play’ button on Dixie’s CD player and a
swishing noise surged out of her headset. He put the headset to his
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ears and listened.
“Not bad, I guess,” he said. “My mother hates this music.”
“Is that why you listen to it?”
“No,” she quickly responded.
Dixie felt insulted at the insinuation her taste in music
might be shallow.
“I like it,” she almost yelled. “That’s my favorite CD.”
Henry took the CD jacket from Dixie’s hand and
examined it closely.
“Okay. Let’s get some hot chocolate.”
He handed the CD jacket back and started to dance,
moving towards the house with sweeping strides across the lawn.
Twirling. Spinning. Pirouetting.
Dixie looked at Henry, wondering if he really was a
mental case, but he seemed to be having so much fun, which
inspired her.
So, she danced, twirled and pirouetted while they headed
towards the house.
She closed her eyes, feeling swept away with a sense of
freedom and happiness as she danced her way to the stoop. When
she opened her eyes, she expected to see Henry in front of her, but he
wasn’t there. He wasn’t to her left or right either. She turned
around and he jumped in front of her.
“BOO!”
Dixie jumped a foot in the air and clutched her chest.
“Gotcha!” Henry shouted, and then he released an oafish laugh.
Dixie bent over, feeding her head with more blood. “Gotcha?
What are you, nuts?” she shouted along with a stream of curses.
“Hey… watch your mouth there, young lady.” Dixie threw
her fist against his arm.
“I’ll watch my mouth, you creep. You’re lucky I didn’t die
right here and now.” Dixie was still clutching her chest. “What
… what are you looking at?”
“I’m surprised that a lady like you curses that way.”
“They’re not curses. They’re just vulgar words.”
“Hmmm. Come on in,” he finally said as he opened the
door. He walked in and waved Dixie inside. “Come. I’ll make some
hot chocolate.”
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Dixie hesitated, feeling a little strange. Her new friend’s
bizarre behavior had her wondering what kind of nut case he really
was. After all, what kind of person was a fifty-something- year-old man
who swung from trees, wore a jogging suit to his wife’s viewing and
acted happy and carefree on the day of his wife’s funeral? There were
rumors about Henry she had never paid attention to up until now,
rumors that had her wondering if she should trust him alone in a
house.
“Don’t you have your wife’s funeral to go to?” she asked as
he stood in the doorway.
“I think we have time for a cup of hot chocolate.”
The darkness in the doorway prevented Dixie from seeing
any details inside.
“You first,” she said, still mistrusting. Hesitant.
It wasn’t like they were down by the bridge or in town on
her turf where she felt safer, more in control.
He stepped into the house and she followed him.
Once in the foyer, she relaxed a bit, her suspicion replaced
with a feeling of curiosity for what a house on the north side of
Main Street looked like. She was in the Wolff house once before,
but that was many, many years ago and she’d forgotten what it
looked like inside. As her eyes adjusted to the difference in
lighting, the darkness gave way to the sun’s soft luminance shining
through the living room window. She was surprised at the simplicity
of its decor.
Not what she remembered.
The only other rich house she had ever been in was the
White House when her grammar school class went on a
Washington, D. C. trip two decades ago – her only contact with
tasteful furnishings more expensive than those found at Unclaimed
Freight. The lack of antique furniture and lavish moldings had
Dixie thinking that maybe Henry wasn’t rich after all.
As Henry walked her through the living room, she noticed the
coin collection on the coffee table, and the couch which had large,
puffy cushions.
“That’s a big couch. Looks comfortable,” Dixie
commented.
“It is. Sit on it, if you want.” Hootie zoomed by her. “Oh,
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you have a cat.”
“Hootie. He’s a space cadet, not a cat.”
While they walked past the dining room and into the
entrance of the kitchen, Dixie was all eyes, inspecting the pictures
on the wall and the knick-knacks on the shelves. She ran her hand
over the mahogany dining room table, which, she surmised, was
possibly the richest piece of furniture in the whole house.
“My humble abode,” Henry said. “Nice. I like it. It’s
homey.”
“Take a seat while I make you some hot chocolate. From
the cupboard.”
Henry went into the kitchen while Dixie returned to the
living room to plop herself down on the couch. She slumped into
the soft, puffy cushions, staking out her territory.
“You know, there’s rumors about you,” Dixie said. “Yeah,
like what?” Henry asked from the kitchen.
“I don't know. Like you're not firing on all cylinders.”
Dixie made a face. She shouldn’t have said that. Eyeing the
coin collection, she picked it up and noticed the barren slot
marked, ‘1913.’
“What happened to your coin collection?” Dixie yelled,
trying to mask her faux pas. “You’re missing one.”
“I’ve been missing that one for ages,” he roared back from the
kitchen.
“What do you mean? You lost the quarter, or something?”
Henry poked his head out of the kitchen. “Now that’s a
sore subject. Mary was ticked at me for years.”
“Why? What happened?”
“Let’s just say the ice cream man has it. Mary was
shopping, or something, and I didn’t have enough money in my
pocket, just a couple of dollars in loose change, you know. Kids
wanted ice cream and I just had to have an ice cream sandwich. I
needed twenty more cents.”
“So, you used this quarter to buy an ice cream sandwich?”
“Yup. I did.”
“Man. If I were your wife, I’d cut your nuts off.”
Henry ducked back into the kitchen briefly. He returned to
the living room with a cup of hot chocolate and placed it on a
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coaster on the coffee table.
“That’s not a lady-like thing to say,” he said.
“Sorry,” Dixie said, not quite sure why she should be. “Is
the coin rare?”
“Not really. I could probably find it pretty easy in New
York City. Pretty cheap, I bet.”
“How much?”
“Probably for the price of a cheap dinner.”
Dixie began drinking the hot chocolate in tiny sips. “I used to
collect stamps when I was a kid,” she said in between the sips. “I
stopped.”
“Why?”
“Cost too much and I lost interest, I guess. How much do
you think the whole collection is worth?”
“I don’t know. A thousand, maybe...”
“Yeah, right. If
my stamp collection was worth a
thousand, I wouldn’t be selling it for ice cream.”
She took another sip.
“Okay. Well, maybe a hundred, then.”
Dixie noticed three pairs of booties on one of the shelves.
She stared at them, and then pointed. “Those are cute.”
Henry walked over to the shelves and picked the first pair up.
“These are Robin’s. She’s the oldest, but she had the smallest
feet.”
He picked up the second pair, inspected them and held
them out to Dixie. “Sharon’s. She’s my youngest daughter. She had
the biggest feet.”
‘And the biggest mouth,’ Dixie thought to herself,
remembering her relationship with Sharon in school, which wasn’t
much of a relationship at all. There was little communication
between Dixie and the Wolff sisters, but when there was, it was
usually less than congenial.
Dixie remembered prom night when Sharon asked her
where she got her dress. It wasn’t the words that were so biting as
much as how she said it.
“Where did you get your dress?” Sharon had said, and then
snickered, raising her eyebrows to her friends. There was no
forgetting the look on her face – that crooked smile. There was no
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mistaking her intent either. The remark was meant to hurt, as if she
were suggesting that Dixie bought her dress at the Goodwill Store
on the south side of Main Street. It was as if she had more of a
right to be at the prom than Dixie did.
Thinking back on it now, that was the only thing Dixie
remembered Sharon saying to her the entire senior year. She was sure
there was more communication, but the prom comment was the only
thing she remembered at the moment. Presently, Dixie couldn’t help
but wonder why Sharon was such a mean bitch when Henry
seemed so docile. He was a little crazy, perhaps, but he had a nice
temperament that obviously never rubbed off on the youngest Wolff
daughter.
“Who does the third pair belong to?” Dixie asked.
Henry picked up the third pair of booties and quite
unexpectedly became uncommunicative. He stood there in front of
the mantel, frozen.
Silent.
Dixie remembered the rumors about Henry’s son who died
in his crib unexpectedly and felt awkward for bringing up the subject.
Suddenly, Dixie was distracted when she looked out the window and
saw a car pulling up in the front.
“I think your daughter’s here,” Dixie said.
Henry looked out the window and saw Robin pull up to the
curb.
“You better hurry up and finish,” he said with an
unexpected change in demeanor, as if he were afraid of something.
“Why?” Dixie asked.
“I gotta go to the funeral. Come on. Drink up.”
Dixie noticed a strange twist in Henry’s behavior – not
calm anymore – like he suddenly didn’t want her in his house.
She felt awkward again.
She took a sip, too hot for a gulp.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

ROBIN STEPPED out of her car wearing a black
winter coat over a black dress. A sudden breeze of melancholy
swept through her soul as she looked around the neighborhood.
As she recalled the people who had come and gone over
the years, she pictured all the different faces, some of whom
were friends and some only acquaintances.
She glanced next door.
She remembered the Rathgabers, who had lived there
before the Petzs did. The memory evoked a little guilt in Robin
because she felt remiss for not notifying them about Mom’s
death. Ruth Rathgaber was a social worker by occupation,
and a good friend of Mom’s. She was the only person who
knew what had happened to Dad – outside of the immediate
family, that is. Mom could talk to Ruth, and for a while, she
provided Mom with solace and healing during those weeks
and months right after Dad came back from the war.
Mr. Rathgaber was not as close to the family, primarily
because he was wary of Dad’s odd behavior, and he became
less tolerant of his little quirky stunts as they became more and
more bizarre.
Robin remembered the Christmas before the
Rathgabers moved away when Dad placed a nativity scene
between their properties. Half of the nativity display was in the
Rathgaber’s yard. Dad thought it looked better there, away
from the shed and where everyone could see it from the street.
Mom demanded he take it down since the Rathgabers were
Jewish. Robin remembered how upset Mr. Rathgaber was. He
came home that evening with the Rabbi to celebrate Hanukkah
and right after the Rabbi saw the nativity scene sprawled out in
the yard, Mom received a phone call demanding Henry take it
off their property.
An argument ensued between Mom and Dad. Dad
thought it was an ornament of great design. Mom thought it
was inconsiderate to their neighbor. Mr. Rathgaber thought it
was an unconscious display of anti-Semitism. And the Rabbi
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thought the Rathgabers should move to a more accepting
neighborhood. Not long afterwards, the fence went up, and
shortly after that the Rathgabers moved away. Still, Robin felt
she should’ve called Ruth and told her of Mary’s passing.
Robin retrieved the mail and shuffled through the
envelopes, then inspected the house where she grew up. The
shutters needed painting and the gutter on the north side needed
reinforcing. Robin mentally made a list of the things that
needed fixing. She’d write them down. It would give Dad some
chores to keep him busy and she would contract out the more
complicated items.
Robin saw a letter addressed from the court. She had
been in contact with Judge Brady, so she knew the letter was
notifying Dad about the preliminary hearing. Although Robin
had discussed this issue with him already, she still didn’t think
he fully understood what was going on. A twinge of resentment
towards Sharon filled Robin for not explaining to Dad her
intentions. Robin resented being the messenger, when it was
clearly Sharon’s responsibility.
How could things have gotten to this point, Robin
wondered?
Mom died and it was an end to an era, just like that.
Poof !
As she thought about it right then, it wasn’t all that bad
growing up with Dad. It wasn’t as challenging as Sharon was
trying to make everyone believe. Sure, Dad was a little nutty.
Robin had to put up with comments like, ‘what’s the matter with
your dad,’ when he would climb up the maple tree to get a
better view of the sunset and wouldn’t come down until the last
bit of light ducked under the horizon. Yeah, it was
embarrassing, sometimes, but those were simpler times back
then.
There were no cares. No serious concerns.
There had been little to worry about except for keeping
up with the social calendar, and who was going with whom to
the prom. Life became much more complicated after graduating
from high school. There was college, passing the bar, getting a
job, finding the right man, and preparing for the rest of your
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life.
Robin scouted the neighborhood. How the world
had changed since her childhood! So many more
responsibilities now. The one constant between then and now,
she thought, was Dad. He changed very little. Most of the time
he treated the world as a playground. Still did. What’s so bad
about that?
And how could Sharon do this to him?
In a seamless motion, Robin walked across the lawn,
knocked on the door, opened it and entered the house.
“DAD,” Robin yelled as she closed the door behind her.
As she walked through the house and into the living room, she
noticed through the window someone darting down the
driveway. She leaned over the coffee table to look, but the
figure was already down the street and it was hard to tell who it
was. If she didn’t know any better, it looked like Dixie, or
someone with a pair of headphones on who looked like her... or
danced like her, at least.
She dismissed the idea and began to search for her
father. First, she looked in the dining room, then the living
room,
and then the kitchen. She stood in front of the hall
closet. Slowly, she reached for the knob then jerked the door
open as if she were playing ‘hide ‘n seek’ and expecting to find
her father waiting with a sudden ‘gotcha’ move.
“DAA-AAD,” she yelled again – two distinct syllables,
letting her father know she was not in the mood. “This is not
funny. We haven’t got time for this... this…”
She left the sentence open because she wanted to yell
out avulgar word or two... or three but changed her mind.
“I have to talk to you before we go. We haven’t got time
for this.” She walked straight to the stairs and looked up. “If
you’re upstairs, will you please come down? I need to talk to
you.”
Robin walked back to the kitchen, grabbed the
wicker basket underneath the calendar and rested it on the
kitchen table. She sat down and retrieved seven envelopes from
her pocketbook that were marked with the days of the week.
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Yanking seven twenty-dollar bills from her wallet, she slapped
them on the table. There was a noise from behind her and she
quickly turned around.
No one was there.
“Dad. If that’s you, I’m going to be really angry. No
games, please.”
Then, in a moment of surreal frenzy, this huge blur
jumped in front of her and a loud “BOOOO” resonated
throughout the kitchen.
Robin almost fell off the chair.
“STOP IT,” she yelled at the top of her lungs.
If there ever was a time Robin wanted to curse her
father out in an unrestrained string of expletives, it was during
these moments when the occasion called for him to be…
normal.
He sat down, slapped the tabletop with his hands, and
chuckled.
“Gotcha,” Henry said.
“That… was… NOT… funny,” she said.
“Yes, it was,” he fired right back. And then with an East
Indian accent he said, “I scared bricks of cement out of you.”
Robin settled down and stared at her father trying to
find the right words. “Please don’t talk like that. It makes you
sound…” She hesitated.
“Stupid?”
“No. I didn’t say that.”
“But that’s what you meant.”
“No. That’s not what I meant.”
Robin measured her thoughts. She had been at these
crossroads a hundred times before and knew the word ‘stupid’
was a trigger. It could very well cause Henry to retreat into
silence – a silence that used to last for days when she was a kid;
like the time when she was twelve and was window- shopping
with some friends in front of the GAP. Robin saw Dad sitting
on a bench at the bus stop. He didn’t see her across the
street. She turned quickly into the window to avoid him, but
one of her new friends who didn’t know that Henry was
Robin’s father, said, “There’s that retard across the street.”
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“Shhh,” another friend whispered. “That’s Robin’s
father.”
She went home humiliated and that night she called her
father “stupid”. Robin remembered the result of her angry
tirade that night. Dad didn’t talk to anyone for a week and
retreated emotionally to a place where no one else could go, not
even Mom who usually was able to coax him back to reality.
That was the last time she ever called her father “stupid”.
“No, Dad,” she said. “I’m not calling you stupid. It’s
your behavior. I think you’re behaving childishly.”
Robin said the word ‘childishly’ with her brows
fully extended, and her eyes piercing into her father’s, like a
headmaster does when scolding a third-grade student.
“You’re not fun anymore,” Henry said, faking a hurt
look. “Dad, think about what’s going on here. Under the
circumstances, don’t you think maybe you should be
more somber?"
Robin looked at her watch. No response from Dad.
“You should start getting ready pretty soon, Dad.” Still,
no response.
“Mom’s funeral? Remember?”
“Yeah, you’re right,” Henry finally said. “There’s a
time and place for everything. That’s what I always taught you
kids; you know.”
“Yes, Dad. That’s what you always taught us.”
Henry started to get up from his seat, but Robin
stopped him.
“Wait a minute. We still have a little time. We need to
talk first.”
Robin patted Henry’s hand and waited a couple of
seconds. This was going to be hard.
“I love you, Dad.”
“Manure sandwich.”
“What?”
“You’re gonna give me a manure sandwich. I can tell.
You’re gonna tell me some good stuff and stick something bad
in the middle. Like ‘I love you, Dad. You’re stupid. You look very
handsome today’. Manure sandwich.”
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“Dad, stop. I need you to focus.”
Henry sat back, stretched, and looked up at the
ceiling. “Okay. I’m focused.”
Robin talked as she placed the twenty-dollar bills into
the envelopes.
“I have something uncomfortable to talk about.”
Robin waved a twenty-dollar bill before putting it into
‘Friday’s’ envelope. “Your money has been frozen by the
courts. Remember?”
Henry showed no sign of remembering.
“I gave you a heads up the other day, don’t you
remember? I told you I would have to do this.”
She inserted another twenty-dollar bill into an envelope.
Henry shrugged his shoulders and nodded.
Robin sighed as she reached for the mail that she had
just brought in. She opened the letter from the courthouse, read
it silently, then placed it in front of Henry.
“It says here that your money is being frozen
temporarily.”
Henry got up from the table and walked to the cupboard
for cat food.
“Dad, you need to listen to me.”
“I have to feed Hootie. After this.”
“After this…”
“Yes. After this.”
Agh! Those words, ‘after this’, had an old familiar ring
to them. Once, when he and Sharon were playing Chinese
checkers, Robin asked her Dad to help with her arithmetic
homework. But he had been too busy playing with Sharon.
“After this,” he had told her and continued playing.
Always too busy playing with Sharon.
Robin had gone to her room, sobbing. Mom had come
in wanting to know what was wrong. That was the night Mom
explained Dad liked playing games with Sharon more than
helping Robin with homework, not because he loved Sharon
more, but because he could play games well, and doing math
homework was a challenge. That was the beginning of her
awareness that her father would always be different from other
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dads. But no matter what her mother would tell her, Robin
knew that Dad loved Sharon more... or best. That’s the way it
was, and Robin had to find a way to deal with it.
“After this,” Henry repeated.
Hootie came running at the ‘snap’ sound of the
can opening. Henry took his time dishing out the food. Finally,
he sat back down at the table.
“How do you feel about this?” Robin asked. “Do you
care that your daughter is taking you to court?”
“Sharon was always hurting as a child,” Henry said.
Robin, stunned by this remark, leaned forward and
held her father’s hand. “What do you mean by that?”
“I could tell when she was born, and especially as she
grew older. It was in her eyes. There was fear in her eyes, and I
couldn’t do anything about it.”
“That’s funny, Dad. I remember her as a happy
child.
Always laughing.”
“Yeah... true. But she still had that fear in her eyes.”
Robin never knew Dad felt this way about Sharon. In
fact, she always thought that her sister was a happy child but,
now that Dad mentioned it, maybe she did seem a little
vulnerable when they were growing up.
“You know, I graduated from community college back
in the sixties.”
“I know, Dad.”
“And I married your mom right after graduation. We
spent two glorious weeks on the beaches of Hawaii.”
“I know that, too. Mom told me.”
Mom had told her on many occasions how smart
Dad was, but he never pursued an education when he got home
from the service. He could’ve been whatever he wanted to be if
things happened differently when he came home from the war.
Robin silently grieved for not having ever known that part of
her father.
Robin looked into his eyes and saw another person.
She saw a man who gave her mother ‘two of the most
exciting weeks’ she’d ever spent in her life. She sensed the man
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her mother loved and never forgot.
Yes, how things would’ve been different if he hadn’t
gone into the army two days after the honeymoon, Robin
thought to herself. Her mother told her with pride how he
served his country by fighting against communism in the small
country called Grenada and how he had been awarded the
Silver Star Medal for bravery for saving lives during a
helicopter crash. He never wanted to talk about it. In fact,
Henry made Mom promise not to talk about that with anyone
because, for one thing, he felt he wasn’t a courageous man. For
another reason, the memories were too awful... too painful.
So, Mom kept silent, and Robin didn’t find out about her
father’s exploits until much later in life.
She told Robin about her father’s experiences when
Robin became an adult. She told her about Dad’s visions of a
soldiers’ arm getting blown off, which occasionally came back
to haunt him in vivid, slow-motion dreams at night in those first
few months home from the war. The war didn’t last long, but it
had a terrible effect on him. How could Robin have known as a
child what was going on in his head? Still, there were no
pajama parties at her house. There were no father-daughter
square dances to go to.
Not with Dad’s delicate mental condition.
She shook herself away from the self-pitying thoughts
and confronted her father once again.
“Dad! You still need to know what’s going on in legal
terms. Sharon is petitioning the court to declare you
incapacitated and requesting limited guardianship be placed
over your financial affairs. The hearing is set for December
23rd. And in the meantime,” Robin said, waving the letter in the
air, “your liquid assets are frozen.”
Henry nodded, making Robin believe he understood.
And then he whispered, “Merry Christmas.”
For a moment, Robin looked at Henry and saw in his
face a glimmer of comprehension and sadness, which she had
no power to remove. She tried to smile but couldn’t, so she
continued, reluctantly.
“This means two things. First, the court has allowed me
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to take money from your account to pay your bills. For
spending money, I’m allowed to give you twenty dollars a day.
So, I’m putting that money in each daily envelope. See?”
Robin waved the last envelope and placed it in the
wicker basket.
“What about the other thing. You said two things. You
said ‘first’ blah, blah, blah. But I didn’t hear a ‘second’ blah,
blah, blah.”
“Yeah. Well, I’m getting to it now. The second thing is
that we have to find you a lawyer. I think you are competent to
handle yourself financially but …”
“She wants the money, that’s why she’s doing this?”
“Yes,” Robin said somberly.
“Okay. Then let’s give her some.”
“Well, maybe that’s something we can work out. But
for the time being, I’ve asked John Silva, a partner in my law
firm, to represent …”
“No.”
“What do you mean, ‘no’?”
“You. You represent me.”
“No, Dad. I can’t represent you. I’m your daughter.
John is not emotionally involved, and he can…”
“I said NO. You are my lawyer. You are my lawyer.
You are my lawyer.”
“All right, Dad. Calm down.” Robin patted Henry on
the hand. “Why are you so upset? John is a very good lawyer.”
“Because of the secret, that’s why.” Henry buried his
head in his hands.
Robin sat there with a deadpan look on her face. She
was more dumbfounded than anything else. There were only
two times in her life that ‘the secret’ was ever mentioned, and
both times it was Mom who talked about it, and who prepared
the children for the family’s self-censorship. So, naturally it came
as quite a surprise for Robin to hear Henry speak about it.
“Your fancy-schmancy-lawyer-partner-person might
find out about… it. You… you be my lawyer. Don’t let them
find out.”
“Okay. Okay.”
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Robin knew it was better to concede on this issue than
to fight him. When Dad got like this, it was no use even trying.
She also knew there was a deeper turmoil inside of him, deeper
and darker... and very hard to understand because it involved
the family… secret.
Her father’s eyes began to water, and his lips quivered.
“Your mom never forgave me. She said she did, but I
knew. That’s all I wanted; you know. That’s all I ever wanted...
to be forgiven.”
“Why are you talking about this now, Dad? In all my
life, I never heard you talk about it.”
He smiled at her; his mind had already left the issue,
and he changed the topic as abruptly as he began it.
“You know, you look so much like your mom,
Pumpkin.”
She sighed deeply, knowing that the moment of
fearless honesty had passed.
“Thank you, Dad.”
“You act like her sometimes too, you know. You’re
verybossy.”
“Manure sandwich,” Robin said. They both laughed.
“Be my lawyer. Please. I got nobody else to take
careof me.”
“Okay. I’ll be your lawyer. In the meantime, I don’t
want you giving this money away. Do you hear me? Stop
giving things away.”
“Stop giving things away,” he repeated in a strong,
melodious voice, mimicking her.
“Oh, Lord.”
“Oh, Lord.”
“Stop, Dad. Let’s not act like that today. Okay?”
Henry held out his hand for Robin to be quiet. He
appeared to be in thought and had something important
to say.
“Maybe I’ll get a job.”
“No. You don’t have to get a job. Twenty dollars a day
is plenty of money to live on. I’m paying the rest of the bills
with the estate money. Don’t worry about anything.”
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“What am I going to do about Christmas? Christmas
is just around the corner.”
“I have money. I’ll lend you…”
“No.”
“Okay, Dad. Listen, we can’t get stuck on this issue
right now because we have to go to the church. You… you
have to understand Judge Brady wants to see us before the
hearing. He wants to talk to you, Sharon and me this
Wednesday. I think he wants to talk to Sharon, mainly. Maybe
he can talk her out of this whole thing. Maybe all this will be
settled on Wednesday, and you can spend whatever you want to
spend for Christmas. Okay?”
He smiled and nodded several times.
“Let’s go shopping together. Me and you. Make a nice
time of it.”
He jumped to his feet and began doing the dishes. Robin
got up and escorted him away from the kitchen.
“Dad, please go upstairs and get dressed in your black
suit.
We have to go to the funeral now.”
He left as commanded, and Robin watched him
approach the stairs. He began humming a tune, lost now in his
own private world as if their conversation never happened.
In the background, muffled by thirty feet of lawn and
two studded walls, the boisterous voice of Mr. Petz could be
heard. It halted her father in his tracks. He stopped humming,
heard a door slamming, and seconds later, the familiar, almost
silent, sobbing by the fence.
He hummed again, a little bit louder, and with a bit
more determination.
Robin walked over and touched him on the shoulder.
“Have I been a bad father to you?” he asked, almost
whispering.
Robin leaned in and kissed him on the cheek.
“No. You’ve been a terrific father. Now, go upstairs and
get dressed. Wear your black suit, okay?”
***
ROBIN WALKED Henry into the church where a sign
120

reading, MARY WOLFF’s FUNERAL, greeted them. The
church was full. The whole town seemed to be there. Robin
couldn’t help but think that those close to Mom knew she was
very much in love with Dad. As they walked to the front pew,
she heard the whispers. Robin was used to that by now. Mom
was used to that too. But what these people didn’t know was
Dad contributed much to the balance in Robin’s life. For
example, nothing ever disturbed him to the point that he
became angry or unruly. He was a constant companion to her
and Sharon growing up; a playmate, except during those times
when he withdrew into his private world.
What Dad lacked in community responsibility, Mom
made up for with her sense of civic duty. She had belonged to
the PTA, was an active member at the town meetings – held
a post of secretary, which was a glorified name for note keeper
and meeting organizer. Still, she kept accurate records of the
dog tags – twelve hundred of them – as well as other animal
registrations. According to these records, the citizens of
Coalsville had three pork-bellied pigs, five llamas, two onehump camels, over three hundred horses, and one cheetah,
which was donated to the Philadelphia zoo after the large feline
bit a police officer when it escaped from its cage.
This day was a day of mourning for all. The church was
packed with friends of the Wolff family. They sat next to
Sharon up front where she was saving them a seat. This was
Reverend McMillan’s cue to get up and make a short speech.
After his speech, he nodded to Henry to come up to the podium
and give his eulogy.
Sharon covered the bottom half of her face with her
hand and shot a look over to Robin who shrugged her
shoulders. Robin shot a startled look at the Pastor – a look of
betrayal for not warning her of her father’s planned participation
in the eulogy. She had known the Pastor all her life. How could
he do this to her?
The Pastor just shrugged, as if he enjoyed the suspense
of Henry giving devotion to the congregation and not knowing
whether he was going to embarrass himself or his family.
Seemingly, there was no love lost between him and the Wolff
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family.
Robin looked back at Sharon. They both shook their
heads, disavowing any previous knowledge that their dad was
going to make this trip to the podium. Robin shot another
look back at the Pastor and this time she was issuing a
statement of her displeasure. She was sure that this was
Reverend McMillan’s way of getting back at Mary for bullying
him over the years.
Nevertheless, Robin’s body tingled, filled with anxiety,
when Henry patted her on the head as he rose from the frontrow
pew to
take
a
stand
at
the
podium.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

HENRY STOOD tall and took in the entire
congregation withone glance.
“Today I mourn someone who is very dear to me,”
Henry began in a normal voice... a normal beginning. “Her loss
hasn’t quite registered up here yet.”
Henry pointed to his head.
While he spoke, Henry felt an unusual peace. He looked
around and felt the spirit of the entire congregation directed his
way.
“Today reminds me of when Mr. Neill Murphy died a
couple of years back.”
Henry took notice of Mrs. Murphy in the third pew and
tossed her a little nod. She cordially smiled back.
“I remember Marge telling me the story about what
happened the morning Neill died. She was making his favorite
cookies, chocolate chip… wasn’t it, Marge?”
Marge nodded, but she looked confused as if she didn’t
know what ‘story’ Henry was talking about.
“Neill confided to his lovely wife that he was in a lot of
pain, and the sooner the Lord called him, the better off he’d
be. And he was ready to go, except the smell of Marge’s
famous chocolate chip cookies baking that morning kept him
hanging on. He always loved those cookies. Everyone in town
loves Marge’s chocolate chip cookies.”
“Amen to that,” someone in the middle of the
congregation yelled out.
“He was so sick, he couldn’t walk. But he could crawl.”
“Oh, God,” Sharon groaned, loud enough for Henry
to hear. “Here we go.”
Henry held up his hand for quiet, then continued.
“And that’s what he did that morning. The smell of
Marge’s baking beckoned him. He slipped out of his bed and
crawled on his elbows, marine style, all the way down the
stairs. Sliding across the floor on his belly, he passed through
the hallway and entered the kitchen. God knows he was only
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hanging on by a thread.”
Henry looked straight at Robin. She smiled at him,
nodded, and held her hand out for him to continue.
She was ready.
“He should have died right then and there, but the
aroma of those cookies kept him alive.”
Marge began to chuckle and the people sitting around
her gave her small taps on the shoulder and arm. By now
everyone’s attention was on Henry. He smiled softly at Marge
and nodded her way.
“He barely had enough energy to lift his head,” Henry
continued, “and he would’ve died right there but the aroma of
those heavenly baked cookies allowed him to crawl a little
further. There, in the kitchen, he saw the trays laid out. With
every ounce of strength he had, he pulled his way along the
floor on his elbows … another foot … another inch… until,
finally, he reached the kitchen table. He pulled himself up onto
the chair and reached out to the tray for one of those famous
Murphy cookies. Then, Marge, seeing what her dying husband
was up to, smacked the back of Neill’s hand with the spatula as
he was reaching into the tray, and said, ‘Neill, you leave those
cookies alone. They’re for the funeral.’”
A roar of laughter filled the room. Sharon buried her
head in her hands.
Robin just put her head down for several seconds and
stoically took in the mixture of groans, a handful of "Oh-myGods" and, mostly, the unending roar of laughter.
***
DANNY SAT in the back of the church with his
father.
He
looked around at the pandemonium the
congregation was in. Spotting Mrs. Murphy, he watched as she
covered her eyes with her hand and shook her head. Some of
the people who laughed were now showing looks of horror.
Some were still laughing uncontrollably.
Danny chuckled at the commotion and Mr. Petz sedated
him with a smack on the head. From Danny’s point of view,
though, he could see the profound effect Henry had on
everyone. This make-believe story, when people were
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expecting reverential and pious behavior, wreaked so much
confusion and laughter that Danny was captivated by the
instant change in mood.
Henry had just become Danny’s hero.
There was no one else in Danny’s life who was so…
courageous, so… non-conforming, so… in-your-face idiotic.
***
HENRY COUGHED loudly into the microphone, a
signal he was ready to continue.
“I guess at a time like this, unusual funeral stories come
to mind. Even if they are made up.”
He stopped for several seconds, allowing the
congregationto find calm.
Finally, silence prevailed.
Henry glanced at Robin who seemed to be staring at the
Pastor. He appeared to be comfortable, sitting at ease with his
hands folded and a tiny smirk on his face. Henry faced the
congregation.
“I just want to say that I loved my wife dearly.” He
waited for complete silence before continuing. “She took care of
me, you know. She was a terrific cook and taught me some
important things.”
Henry looked around. No more smiling faces.
They were intent... focused, just like he wanted them
to be. In the back vestibule area, he spotted Dixie at the end of
the room by the doors, giving him a half-wave from her hip.
She appeared nervous... out of place, Henry thought. He waved
her in from the podium, and she sat in the back pew.
Henry reached into his shirt pocket and retrieved a
piece of paper... a list, and he raised it to the congregation as if
it was offering Communion, in the Catholic tradition.
“These are the things that Mary has taught me about
life.” He pulled the paper closer to his face and began reading.
“She taught me to let my children make their own mistakes, and
when they do, forgive them and love them anyway.”
He looked around the room to make sure everyone was
paying attention, then buried his face in the list again.
“It’s okay to stretch the truth a little bit if it makes the
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story more interesting.”
He paused, looked at Mrs. Murphy, and smiled
gently at her.
“Crying does not mean you’re weak.” He looked up
again. “This next one was very important to Mary. BE ON
TIME.”
Henry turned to Robin who nodded in agreement.
“Love your spouse – even when he frustrates you.” He
revealed a clown face. “Or she, but Mary really meant me.”
He waited for a few chuckles to die down and continued
reading. “If you don’t have a Halloween costume, put a raisin
in your belly button and go as a cookie. Be loyal to your
friends. Keep glancing in your rear-view mirror when you
drive. Have respect for animals. Work hard. You can never
have too many Dunkin Donuts. Education doesn’t necessarily
mean intelligence. Keep your promises.”
Henry looked out past the congregation to the back
where Dixie sat. He pointed to her and said, “Here’s a piece she
quoted a lot.
“Work like you don't need the money. Love like you've
never been hurt. Dance like nobody's watching. Sing like
nobody's listening. Live like it's Heaven on Earth.”
He glanced at the paper one last time.
“And this is probably the most important one of all. Be
thankful you were born in the USA.”
A series of ‘Amens’ emanated from the room. Henry
wanted to cry and looked out to Robin for help. She instantly
rose and walked up to the podium. He turned to her and she
calmly took his arm. As they quietly made their way towards
the front row pew, a tear ran down his cheek and he whispered
to Robin, “She’s not coming back, is she?”
“No, Dad. She’s not coming back.”
Henry looked out at the congregation. A boy’s chuckle
echoed through the chapel, and then silence prevailed again,
except for a few sniffling sounds that stole the quiet from the
room.
“Get a mammogram,” Henry said to Robin as they
walked back to their seat.
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“Okay, Dad. I will.”
“Make sure Sharon gets one too. Promise?”
“I promise,” Robin said.
An older lady pulled out a tissue from her pocketbook
and wiped her eyes. Then she blew her nose.
“Amen!” she shouted.
In the back, Judge Brady sat with his wife. He
smiled politely at Henry. Asa Adler, the pharmacist and
Robin’s old baseball friend, hung his head.
Dixie pounded her chest a couple of times and pointed
to Henry, a street sign of respect.
“God bless you, Henry Wolff,” she whispered. And then
she quietly left.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

HENRY SAT on the curbside bench by Adler’s Pharmacy
and watched the people shop. Main Street was bustling with more
people than usual for a Tuesday afternoon. The upcoming holidays
certainly had something to do with it, but so did the weather. It was
still mild for a December day in eastern Pennsylvania – a colorless
landscape with barren trees and empty gardens except for some
perennials fooled into poking their buds out from their manicured
beds.
He loved watching people shop, especially during the
Christmas season. He was always fascinated during this time when the
holidays brought out scores of shoppers of all sizes, shapes and colors.
Everyone seemed courteous and lively, like a thousand bees that
buzzed around with a purpose, bumping into each other every once
and a while.
He watched some women who were being wooed by the
fashionably dressed mannequins at the shop’s windows; these women
who stood poised while holding their chins, obviously imagining their
plump bodies fitting into a larger rendition of the display. Others had
more determined holiday shopping attitudes. They walked with
quickness, entering the shops without a second glance at the catchy
window dressings.
“Hello, Henry,” Mrs. Marshall said as she walked by. “It’s a
beautiful day, isn’t it?”
“Yes, it is, Mrs. Marshall,” Henry replied, still looking out
into the street and beyond, giving the illusion of not wanting to be
disturbed.
He looked at her askance and noticed, as he had always
noticed, her demeanor was carried in her shoulders and back; a
woman who had seen thinner, younger days. She walked
purposefully and with a slight waddle. The nicest thing anyone had
ever said about Mrs. Marshall’s form or carriage, or any of her
physical parts, was that she ‘might’ have had a nice figure when
she was younger.
Much younger, Henry thought.
To visualize her now with a youthful, toned-down body in a
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bathing suit required more imagination and determination than he
could muster at the moment. She drifted over to Henry with a bit
of a wiggle.
“I’m so sorry… about your wife, Henry.”
He just nodded and continued to look out into the street.
Mrs. Marshall seemingly exhausted her repertoire for sympathy
and small talk, so she moved on.
A few passersby nodded to Henry or said hello, but he only
grunted. His attention was fixed across the street on Dixie. As
usual, she carried her portable CD player. He could tell that the
music from the headset was blocking out the rest of the world
because of the way she was walking, which seemed to be slightly
out of step with the direction and purpose of the people around her.
She glided and danced down the street, aimlessly, in step with a
melody no one elsecould hear.
Dixie spotted Henry, quickly shut the CD player off and, in
a single motion, pulled her headset from her ears before dashing
across the street. She stood in front of Henry for a beat, then
plopped herself down next to him on the bench.
They smiled at each other, casually, as Henry continued to
watch the town in motion.
“It’s like watching TV,” Henry commented. “Instead of
changing channels, you only have to turn your head this way or that
way.”
He motioned to the left where a thin man with long hair
walked with wide, rhythmic strides.
“He looks like a rock star. Probably looking for a leather
jacket.”
“Or guitar picks, or something like that,” Dixie chimed in.
“Exactly,” Henry said, then motioned to the right where a
large, round lady glided along the pavement, measuring each step
carefully. “See that large lady over there?”
Dixie nodded, then Henry pointed to the short man wearing
a sports coat a few stores down.
“Watch this, Dixie. They’re on a collision course. In a
couple of seconds… BAM!”
The man with the sports coat closed the gap between
himself and the large, round lady. Just before they met, though, he
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altered his path slightly. He tried to get around her by walking
sideways but he got clipped on the shoulder and was turned
completely around.
“Wow. You called that one. Cool. You like watching
people, don’t you?”
“Yeah.”
“I betcha watching me is like watching MTV or
something, right?”
Dixie took the CD out of the player, put it into the plastic
cover, and then inserted another one. She turned up the music a bit and
they both listened while the people across the street seemed to be
marching in tune with the music.
They watched for a few beats, then Dixie said, “This is
my…”
“…favorite CD,” Henry interjected. “I remember from
yesterday. Forget who they are, though.”
“Talent Pool,” she said. “Awesome tunes.”
She handed Henry the plastic cover and he studied it for a
beat.
“I’ve heard of them,” he said and gave it back to her. Dixie
chuckled.
“I should hope so. They’re only the greatest group alive
today.”
“Groovy,” Henry said.
“Groovy,” Dixie mimicked and then chuckled.
“Groovy,” Henry repeated, feeling hip – no gap between
the generations.
Dixie stared at the ground and Henry noticed her taking
quick shallow breaths, like she wanted to say something, but was
nervous. He continued watching the people across the street while
looking askance at Dixie.
Finally, Dixie spoke.
“Hey, listen, Henry. I wanted to express to you my deepest
feelings about your loss. You know... about your old lady. I feel like I
didn’t describe myself to you with the proper respects. I think I didn’t
give it the proper… importance.”
Henry laughed loudly.
“What’s so funny?” she asked, seemingly taking offense
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because she wasn’t trying to be funny.
“Why are you talking that way? You’re talking funny.”
“I’m sorry about your wife, man. You know?”
“That’s better. That sounds more like you. And thanks,”
Henry said, letting her off the hook.
They sat there for a spell, then Henry confided to her. “She
was my best friend, you know. I think I talk to Mary more now than
I ever did when she was alive.” Henry pointed to his head. “In my
mind, you know. I talk to her a lot in my head.”
“Ah! That’s nice. Does she talk back to you?”
“Sometimes. When I’m paying close attention.”
“What does she say?”
Henry looked at Dixie, smiled, and shrugged his
shoulders.
“I don’t know. She says, be nice to Dixie. All she needs is a
little helping hand to make it in this world.”
He smiled at her and she smiled back.
“Nice try,” she said. “I appreciate the sentiment though.
Hey, look at the suits over there.” Dixie pointed across the street at
two men walking with a purpose. “FBI agents.”
Henry nodded, and then stared at Dixie for a moment.
“What?” Dixie inquired.
“I like you,” Henry said.
Dixie’s mouth dropped. “You do? How come?”
“Because you dance like nobody’s watching. You don’t seem to
care what people think of you.”
Dixie laughed.
“You should talk. You’re the weirdest… I mean, not weird
but…”
“I know what you’re trying to say.”
“No, no. ‘Weird’ is a good word. Like turd. I used to call
my last boyfriend Turd-man. It’s an endearing term, a charming
weird.”
They both continued watching the townspeople for a few
seconds.
“Dancing? You like me because I, dance like nobody’s
watching?” Dixie asked.
“Yup.”
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“Okay. Then I guess I like you, too.”
“Doesn’t count. I said it first.”
“Does too count.”
“Then tell me why you like me.”
“I like you because you sing like nobody’s listening.”
After a hesitation, they both giggled childishly, as if nobody
was watching.
“Wow,” Henry said. “You were paying attention yesterday.”
“Yeah. That was a very nice poem. Did your wife make
that up?”
“No. It was from Mark Twain. Mary used to recite it all the
time.”
Henry looked toward the sky, closed his eyes, and from the
heart he recited it.
“Work like you don't need the money. Love like you've never been hurt. Dance
like nobody's watching. Sing like nobody's listening. Live like it's Heaven on
Earth.”
He turned to Dixie. “You like that poem?”
“Yes. I do. I mean, I heard you singing when you were
coming down the street the other day, and you said I dance like
nobody’s watching, and … well, you sing like … hell, man, you
do everything like nobody’s watching. You don’t seem to give a
shit about anything.”
Henry groaned, and then looked Dixie square in the eyes. “Do
me a favor, will you?” he mumbled like Marlon Brando in the
Godfather. “Stop with the potty-mouth, already. You got my
attention. You don’t need to…do that. Be a lady.”
He pointed with his index finger and touched her lip,
tapping it.
“You talk nice, else I’m gonna hafta kill ya.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

DIXIE PUFFED out a breath, the start of a laugh. She
cracked a half smile instead, and then realized that Henry was
trying to be serious.
She nodded.
“Listen, Henry. I’ve got something to tell you. What I
want to say is that… I… um… I’m sorry that I shook you down
the other day for money.”
“I only have about twenty dollars on me today.”
“I’m not asking for money now, Henry. That’s not what
I’m trying to say. I’m just trying to tell you… the guy I owed
money to, well, it wasn’t really for a loan like I said. It was sort
of a loan...”
Dixie paused.
“You know, now you pissed me off. You think I’m trying
to hit ya up or something?”
“Yes. I’m sorry.”
“I’m not asking for money. I’m just trying to be…
truthful right now. I don’t want to tell any more lies. I’m trying
to tell you that I owed Jason money for drugs. There. I said it.”
Dixie grimaced, expecting something bad to happen.
“Why are you telling me this?”
“Because, I’m trying to get my act together and stop
with the drugs already. I don’t want to bull… I mean, I don’t
want to lie to you. Actually, that’s not true, either. I guess I
don’t want you to find out from someone else that I do drugs. It
best come from me. That’s it, I guess. I don’t want you to find
out from anybody else that I owed money for drugs.”
“Okay. But I already know you do drugs. It’s in your
eyes and the way you twitch. It’s not normal.”
They sat there for a while, not saying anything.
Finally, Dixie couldn’t take the silence anymore.
“Don’t you want to say anything to me? Yell at me
or something?”
Henry shook his head.
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“Well, say something. You gotta say something.”
“Okay. Don’t do drugs anymore.”
Dixie rolled her eyes. “Duh...”
“This drug guy, is he a mean guy?”
Dixie’s nod was a big one.
“Would he hurt you?”
Her silence told more than she was willing to admit.
She felt a muscle twitch in her face.
“Well, drugs can kill you in a lot of ways, I guess,”
Henry said.
“Yeah, well, he was my boyfriend, you see, and he
doesn’t exactly want me to quit. He’s a… turd.”
“Isn’t that good?”
“No. Turd-man is good. He’s just a turd, without the
‘man’.”
“Um, I don’t know what you mean then. A turd? I get
an image of a very dirty person. Is that a turd?”
“He’s an idiot, okay. What’s with you and bad
words, anyway?”
“It’s not becoming, especially from a woman.”
“Becoming?” Dixie snickered through her nose.
“Yeah, right? It’s unbecoming.”
Across the street, Jason Spector, the “turd,” came
into view from an alleyway, and Dixie spotted him instantly.
“Oh, hell…” she said.
She looked away, trying to avoid Jason’s detection. A
bolt of adrenaline shot through her like a dagger. Slowly, she
picked her head up and peeked across the road. Henry followed
her gaze to Jason, a tall-ish, imposing man who wore a lot of
bling. He swaggered towards the intersection.
“That’s him?” Henry inquired.
Dixie’s nod was barely perceivable. “That’s him,” she
said. “The turd. This is his turf. I should’ve known. It’s his time
of day to patrol the area. He looks for targets, the turd.”
“Okay, now I have an image of a turd. A hoodlum. A
mean guy.
“Nasty is more like it. A person you would want to stay
away from.”
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Jason spotted Dixie and ventured towards her. Dixie
fidgeted with the on-off button of the CD player while looking
up and down Main Street for an escape route. Running was an
option, she thought, but then realized that she was going to be a
part of this unpleasant moment, like it or not. She stood up,
nevertheless, just in case she needed to make a quick getaway.
Jason flounced his way over to Dixie and Henry.
“Well, well, if it isn’t my little girl,” Jason said when he
was close enough to speak without yelling.
“I’m not your little girl, Jason. I’m years old.” Jason
leaned a little closer to Dixie.
“More like thirty-something, you mean.”
“Whatever. Listen, Jason, I don’t want any trouble.”
“Hey! Can’t a guy say hello?”
Dixie didn’t respond.
She knew all too well that Jason had a hair-trigger
temper which she didn’t want to ignite and risk putting
Henry in harm’s way. She didn’t want to put herself in
jeopardy either; not that Jason would hit her in public. Dixie
knew he was too smart for that. There was always another place
and another time to settle any differences. She didn’t want to
create a scene because, eventually, he would find a place alone,
away from crowds – that was his gutless style.
“Got something you want,” he said.
“No, thanks,” Dixie responded.
“I’ll stake ya. You’ve always been one to pay me back,
one way or another,” he cackled, which had the same effect on
Dixie as fingernails screeching down a blackboard.
A cold, soulless chill sped down her spine.
Dixie sat back down with Henry, drawing courage
from him.
“No. I don’t do that anymore.”
Jason looked at Henry, a careful once-over from bottom
to top. There was something sobering about Henry’s face,
something different about him. Jason had seen him around
town, but never talked to him, and had never been this close
to him before.
There was a look in Henry’s eyes as he gazed up at
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Jason. He had seen that look before in the face of judges and
prosecutors.
A condemning look.
Still, there was more in Henry’s eyes – a kind of
understanding, like he was looking through Jason, not at him. It
was as if Henry could see his soul almost.
Jason faced Dixie.
“Whuddya mean you don’t do that anymore?” he asked.
“What’s changed since last week?”
She didn’t respond.
Jason looked back at Henry and realized her sudden
display of courage was due to him.
“Hey, I don’t want to intrude on you two,” Jason said
to Dixie. “I can get you a good wheelchair if you want to take
this old buzzard for a walk.”
Jason gave another hearty chuckle, but only a short,
abrupt one. His insecure feelings needed to be obscured. He
didn’t want to tip his hand and appear weak.
“She has,” Henry said.
“She has what?” Jason responded.
“You asked what changed since last week. She has
changed.”
“What are you, a wise guy?”
Jason seemed to take Henry’s remark as a challenge, a
threat to his manhood. He moved forward to make his presence
felt, a tactic that had worked well for Jason in the past when he
felt a little threatened. He noticed Henry was looking towards
the south side of Main Street, not engaging him – a good sign
his intimidation was working.
“I wouldn’t stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong,
old man.”
Dixie jumped up.
“Leave him alone, Jason. He’s got nothin’ to do with
you and me. I told you, I’m not doin’ it anymore. Can’t you just
leave it like that? For now?”
A police car slowly passed them at that moment and
rested at the stoplight nearby. The sergeant who was sitting on
the passenger side eyed Jason, as if they had a history. Jason
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backed off a bit, since he lost the edge momentarily.
“Well, we’ll just have to wait and see about that, won’t
we?” Jason whispered in a serious, acid tone.
The police car moved on, out of view, and with its
disappearance, Jason grabbed Dixie by her hair and twisted it
until she howled for mercy.
Henry jumped to his feet. Jason tugged a little harder.
“Don’t be a hero, old man, or I’ll have to teach you a
lesson, too.”
Dixie cried out in pain and Jason chortled through
his nose. At the same time, he shot a look at Henry, as if he
expected him to cower. But Henry was not backing off and they
just glared at each other for a moment.
“What are you looking at, old man?”
Jason gazed into Henry’s eyes. They had a sense of
compassion, which unnerved him. No stranger had ever stood
up to him like that before. Henry grabbed Jason’s wrist gently,
forcing him to release Dixie’s hair – sort of a reflex, unplanned.
She fell to her knees holding her head as if it were going
to fall off her shoulders.
“Leave him alone, Jason,” she grunted through her pain.
“He didn’t do anything.”
“Tell him to move on if he doesn’t want to get hurt.”
“Henry… get lost,” Dixie quickly volunteered. “Leave.”
A hideous cackle emanated from an empty place within
Jason, probably another defensive ploy to intimidate Henry.
But Henry didn’t move.
Instead, he dipped into his pocket and pulled out a
twenty- dollar bill.
“How about I give you money?” Henry asked. “Will
you go away if I give you money?"
“No, Henry. Don’t. That’s all you have.”
Dixie got up and started to take it, but her head still
required the comfort of both hands.
Jason snatched the cash from Henry and stuck it into his
pocket all in one move.
“Alright, Jason. You got some money. Why don’t you
leave now?”
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Dixie said this just as the police car, having made a Uturn, came into Jason’s view again.
Jason backed off and patted Dixie on the head, sort of
in a friendly gesture. Dixie smacked his hand and Jason looked
over to the police car, which was slowing down to a stop.
“Everything’s okay here, Officer,” Jason said to the
patrol driver.
Jason backed off a little further, waited for the police car
to pass and, once it did, turned to Dixie and gave her a less
threatening stare. He looked at Henry, and then back at Dixie
again. He did this a couple of times, then smiled.
“Oh, now it makes sense. He’s your little Sugar Daddy.
Allright. I can deal with that.”
Jason pointed at Dixie and added, “You and I will
square things away later.”
Then, Jason left.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

DIXIE SAT on the bench holding her head. Henry
bent down to help her up, but she jerked her arm away. She got
up on her own accord, angry at the world and herself.
Henry stuck his hand in his other pocket and pulled out
another twenty.
“Look. I have more money.”
“Well, look at you,” she groaned. “Aren’t you the great
deceiver? Why did you give him money in the first place?”
“He needed something to save face. Money usually does
the trick.”
He put the money back in his pocket, and she picked up
her CD player. As she adjusted the strap around her shoulders,
they began walking down the street. He held her hand for a few
strides.
“Are you okay?” he asked.
People gave probing looks as they passed by. Feeling
awkward, Dixie pulled her hand away.
“Geez, Henry. People are going to think you and I…
you know. The old fart with a young chick thing.”
Two women walked towards them and whispered.
The only word Dixie heard was “addict”. She turned away
from Henry and held her fist close to her stomach in full
view of the ladies, a gesture to them that she would use her fist
on them if she had to. The two older ladies gasped and threw
their hands to their mouths. They turned away and picked up
their pace.
“Those old freaks,” Dixie said. “This town is too small.
I gotta get outta here.”
She held her head, still in pain.
“They just don’t know what to make of you and me,
Dixie.”
“Yeah, well, their dirty friggin’ minds love to make up
stuffwhether it’s true or not.”
They walked a few more steps before Henry said,
“Is ‘friggin’ even a word? I don’t think so.”
139

Dixie stopped abruptly and looked at Henry squarely
in the eye.
“Henry! Why do you have to be that way? I’m angry.
Can’t you see that? I didn’t say any curse words, did I? No way
is friggin’ a curse word. It’s a boat, or something like that.”
“No. It’s meaning is… not nice.”
Henry stopped in front of the local diner. Dixie
hesitated.
“No. My mother works in there.” She froze, staring at
the door. “I can’t.”
Henry wondered what the history was between her
and her mother. Whatever their story, he guessed a lot had
passed between them. Dixie’s mother could probably go into a
lot of detail about the years of addiction, the lies, the stealing,
and the denial. It didn’t matter to Henry about the details,
though. He just wanted to get something to eat.
“Let’s go in,” he cajoled.
“My mother works here, I said. She and I…”
“Let’s go in anyway. I’m hungry.”
Henry ushered Dixie in; escorted her past the ‘wait to be
seated’ sign and found an empty booth himself.
They sat in silence.
Dixie clasped her hands and fidgeted with her fingers.
Her foot tapped uncontrollably, and her facial muscles
twitched a bit.
Henry strummed his fingers on the table. He shot a look
at Dixie and then glanced off to the right. He shot another look
at her, then looked off to the left. Henry summoned a host of
facial expressions that made no sense at all.
“What’s the goofy looks for, Henry? What’s the matter
with you? Do you enjoy being an idiot?”
He feigned a hurt expression, but she didn’t respond.
She couldn’t because standing in front of them was a large,
matronly woman, broad across the beam and almost as hefty
around her waist. She had an ordering pad and pencil in her
hand.
“Hello, Mom,” Dixie said.
Her mother just nodded and stared at Henry with the
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countenance of an inquiring mother rather than a waitress
looking for his order.
“Hello, Henry,” she said. Her eyes never left him.
“Hello, Mrs. Swanson,” Henry shot back. “Mom. You
got something you want to discuss?”
Dixie didn’t have much patience with her mother
these days. Mrs. Swanson seemed to have less for her. Patience,
and even respect between mother and daughter, had long ago
been dissolved and replaced with distrust and abruptness.
And suspicion.
And anger. Anger was always in the mix.
“Where are you staying now?” Mrs. Swanson asked. “I
don’t want to get into this crap.”
“And what crap might that be?”
“Your crap,” Dixie almost shouted. “You always gotta
do this. Why can’t I just come in here and have something to
eat?You always gotta do this crap.”
Henry snapped his fingers at Dixie, and then pointed
to his lips.
“Watch your mouth,” he said. “Oh, good grief,” Dixie
responded.
Mrs. Swanson combed her teeth with her tongue until
the exploration ended with a loud “dissing” sound.
“What’s your interest with my daughter, Henry?”
Mrs. Swanson asked while fixing her gaze on him.
Dixie looked to Henry.
“See what you started. You had to come here. What are
you, stupid?” She shot a venomous look to her mother. “Sonof-a-bitch, Mom. Can we just order?”
“I’m not talking to you,” Mrs. Swanson cautioned
Dixie. “We all know why you hang with him. I’m just a little
curious why he wants to hang with you.”
Mrs. Swanson switched her gaze to Henry. “Hmm,
Mr. Wolff?”
He didn’t seem to be listening to her at all. He was
looking in the direction of Dixie, through her, it seemed.
He wouldn’t talk.
“What do you say, Mr. Wolff ? What do you want with
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my*daughter?”
Dixie understood her mother’s insinuation. “Mom,
that’s disgusting. I think that’s enough.”
“Henry, what do you want?”
Henry’s consciousness was barely functional. The
words ‘stupid’ and ‘want’ echoed in his ears. ‘Stupid … stupid
… stupid.’
Want … want … want.’
The noise became louder and louder, and he couldn’t
concentrate, so he focused on the wall at the end of the
restaurant. He knew Mrs. Swanson’s mouth was moving, but
there seemed to be no sounds coming from her. Henry’s
presence of mind was suspended in a different dimension.
He had to control it, to force his mind somewhere else
so the noise would stop.
***
HIS SURROUNDINGS BECAME hazy and his sight,
restricted, like he was peering down a tunnel or a tube.
Everything around him disappeared into the whiteness except
for a small area in the center of his vision where he saw Dixie.
Her voice was garbled and hollow. He was aware of himself,
experiencing this strange condition, but was paralyzed and
couldn’t talk. If he didn’t panic, this moment would pass.
Maybe in a few seconds.
Perhaps it would take a little longer...
“Henry,” Mrs. Swanson said after a minute or two.
“Henry, what’s the matter?”
She stopped her badgering, looked closely at his face
and saw he was expressionless... frozen... paralyzed. Looking
closer into his eyes, she saw they were glazed over, like a
harmless doe caught staring at a set of high beams.
She looked harder.
There was a sadness, and a feeling of remorse seemed to
engulf her heart. She may have made a terrible mistake about
his character. Perhaps he was not the rogue she assumed he was
but rather some sensitive soul whom she had just injured.
Embarrassed, she didn’t know what to say, so she
opened her pad and said, “What do you want?”
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This time she was looking for the order and wasn’t
trying to seek any hidden motives in Henry. She stood there for
a second before repeating the request.
“I want the pain to go away,” Henry finally said.
“I beg your pardon?” Mrs. Swanson said.
“I want to be forgiven,” Henry said.
Dixie and her mother looked at each other, both terribly
confused. Mrs. Swanson bent down and looked into his eyes
again.
“Henry,” she queried. “Are you okay?”
No response.
“What’s the matter with him?” Mrs. Swanson asked her
daughter.
“I don’t know. I’ve never seen him like this before.”
Dixie searched Henry’s face for signs of life. He was
there but, then again, he wasn’t. Dixie turned to her mother.
“Why do you have to be that way? Why can’t we just
come in here and eat?”
“How do you want me to behave, Dixie? You pop into
my world when you’re three days clean and you expect me
to open my arms because you’re making the effort for the
hundredth time?”
“No, I don’t. But that doesn’t give you the right to treat
me this way in public.”
“You stole from me, Dixie. My jewelry and my money.
You violated me too many times. I’m tired of being fooled.”
“Mom, I don’t expect anything from you. I don’t want
anything from you, except some lunch.”
“Oh, you have money for lunch all of a sudden?”
“No,” Dixie said and then pointed to Henry. “He does.”
Mrs. Swanson looked at Henry. Still, there was no
response from him. She passed her hand back and forth in front
of his face.
Henry didn’t even blink.
“So, you’re going to sponge off him, huh?”
Mrs. Swanson really didn’t expect to receive an answer
from Dixie, and she didn’t get one.
“His wife just died, Dixie. Don’t you have any
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decency? Where’s your self-respect?”
Dixie rushed to put the CD player strap around her
shoulders and promptly got up. “I’m not taking this crap.”
“That’s right. Run away. Take the path of least
resistance, like always.”
Dixie left and Mrs. Swanson sat down in the spot her
daughter had just occupied. With thunderous exertion, she
sighed as if taking her last breath.
“When is she going to get help? What in God’s
greenearth is the matter with her?”
She said this as if Henry were not there, even though
she could hear him breathing. Mrs. Swanson stared at Henry for
a while when, suddenly, he blinked a couple of times and then
looked around.
“Where’s Dixie?” he asked. “You gotta be kidding me.”
At first blush, Mrs. Swanson thought Henry was playing
mind games, purposely disappearing like that, and then
reappearing moments later. But she saw something very gentle
in his face and in his eyes before, so she surrendered to it and
lamented, tightening her lips as she struggled for the right
words.
“What’s the matter with you, Henry?” she asked with no
intended disrespect.
“Nothing. Whut's dah madder wut you?” Henry shot
right back, accented, albeit forced.
“All right, Henry. I’m sorry for coming on strong. You
don’t have a hidden agenda, okay. But what’s your interest with
my daughter? You’re almost twice her age.”
“She needs a little encouragement. She’s not a bad kid.”
“And what makes you think you can change her?”
“Nothing.”
“I don’t understand, Henry.”
“I’m sorry?”
“I don’t understand what you are trying to say. You say
she needs encouragement, so what makes you think you can
encourage her to stop taking drugs?”
“Nothing makes me think that.”
Mrs. Swanson didn’t know what to say. She seemed to
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be talking in circles, but there was a kind of wisdom coming
from him she couldn’t put her finger on. Although confusing, it
made perfect sense, and there was nothing more for her to say.
Henry had just dead-ended the conversation.
“Listen, Henry. I love my daughter very much, but she
has never been able to stay clean for too long. I’m sure she
thinks she’s not going to do drugs anymore. She makes an
effort. She gets on her feet, she feels better for a week or two
and then, ‘bam’…” Mrs. Swanson slapped the table real hard.
“…she’s back doing her thing. You don’t know what I’ve been
through. I’ve had thousand dollars' worth of jewelry stolen.”
Mrs. Swanson looked away through the window out
onto Main Street. She lost herself for a few seconds,
remembering.
“Dixie got a job helping some home construction guy,
and he gave her some items to return to the hardware store. She
lost the receipt, she said, and asked me to return them and get
the cash back for her. Said she couldn’t do it because she lost
her license, and they wouldn’t accept the returned items
without ID. Said she didn’t want to get in trouble on her new
job. So… hey, what did I know? She seemed to be better.
Wasn’t sleeping all day from a night-before binge. So, I
returned the materials. They called the manager over, and I
soon found out the items were stolen. Stolen!”
Mrs. Swanson took a long look out the window. “So,
yada, yada, and my daughter’s on probation.”
Henry nodded but kept quiet.
He seemed interested in what she had to say but she
didn’t know what to make of his behavior. She certainly had
heard the rumors, but this was the most she talked to Henry
in allher years of living in Coalsville.
“I’m sorry about your wife, Henry.”
“Thank you.”
“I gotta get back to work,” she said, noticing her boss
staring at her. “I hope you can do something with Dixie. I’ve
lost hope, the very thing she needs now. Something I can’t give
her. I got too much anger inside.” She pounded her chest.
“But maybe you can help her.”
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She walked a few steps, then turned and said, “I’m sorry
for before.”
Henry saw that she wanted to say something else but
couldn’t, as if something was stuck in her throat, that bulbous
knot he was all too familiar with. It was the kind of knot that
sat there for a moment or two in the neck, or maybe the chest.
Can’t speak. Can’t swallow.
But finally, it passes.
“Do you want anything to eat?”
Henry shook his head at first.
“Wait,” he said before she got too far away. “Coffee.
I’ll take a cup of coffee.”
He looked out the window at the elaborate holiday
decorations wooing the shoppers at the storefronts. While
staring at them, Judge Brady walked past the diner’s window.
Henry waved but the Judge didn’t see him.
He thought about what tomorrow would bring when he
would see the Judge in his chambers. They hadn’t talked in a
long time and Henry wondered how the Judge was doing. They
had a history, and Henry guessed it would be nice to see
him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEV EN

CHARLES PETZ PEERED through his kitchen
window and saw Henry walking around in his backyard,
making gestures to the numerous stones that lay on the ground.
To Charles, it looked like Henry was talking to the stones.
“What a moron,” Petz said to himself. “You stay away
from my kid, or I’ll stick my foot where the sun doesn’t
shine.”
Charles retrieved a mug from the sink, blew into it, took
the empty whisky bottle that sat next to the kitchen sink by a
box of Earl Grey Tea, and poured the last few drops into the
mug. He chucked the empty bottle into the garbage and started
hunting everywhere he could remember keeping a booze
reserve. He looked under the sink and in the cabinets but
couldn’t find anything. Then he remembered the pint hidden
away on top of the cabinet behind the molding.
***
HENRY WALKED around his backyard cataloguing, in
his mind, the rocks that had overtaken his lawn. He was, in fact,
talking to them, damning them for ruining his yard behind his
back as if these rocks snuck up from a dark underworld into
their present positions with an express purpose to aggravate
him.
“How can grass grow?” he yelled at no stone in
particular. “You ‘turds’ gotta go.”
***
AS HENRY PACED in the yard, Dixie danced up the
driveway in the front of the house, out of his view. She moved
to the sound of music on her ever-present CD player. When she
reached the door, she turned the music off and then knocked.
No one answered.
She jiggled the knob and the door crept open by itself.
“Henry?” she yelled out before going in.
Dixie called his name several times before she noticed
him through the dining room window talking to the stones. She
looked around, casually, and everything was exactly where it
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was before. Spotting the coin collection on the coffee table, she
picked it up, wondering how many people handled these coins
before they found their present home. There was a 1909
quarter, for example, an ancient artifact to her which probably
passed by the hands of millions of people before winding up in
this slot.
“What are you doing?” a voice boomed out of nowhere,
terrifying Dixie out of her wits.
Dixie turned and saw who it was.
“Oh my God!” she said, leaning back on one foot and
holding her chest. “You scared the hell out of me.”
“What are you doing in here?” Robin asked. “I… ah…”
Dixie didn’t know what to say. It certainly looked
suspicious that she was in the house alone with Henry’s coin
collection clutched against her chest.
But Dixie summoned her defense. After all, she hadn’t
done anything wrong, and Henry had given her an open
invitation.
“I’m here to talk with Henry.”
“Really? About what?”
“Nothing important. Just small talk.”
“What are you doing with his coin collection?”
Robin asked.
“I’m… admiring it.”
“Put it down.”
Dixie put the collection back on the coffee table. “Will
you please leave? Now?”
Dixie stomped off.
Her feeling of animosity was intense. When she got to
the door, she turned around and faced her accuser.
“What do you have against me, Robin?”
“Nothing, Dixie. I just don’t trust you. I’ve never trusted
you. Even in high school I didn’t trust you.”
These words came out in rapid-fire succession as if she
had been storing it for a long time.
“Why? What did I ever do to you?”
“It’s not what you did. It’s what you’re capable of
doing.
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So, please, Dixie. Just leave.”
“Okay, I’ll leave,” Dixie said. “But I want to say
something before I do. What I remember about high school was
prom night and Sharon asking me, 'where did you get that
dress?' Then she laughed. It was my grandmother's old dress.
That was the first day I became ashamed of living on the south
side of Main Street; the first time I was ashamed of who I was.
You guys are snobs of the worst kind.”
Dixie left without waiting for a response.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

HENRY SPOTTED Robin’s car. He put down the rake
and rushed to the shed. The table saw made it hard to maneuver
around. The hand tools, electric saw, paint sprayer, and scraps of wood
from abandoned projects laid around the workbench in no particular
order. Numerous half-filled paint cans and small bottles with twiston tops containing nails and screws of all sizes sat on dust-ridden
steel shelves. The garden rakes, brooms and shovels hung on the
walls.
A wooden mannequin, which was missing one leg and a few
fingers on one hand, rested against the wall in the far corner of the
shed. Henry walked directly to it, removed the good hand from the
mannequin’s arm and placed it on the workbench. He grabbed
his electric saw and plugged it into the electric socket. Henry found
a foot-long piece of scrap wood and placed it next to the saw.
Taking the stub of the mannequin’s hand and pulling it up his left
sleeve jacket, he created the illusion that the mannequin’s hand was
his own.
He waited patiently.
“Dad,” Robin yelled from the back door.
Henry held up the saw with his real hand and pulled the
trigger a couple of times to make sure Robin knew he was in the
shed.
Buzz … buzz … buzz …
Henry kept on pulling the trigger of the electric saw.
Robin exited the house, stomping down the steps and
across the yard. She looked around and walked in a quick circle,
wishing she never had that conversation with Dixie. Maybe she’ll
apologize to her later for being… a snob. No time to get hung up on
that now, she felt. Nevertheless it bothered her.
She headed directly for the workshop. Before entering, she
casually glanced over to the Petz house and saw Charles watching
from the window.
He always seemed to be watching.
What a strange man, she thought. He hasn’t been right
since his wife left.
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Henry held a piece of wood down on the work
bench with the mannequin’s hand, which he held firmly under his
sleeve as Robin entered the shed. He stood poised with the electric
saw in his other hand, the real hand.
He looked up.
“Oh hello, Sweetie,” he said, and then commenced to cut
the wood.
The blade tore through it and Henry didn’t stop sawing
until it cut his wooden hand clear off the stump. The
mannequin’s hand rolled off the workbench and onto the floor.
Henry let go of the trigger and screeched, then clutched his chest with
his mannequin’s hand while jumping around waving the wooden stub
in the air. He swung his arm around as if he had just cut off his real
hand and cried.
“Oh, my God! Oh, my God! OH, MY GOD!”
Robin gave Henry a deadpan stare.
“Will you knock that crap off,” she yelled.
She had been de-sensitized long ago from Henry’s childish
pranks.
“Have you forgotten? We are supposed to see Judge Brady
today. You need to change into different clothes.”
“I haven’t forgotten,” Henry said while removing the stub
from the sleeve and tossing it with the rest of the scraps of wood.
He bent down and picked up the mannequin’s hand off the
floor, then put it on the workbench. Robin and Henry faced each
other silently for a couple of seconds. Robin finally just shook her
head.
“I’m running out of props,” Henry said as he walked past
her, into the yard.
“Good,” Robin ushered back as she followed him to the
house. “You know, it’s these kinds of antics that will be talked about
today. And what do you think Judge Brady is going to think?”
“I’ve seen Judge Brady do some pretty stupid things,”
Henry said.
“I didn’t say what you do is stupid.”
“I saw him pour oil into his car when he forgot to put the
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screw back on the oil pan. He was pouring his third quart into the
crankcase before he noticed the oil streaming down his driveway.
What do you think of that?”
Henry opened the back door and looked back at Robin.
“I saw him do that. He looked around to see if anyone
saw what he did. I was parked at the stop sign by his house. We
looked at each other and we both laughed. Ha, ha, ha, ha. We
both thought it was funny. Not stupid.”
“So, what’s your point, Dad?”
“Nothing,” Henry said, and then walked in the house.
“Life is full of these unusual, funny things.”
After a few seconds, she realized what Henry was trying to
say.
“Aaagh,” she whispered to herself. “I should’ve laughed.”
She picked up a head of steam as she walked to the house. “I did
laugh, Dad, when you did it the first time – twenty
years ago.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

JUDGE BRADY SAT in his chambers tapping his desk
with his pencil. He looked at Henry and smiled.
Henry smiled back.
Robin was sitting next to Henry. Her hands were folded on her
lap, patiently waiting. They all were patiently waiting for
something.
The Judge looked directly at Robin and smiled.
“She knows, Judge,” Robin said. “Sharon didn’t forget.”
“Hmm.” The Judge continued to tap, tap, tap. After a
second he said, “I’m so sorry about Mary. She was … a
good person. I liked her very much. The community has lost a good
friend. A good citizen.”
“I liked her too, Judge,” Henry declared.
“Thank you, Judge,” Robin said.
“Maybe it’s just as well Sharon is not here. We can chat a
little bit. Why do you think you are here, Henry?”
Henry shrugged his shoulders.
“Something to do with Mary’s money, I suppose.”
“Yes, it has something to do with that, but we are here
because of you, aren’t we, Henry?”
Henry became fidgety, rubbed his hands together as if he
was washing them.
“I don’t want to get you upset, Henry. This meeting today is
for me, really. I want to know why… I need to know what’s on
Sharon’s mind. I’m going to let her talk about whatever she wants to
and not limit the topic. I sense she has issues, which I don’t think are
legal. And if that’s what I determine in the end, I will cancel the
hearing.”
He looked directly into Henry’s eyes, then into Robin’s.
“Okay? We’ll all exercise a little patience... let Sharon say
what she needs to say?”
Just as the Judge finished saying this, Sharon walked in.
“Sorry I’m late, Judge,” Sharon said. “Holiday shoppers
… they’re all over the place. I could’ve scored a hundred
points just coming here.” She chuckled. “You know, two points for
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the old lady over there. Ten points for the guy in the
wheelchair.”
Nobody was laughing.
Henry nodded and shrugged his shoulders as if to say,
‘Nice try. Not funny.’
“Never mind,” Sharon said.
“Yes, I know,” the Judge agreed. “There’s a lot of shoppers
out there today. Please sit, Sharon.”
Sharon sat next to Robin and they all waited for the Judge to
speak.
“Okay, let's cut to the chase,” the Judge finally said. “I've
known all of you for twenty-five years and I wanted everyone here
to discuss what's going on, off the record. Once the injunction is
filed legally, then we have a record. We don’t really want that, do
we? I know you all have been through a great ordeal with Mary's
illness.”
The Judge stopped and pinched the flab underneath his
chin for a few seconds, sort of an unconscious ritual to help him
find the right words. He settled on being straightforward.
“Henry, the nuts and bolts of it is this: Sharon here thinks
you can’t handle your own financial affairs. How do you feel about
that?”
“Well, maybe she’s right,” Henry said.
Robin immediately was on the edge of her seat. “Judge
Brady, I don’t think my father really meant…”
The Judge held up his hand, and Robin fell silent.
“That is an honest answer, Henry. Thank you.” He paused
thoughtfully then said, “I’m just not sure if it’s the correct
answer.”
He cocked an eye at Sharon, then at Robin.
“Is there something going on I need to know about?”
“Like what?” Sharon asked.
“Family argument? Maybe someone is sick. I don’t know.
I’m trying to understand, Sharon.”
“No. Nothing’s going on.”
The Judge sat back and puckered his lips. After a second, he
slapped both hands on the desk.
“Okay, then,” he said. “Talk to me, Sharon. Tell me why
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you filed this petition. I don’t have anything on the schedule for
another two hours so take your time.”
“Well, Judge. Here’s the skinny. When I was thirteen years
old, my father lost his driver’s license …”
***
ROBIN LEANED FORWARD as Sharon talked about
the reasons why Henry had lost his license – primarily because of
the drag races he got into with the high school students. Robin noticed
the Judge was very attentive about Dad’s drag racing exploits. In fact,
Judge Brady threw in a few exclamation comments like, ‘really’
and ‘no kidding,’ as if he were truly interested.
Robin also sensed the Judge was nervous. He stuck out his
chin, his tie appearing too tight. Sinking a little in his chair, he snuck a
peek at Henry and queried him with a quick eyebrowraise.
She caught a glimpse of Henry squinting slightly, a vague
response to a vague query by the Judge. Strange body language,
Robin thought, and if she didn’t know any better, she would
suspect something private was being shared between these two
men.
“And when we were younger,” Sharon said, “his behavior
was extremely peculiar. I mean, we were kids, and it was
embarrassing when my father purposely talked like a retard. At
parties… at the movie theater… nowhere was safe. One of my first
boyfriends came to the house… that was a mistake. My father
shoved his tongue in the back of his throat and talked like a …”
Sharon forced her tongue in the back of the throat.
“‘Myeeee naaaame izz Heeeenry, and Immaa Shaaaaron’z
faaaaatha’... like that,” Sharon demonstrated.
Robin covered her mouth trying to hold in her laugh.
“It wasn’t funny, Robin. I liked Dennis Benning. I liked
him a lot, and he would never give me a second look because of
Dad.”
“Oh, yeah. Right,” Robin said. “I’m sure Dad put the
kibosh on that. It couldn’t have been that you were so far up his
butt all the time that he was afraid of you.”
“All right,” the Judge interjected. “Stop, Robin. Let’s just
allow your sister to get it all out, okay? Go ahead, Sharon.
Continue.”
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“Well, there were always little episodes. Adventures, if
that’s what you want to call it. I remember one time, Mom had to
work late, and she decided it would be a good idea if Dad took us
to the movies. Why not? It was a nice day for a walk. Only Mom
didn't know Dad would give his money away to the first homeless
person he saw on the way to the theater. When we got there, he just
stood in front of the glass, and turned his pockets inside out. 'No
money,' he said, as if he expected the guy to let us in for free.
You know how embarrassing that was? He's always been that way,
and that's why Mom gave him an allowance. When he spent it, he'd
have to wait for the next week's allowance. That's the way it had to
be. That's the way it should be now.”
“Oh, please,” Robin blurted out. “This is the reason you
petitioned the court?”

164

CHAPTER THIRTY

HENRY PUCKERED his lips, indicating his
displeasure that his two daughters were ready to explode on
each other.
But he also sensed the Judge had things under control.
Although Henry wanted to add his point of view, he
figured he should be quiet and not add any fuel to the fire.
Not now. Not here.
He knew better. He remained silent.
Sharon continued. “And then there was that time when
he abandoned us.”
“He abandoned you?” the Judge asked.
“Yes. Well… kinda. I mean, Dad took us to lunch a lot,
Judge. This was before he lost his license. He took us to fast
food places, and God forbid if you were the last person to finish
eating or had to go to the bathroom or something before we left.
He would hustle everyone in the car and if you lollygagged
behind, you’d be stuck alone outside trying to find the car
because he would hide it behind some… some dumpster or
something.”
Robin seemed to be holding in a laugh. “Come on,
Sharon. It wasn’t that bad. It was funny.”
“Funny?” Sharon said loudly. “He never did it to you,
but remember Ginny? We were at Benny’s and when we
finished eating, poor Ginny had to go to the girls’ room.
Mistake! When she came out, she couldn’t find us in the
restaurant, so she went into the parking lot and she couldn’t
find the car because it was parked behind a truck, out of view.
She panicked and broke down, crying hysterically. My God, it
was terrible.”
Robin stopped laughing.
“Well, if I remember correctly,” she said, “you were
right there behind the truck peeking out, laughing with the rest
of us. And I don’t remember Ginny being all that upset. You’re
exaggerating.”
“I am not exaggerating. And maybe I did laugh but… I
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was eleven years old, for goodness sakes, Robin. What did I
know?” Sharon directed her attention to the Judge. “Ginny
cried her eyes out, Judge, because she thought my father left
her stranded, and that was the last time Ginny’s mother allowed
her to play with us.”
Henry was stunned at this revelation.
He remembered doing this, but it was a joke. Everyone
in the car laughed, and Ginny, in fact, thought it was funny
too. It wasn’t tears, but laughter he remembered. Henry
slumped in his chair, mortified at this revelation. He wanted to
say something, but he didn’t know what.
“And then there was that time with Judy Pickett, another
friend of mine. We were about twelve at the time. She was
upstairs taking a dump… excuse me, going to the bathroom.
“He banged on the bathroom door really loud…”
Sharonpointed at Henry.
A bolt of adrenaline felt like a knife in his chest. He felt
like he was a stranger being accused of a crime.
“…he scared the hell out of her,” she continued. “And
she slips and slides all over the toilet seat… and he pokes his
head into the bathroom and what does he say? Do you
rememberwhat you said, Dad?”
“I … I …” Henry felt mortified at these accusations.
Sharon never told him these were life-long issues she was
carrying.
“I forget, Sweetie,” was all Henry could say.
Sharon leaned forward and looked the judge in the eyes.
“He says, ‘Charming.’ He opens the door invading her
privacy in the worst possible way, while she’s slipping and
sliding all over the place, and that’s all he says to her. He
doesn’t say ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know anyone was in here.’
No. ‘Charming,’ is what he says.”
Sharon drew a big X in the air with her index finger.
“Another friend not allowed to hang with us.”
A quiet fell over the room as the judge scanned
those in front of him. Robin’s eyes were cast down. Henry
looked off as if he wasn’t paying attention. What Sharon was
saying seemed to have an effect on the entire Wolff family, but
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the Judge wasn’t sure what Sharon was saying had relevance.
“All this is interesting...” the Judge started to say, but he
was quickly interrupted.
“It’s not everything, Judge,” Sharon bellowed. “He used
to do stupid things while we were growing up. Oh, and God
forbid, we couldn't use the word 'stupid' in front of him or else
he'd go into his trance-like state. He hated being called that.
Still, I remember when we went Christmas caroling. He'd sing
'Jingle bells, Batman smells'. Sometimes we'd go out and he'd
wear his pants backwards. We'd meet strangers in a store, and
he'd stick out his hand and say, 'Hi, I haven't seen you in so
long' or he'd ask people for their autograph or ask them what
gender they were. Stuff like that. It was hard growing up with a
parent who behaved that way.”
“I see,” the Judge said.
“He could get pretty disgusting sometimes. He'd burp
in public and say 'mmm... tasty' or be on line at a supermarket,
blow his nose and offer to show the contents in his Kleenex to
people. I remember one time at a department store, he would
stare at people – look at them up and down. And when one
person got indignant and asked him what he was looking at, my
father said, in a real demonic voice, that he was looking for a
more suitable host body.”
“That's a new one,” Robin said. “Not to me. You weren’t
there.”
Judge Brady looked at Henry and saw a faraway look in
his eyes. He felt compassion for the elder Wolff. Although he
believed Sharon talked honestly, he also believed Henry didn’t
mean to do harm to anyone. He was just acting like a child in
the stories his daughter told.
“I’m sorry, Dad, but …”
The Judge held out his hand to stop Sharon.
“Now, let me tell you a Henry story,” the Judge
interrupted. “I remember the day when a dozen or so Asians
came to town sightseeing at the old Sakawanna coal mines.”
The Judge chuckled, anticipating the story’s end. “One of the
Chinese men asked your father to take a picture, you know, a
little family portrait as memorabilia of the trip. The Chinese
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guy handed your father a camera, then ran over to his family
and took a position next to his wife. While they all posed in
front of the sign, your dad, instead of snapping the picture,
tucked the camera under his arm and ran off with it like he was
stealing it. Funniest thing I ever saw. Their faces…” the Judge
laughed loudly. “It was in their faces...”
Judge Brady couldn’t contain himself.
“JUDGE!” Sharon shouted. “This is not funny. None of
this is funny.”
“No, Sharon. Not entirely. And there is a reason why I
allowed you to go on.”
The Judge leaned into his desk and got closer to her.
“Listen, I was hoping that you would come in here today, get
some things off your chest and then let everything be. I’ve
known your family too long. We’ve broken bread together, for
crying out loud. You have some gripes, maybe, but they’re not
serious. Your dad is a little … eccentric. That’s all. And if you
really think he’s a social monster, that’s an issue with a
psychologist. Not me. Not the courts. I suggest you try and
work these things out. What you told me has nothing to do with
your father’s ability to handle money.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

SHARON KNOCKED on the tabletop several times to
get everyone’s attention.
“Well, I haven’t gotten to the part about his fiscal
irresponsibility yet, Judge. He gives money away like it’s
bubble gum. He gave five hundred dollars away the other day,
the day after our mother died, I might add, to that… that
druggie, that cartoon character who walks the streets. What’s
her name… Dixie? And then the very next day he gave more
money to her. Robin saw it.”
Sharon pointed to Robin expecting her to corroborate
what they both saw from the porch of Duffy’s Funeral Home.
“I don’t know what I saw,” Robin said. “It was too far
away.”
Sharon shot Robin a look and wanted to call her a liar,
but Henry knocked on the table to get everyone’s attention.
“She’s right,” Henry said. “I did give Dixie some
money, but it wasn’t five hundred.”
“How much was it, Henry?” the judge asked. “Four
hundred.”
“Why did you give it to her?”
“Because she needed it.”
“For what?”
“I’d rather not say.”
“For drugs, Henry?”
“It was… she owed money to this guy who was going to
hurt her if she didn’t pay him.”
“A drug dealer, that’s who,” Sharon bellowed.
The Judge blew out a puff of air, as if he were given a
fatal blow. He leaned back in his chair.
“Why should this surprise anyone?” Sharon continued.
“That’s the way he was... and is. He went to the grocery store,
for example, and if anyone looked like they needed assistance,
he gave them whatever was in his pockets. He has always been
that way, and that’s why Mom was always the distributor of the
money. She gave him an allowance and when he spent it, he
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would have to wait for the next week’s allowance. Yes, that’s the
way it was. That’s the way it had to be. That’s the way it should
be now.”
“Yes. You mentioned that before,” the Judge said. “All
right, all right.”
“But there’s more, Judge...”
“I said all right. I’ve heard enough. I’ll see you all on
December twenty-third.” He looked to Robin and Henry
alternately. “I’m sorry if I caused any trouble here. I thought we
might be able to settle this informally, off the record.”
He turned to Sharon and pointed.
“But I’m going to tell you something, Sharon. You’ll
need more than what you’ve told me today. You’re going to
have to prove to me your father is incapacitated. In other words,
you’ll have to prove that he doesn’t have the ability to handle
money in a responsible way today. Not yesterday, or twenty
years ago, but today. A couple of instances of giving money to
destitute people doesn’t do it for me. Actually, it’s kind of
noble.”
“Judge,” Robin said, “can we do this after the
holidays?”
“No. You know I can’t, Robin. I’m required by law to
have the hearing within twenty days of the petition.
However, if you want to withdraw the petition and wait until
after the new year…”
Sharon shook her head vehemently. “Then I’ll see you
all on the twenty-third.”
The Judge stood and held out his hand to Henry.
“Henry, you take care of yourself.”
Henry shook Judge Brady’s hand. The Judge winked
at Henry, and Henry just smiled.
***
ROBIN LED the beleaguered Wolff family down the
concrete steps of the courthouse.
“Well, that’s that,” Henry said. “That was somewhat
painless.”
Then he whistled and skipped down the steps.
Robin could never get used to the way Henry dismissed
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things so quickly. He just got battered by his youngest
daughter, and he was acting like nothing had happened.
“Yeah, well, I guess Judge Brady wasn’t expecting to
do battle today.” Robin was talking directly to Sharon.
“Don’t start,” Sharon said. “I don’t have to defend
myself.”
“Nice weather,” Henry quickly piped in.
The Wolff family stood by the bottom step, each
looking in a different direction.
“I’m sorry, if I caused anyone any inconvenience.”
Sharon said. “I don’t know what else to say; except, I told the
truth and I have to go to work.”
“You could say, ‘Let’s sit down and talk this over,’”
Robincountered. “That would be the adult thing to say.”
“I gotta go to work.”
Sharon leaned into her father and gave him a peck on
the cheek, then left.
“Sharon hates me, doesn’t she?” Henry asked Robin
once Sharon was out of hearing range.
“No, Dad. She doesn’t hate you. She’s just holding on
to a lot of garbage, and she won’t let go.”
“Let go of what? What’s she hanging on to?”
“I don’t know, Dad. For that matter, what are you
holding on to? Maybe you both need to consider getting
professional help.”
“Are you still seeing that doctor what’s-his-name,
Plucker…”
“It’s Doctor Tucker, Dad. And yes. In fact, I’m seeing
him this afternoon. Do you want to come with me?”
“No. I don’t want to talk about anything to anyone.”
“Why, Dad? Maybe we should talk about it. Maybe
it’s time to talk about the secret.”
“NO!”
“Okay, okay.”
They walked a few blocks in silence to Robin’s car.
“Jump in. I’ll drive you home.”
“That’s okay. I’ll walk.”
Robin looked at her father and saw a man in conflict.
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She wanted so much to help him but didn’t have the foggiest
idea where to start. Robin saw Henry, at that moment, as a
child, and maybe tomorrow as an adult. But if there was one
thing she could hold onto, it was the thought that her
mother’s death had impacted Henry positively, caused him to
consider the fact he might have to change. She sensed a
desire fromhim to be independent, like wanting to get a job, for
example. There was a maturation process going on, Robin
thought, that was put on hold for three decades and now Henry
was trying to make up for that lost time in a matter of weeks,
like a body growing exponentially out of its clothes in a matter
of seconds.
It was painful and confusing.
“All right, fine,” Robin said. “Have a nice walk home.
Tellme something before you go, though.”
“What?”
“What was that all about inside with the Judge in
his chambers?”
“What do you mean?”
“The winking. The secret stuff that was going on
between you and him. I saw it. Don’t deny it.”
“Oh, that. I drag-raced him one time down JFK
Parkway. The cops stopped both of us.”
Robin couldn’t believe her ears. “Judge Brady raced you
down the busiest thoroughfare in town?”
“It was really early in the morning. On a Sunday. No
traffic.”
“No kidding. Did you get a ticket?”
“Not that time. The Judge talked him out of it. He had a
1964 Mustang. No match for my Buick. Beat him soundly.”
“What am I going to do with you, Dad?” Robin
muttered. They said their goodbyes and Robin drove off. While
driving, she thought about the qualities her father had that
allowed him to befriend a judge in one instance and corral the
loyalty of a drug addict in another. Dad was certainly at a
crossroads in his life, and maybe she was, too. She was on a bit
of a roller coaster ride and wondered when it would end.
Looking in the rear-view mirror, she saw her Dad walk
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down the street. He didn’t seem to have a care in the world.
“I wish I had a crystal ball,” she said.
She wondered what fortunes or misadventures were in
store for him... and for her.
***
ROBIN SAT in a reclining chair during the middle
of a session with Dr. Tucker. In a way, she knew she needed to
continue with the good doctor for a few more months, but the
other side of her was relieved this was the last session, at least
for now until the holidays were over. She had committed to six
sessions to get over the emotional crises she was in, with her
other being sick and dying, her sister being who she was being,
and her dad going through his changes. She felt confident that
she had accomplished what she needed to accomplish with the
sessions, but there was always something about a person’s
psyche that needed more defining.
“My sister ...” Robin said. “… well, she never
wanted what my mother wanted for her. All Sharon had to do
was go to college. That's all my mother wanted, but she had to
connive with that Mr. Potato head. She never had a serious
relationship with a man.”
“I don’t remember hearing you talking about a serious
relationship either,” Doctor Tucker said. “Have you ever had
one?”
“I guess I really haven't. Of course, there was Asa.”
“Asa Alder,” the doctor questioned. “The owner of
Alder pharmacy?”
“Yes.”
“Are you embarrassed right now?”
“I'm not embarrassed,” Robin asserted. “Let's talk about
it then.”
“Oh, good grief,” Robin exploded. “It wasn't... I mean,
he was a guy I liked in high school for a while, that's all.”
She wished she had not brought him into the
conversation. Now she’ll have to consider more sessions to get
to more… personal issues. The red candle in the window caught
her eye. It wasn’t there in her last session. She supposed it was
the doctor’s way of enticing her to be more personal. She
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wouldn’t put it past him to put an ornament up just to get her to
reveal herself more.
Dr. Tucker moved around in his chair to get more
comfortable, as if to suggest he had all the time in the world to
listen to this story.
“Okay, okay,” Robin exclaimed. “While growing up, I
wasa tomboy. I played with the guys... that sort of thing. I loved
baseball. I was pretty good at it, for a girl. Asa was a pitcher. A
good one. He was also smart. He had a thing for me. I could
tell. Well, it was more than that, actually. I used to get him
embarrassed. I played shortstop and I yelled 'no batter, no
batter', and then I would yell to him, in a much softer, sexier
voice, 'strike these guys out, Sweetie, so we can go home early'. I
could tell he found it hard to concentrate with me out there.
One game, we snuck behind the stands where no one could
see us and made out.”
Robin looked at the doctor to see if there was a
reaction to that last comment. The doctor didn’t change his
gaze at his notepad. He just bobbed his head slightly, as if to
suggest the story had some bite to it and he wanted Robin to
continue.
So, she continued, but not the way he anticipated, she
was sure.
“He had a great knuckle ball, which was the main
reason he won a scholarship to college later on. He led the
league in high school to the District Championship. Anyway,
we'd spend a lot of time talking, and he kissed me under the
bleachers. I liked him. But somewhere along the line, I lost
interest in baseball and we went our separate ways. I became
more academic and had less time for a social life. Him, too, for
that matter. Asa dedicated all his time to his business. He
should have a steady girlfriend or be married.”
“Why?” the doctor asked.
“Well, because he's a good-looking man,” Robin
admitted. “I mean, I met him at the diner a while back and
we had lunch. He told me he believed people married early
in their life because they felt inadequate, and marriage
somehow erased those feelings. He concluded that’s why most
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marriages ended up in divorces, so he was doing just fine
putting his priorities where they were. He said he would
continue to wait until he found the right person.”
“How do you feel about him now?”
“Nostalgic, mostly,” Robin said. “I shouldn't have
even mentioned him, but I remember... I remember the
baseball, mostly.”
“And the bleachers.”
“Yeah... the bleachers.”
“I’m not sure you answered my question,” the doctor
said. “How do you feel about him now?”
“I don't know,” Robin said, trying to be honest. “I just
remember him the way he was. He certainly had a lot of
confidence in himself. I sensed there was always something
there. I'd be lying if I told you there wasn't.”
“Go out with him then,” the doctor encouraged.
“Nah. I've fantasized about what it would be like on a
date with him, sitting in a candlelit booth, sipping wine and
talking about ERAs and RBIs. It would probably be boring. I've
changed. He's changed. Nah...” She thought for a second or two
more. “He's a good-looking man. I said that already, didn't I?”
Dr. Tucker nodded and then went back to staring at his
note pad.
“Listen,” Robin said, as if she was closing the topic, “I
gottoo much going on right now to think about my interests.”
“Like what, Robin? What's more important than what
makes you happy?”
“Right now, my family is falling apart. I mean, this
issue with Sharon filing for financial guardianship is causing
my father problems.”
“Problems? You told me he's doing fine.”
“Yes, he is. But, like I told you this morning, Sharon
is… Listen, Doctor, we all have issues, I know that. My father
has... issues. I know we've gone over this before, but my
mother's death has roused a sense of responsibility in my father,
I think. If that's possible. I mean, I still can't predict my father's
behavior. And Sharon is pushing him. Today was hard. She
brought up a lot of things that brought back memories, and
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feelings about my father. He was like a kid back then. But I see
him trying to act more maturely now.”
“So, where are we going with this?” the doctor asked.
Robin heaped a huge sigh. She drooped her shoulders
and cut right to the chase. “I'm afraid, doctor.”
“Afraid of what?”
“Coalsville is a small town,” Robin said. “People
talk.
Maybe a little too much.”
“Hmm. The secret.”
“Yes,” Robin admitted. “You see, even though my
father's behavior was... is bazaar, I always felt safe knowing the
secret was tucked away in a vault in his mind somewhere. But
I'm not sure now. I'm afraid the secret might come out and
it won't just affect my father.”
“You think it might affect you,” the doctor surmised.
“Yes.”
They sat in silence, both thinking. There was nothing
else
to
say.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

HENRY GAZED at the overcast sky from the back door of
his house while a TV meteorologist explained the burgeoning cold
front in technical terms. A high-pressure front was bullying its way
down and across the northwest, pushing the warm front out and
causing a twenty-degree drop in temperature. He observed tiny
flakes the size of deer ticks blowing in the wind.
Henry rushed into the living room and shut the TV off. He
patted Hootie who was napping on the couch, and then he began
hunting for his cold weather clothes: boots, a scarf, gloves.
He was feeling giddy.
Happy days are here again, da, da, da, da, da, da, da, da. I forget the
words and I don’t care. Da, da, da, da, da, da, da.
From outside, the predicted storm was tame at the moment.
Henry heard another storm brewing next door, however.
Yelling, screaming.
Two natures were operating independently: one young,
innocent and the other older, impulsive.
While lacing his boots Henry heard a door slam. A peek
out the kitchen window showed Danny stomping down the patio
steps. He meandered for a moment, mumbling obscenities.
Finally, he settled by the fence, kicking it, still mumbling and
cursing.
***
DANNY LOOKED like he wanted to scream at the top of
his lungs. He was feeling so angry, desolate and alone. Then, quite
unexpectedly, Henry burst open the back door of his house and
appeared before Danny like a caricature from a Brothers Grimm
story. He wore a knitted hat with earmuffs, gloves, and a down jacket
that made him look like a doughboy with snow boots. He also had a
scarf wrapped twice around his face, and a backpack strapped around
his shoulders.
Henry pulled the scarf down off his mouth and took a gulp
of air. With his head tilted back, he let the tiny flakes fall where they
may.
Danny did the same, feeling the raw moisture against his face
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and outstretched tongue. Distracted from his misery, he watched Henry
march across his back yard and disappear into the shed. The young
Petz heard rustling and clanging noises. It sounded as if Henry were
in a fight with a bear. Suddenly, two rakes came flying out of the
shed.
***
HENRY STROLLED outxx of the shed with a victorious
smile on his face and a backpack in his hand. He yelled with a John
Wayne sound-a-like intonation.
“Gotta pick up those rocks before the snow covers the
ground.”
But the impersonation was wasted, he figured, since Danny
probably had no idea who John Wayne was.
“We gotta pick up the loose rocks,” Henry said, motioning
Danny to come over. “They’re a damn nuisance, if you know what
I mean.”
Henry loosened a rock that was embedded in the ground. He
picked it up, put it into his backpack and motioned again for Danny
to come over and help.
Sadness overcame Henry at the prospect of a new season
that would arrive without the vegetables and annuals in the
backyard. He wondered whether he would take up his wife’s
passion for gardening this spring. He could rework the pumpkin
patch and re-seed for tomatoes and green beans. A fitting tribute, he
thought, to commemorate his wife’s life, a gift to his soul mate.
Yes, that’s what he would do, become a tiller of the land.
Danny hopped the fence and helped in the inspection
of his neighbor’s backyard. There seemed to be more rocks than
patches of grass.
***
DANNY REMEMBERED a time when the lawn was all
green before Mrs. Wolff got sick. She took care of the lawn, loved
gardening especially, and always seemed to be out in the yard
working and singing. Danny helped her pull the weeds on
occasion. Got paid eight bucks an hour, he remembered,
including the time taken for the iced tea breaks. She was generous that
way. And they would talk, too.
“You can learn a lot about living through gardening,” she
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told Danny one time while she was fertilizing and watering the plants.
“People are a lot like flowers. Got to eat right. Don’t let the weeds
creep in.”
Danny remembered her analogies and for the first time he
missed Mary Wolff. He missed the talks especially.
He noticed the two large patches of dormant thistles where
strawberries once grew. It’s sad, Danny thought, to see the garden get
run down like this when Mrs. Wolff had put so much work into it. He
visualized the area where the pumpkins had grown – big, orange
pumpkins. Mrs. Wolff always gave Danny one, except for this
year. No pumpkin seeds were planted this year. Danny scouted the
area where the tomatoes and other vegetables once flourished. There
was only hard dirt and rocks now.
***
HENRY SCOUTED the lawn with Danny.
“Not what it used to be,” Henry said. “Gotta get these rocks
up, Danny. Need to clear the ground for the grass when the spring
comes along. I’ll do some planting, maybe.”
Danny glanced back at his house and spotted his father
peering out at him through the window with dark, commanding
eyes. He knew his father didn’t like Henry but, at that moment, he
didn’t care if his father watched.
Henry strapped the backpack on Danny. “Too tight?” he
asked.
“No.”
Danny actually liked Henry. His crazy, senseless behavior fit
into the boy’s meaningless and pointless world. Henry didn’t talk
down to him like other adults did and, truth be told, the young Petz
always liked Henry, even before the eulogy at church. Danny
sensed vulnerability about his neighbor, not that he understood
Henry very much at all.
“How are you doing, Danny?”
“I don’t know. Fine, I guess.”
Danny wanted to say he wasn’t doing well, but then he’d
have to explain why. And that would be difficult to do. His
confusion and pain were so obscurely hidden inside his soul, too far
hidden to be fodder for his rational thought processes.
“Voices whisper to me,” Danny said as he picked up a rock
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and put it into his backpack.
“Really? Voices?” Henry picked up a rock and also put it
into Danny’s pack. “What do they say to you?”
“They say I don’t belong in this senseless world.”
“Ooo. That’s heavy.”
As they talked, they picked up rocks, and instead of Henry
putting the rocks into his own backpack, he continued to deposit
them into Danny’s.
“I think God committed an error when He made me.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because I’m not like other kids. You’re like that too,
aren’t you Henry? I sense you and I are alike in that way. I mean,
no offense, but you don’t exactly fit in with adults. And I don’t fit in
with kids. Sort of the same, isn’t it?”
“Oh, I see. We’re like these rocks struggling to find a place in
the world.”
“Yeah. Yeah, that’s a good way to put it.”
Danny didn’t know how to put it into words, and Henry
kind of did it for him. Danny was content, for the time being, that
someone else could understand him.
“We’re not well equipped to cope in a world which
doesn’t cater to sensitive men, Danny.” Again, another boulder in
Danny’s pack. “Real men don’t well-up with emotion at the sight of
a beautiful sunrise. Real men don’t get all choked up when a movie
or a book perfectly expresses what they’re feeling. If they do, then
something’s wrong with them. I suppose you feel something is wrong
with you in that sense?”
“Yeah. Sort of,” Danny agreed.
Danny took another look at his house and saw his father
was still watching.
“Come on,” Henry said, “More rocks.”
Danny picked up another rock and put it into his
backpack. Henry picked up a rock and put it into Danny’s pack as
well.
“Well, I got some trivia that might brighten your day,”
Henry said. “Do you know that rubber bands last longer when you
store them in a refrigerator?”
“No.”
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“Do you care?”
“No.”
Henry laughed while bending down. He placed another
rock into Danny’s backpack.
“Well, it’s true nevertheless, and peanuts are one of the
ingredients of dynamite.”
“Really?”
“Yes, and there are two hundred and ninety-three ways to
make change for a dollar.”
“No way,” Danny said and then chuckled.
“Yes way.” Henry said. “And a secretary’s left hand does
fifty-six percent of the typing on the average. All this is true. It’s on
the internet.”
“Mr. Wolff. Will you please stop putting rocks in my
backpack? Put them in your own.”
Henry picked up another rock, motioned to put it in
Danny’s pack, but he jerked away and slipped it into his own.
“Life shouldn’t suck at your age, Danny. You should be out
having fun.”
“There’s nothing out there to do that’s fun. I have no
friends. Haven’t you been listening to me?”
“Yeah, I’ve been listening. But there are things out there
that are fun.”
“Like what?”
“Like… mooning a funeral procession. That has magical
properties.”
Danny’s eyes bugged out. What a crazy thing to say, he
thought. But it was funny, so he chuckled.
“See. Even the thought of it makes you laugh. How are
you doing in school?”
“Some guys at school pick on me. I don’t like going there
anymore.”
“Pity,” Henry replied. He waited a beat, and then said,
“Witty! Ha! I’m a poet and don’t know it.”
Danny shook his head. “What’s the matter with you, Mr.
Wolff?”
“Henry. Call me Henry. And what do you mean?”
“My dad says you are… I mean, some people say you have
181

that war disease and that’s why you don’t have a job and can’t
work.”
“Oh. I see. Well, I can work, if I want to. In fact, I’m
going to get a job soon.”
Henry deposited another rock in Danny’s backpack, as if he
were now doling out a punishment.
“Hey, will you stop that, Henry? You got a backpack on
your shoulders. You see. You do dumb things like that, and people
think you’re weird. What’s the matter with you?”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

DIXIE APPEARED from the street. She could see
Henry and Danny talking, but felt a little awkward about
interrupting them since they seemed to be in a personal conversation.
She didn’t know Danny that well. She’d seen him around town
every once in a while, and they exchanged wise cracks a couple of
times, but that was about it. So, instead of approaching them, she
turned up the volume of her CD player, sat curbside and watched
them.
Henry took a panoramic view of the sky.
“Look at those clouds. Look over there. I see a bullfighter
with his cape.”
Danny looked up. “They’re just clouds.”
Henry held his rake across his chest as if it were a sword. “I
am a conquistador. I am a lover. I am a poet, an artist. I
can be whatever I want to be.”
Henry took another look at the sky. It looked pretty nasty, and
snow was coming down heavy now. Henry did some more raking.
“We better hurry up here.”
Danny redistributed the weight of the stones across his
back.
“I wish I was rich,” Danny confided. “I’d run away. Are
you rich?”
“Oh, yes. I’m very rich.”
“How much money do you have?”
“I’m not rich because I have money. In fact, I only get
twenty dollars a day.”
“Then why did you say you’re rich?”
“A rich person is not someone who has the most money.
He’s someone who needs it the least.”
“You mean, if you have a lot of money, you can buy
anything you want, and then you don’t need more money.”
“Not exactly.” Henry picked up another rock and held it, as
if he were talking to it. “How about if you don’t have a lot of wants
or desires then you don’t need a lot of money. It’s that kind of
thing.”
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“Oh.”
Danny bent down, picked up a rock and put it in his
backpack. Henry put his rock in Danny’s backpack as well.
“Hey, will you PLEASE stop that, Mr. Wolff ? My
backpack’s starting to get heavy. Put it in your own damn pack,
for crying out loud.”
Henry bent down, picked up another rock, and deposited it
in Danny’s pack.
“That’s it.”
Danny took off his backpack and threw it to the ground.
Dixie saw Danny throw his pack down. She was
just about ready to get up and go over there to see what the fuss
was about when she saw Petz sneak around his back property along
the north fence. She watched him creep into Henry’s yard like a
prowler and position himself behind Henry’s shed while Henry and
Danny were in a heated discussion. They didn’t notice Mr. Petz
behind them. Then Henry laughed which seemed to provoke Danny.
She watched the boy pick up a large boulder from the ground and
ram it into Henry’s backpack.
“There. Put that where the sun don’t shine,” she heard him
yell.
He seemed very upset.
Henry bent down on one knee and was talking to Danny in
a friendly way. She could see Henry had a fix on him, eye- to-eye,
and whatever he was saying seemed to calm the boy.
Dixie watched Mr. Petz closely.
He clenched his fists, crouched like a tiger ready to pounce.
She took off her headset and whispered, “Watch out, Henry,” then
she stood, expecting the worst.
Dixie looked up at the sky. The snow was coming down so
hard now she couldn’t see across the street clearly anymore. She
could see Mr. Petz rolling up his sleeves, however, as if he were
preparing to fight so she ran across the street with her CD player
tucked under her jacket. Then, she opened Henry’s mailbox and
stuffed the player inside. Removing several CDs from her pockets,
she stuffed them in there as well. After she closed the lid, she
headed over to the backyard.
She had to warn him.
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“Henry,” she yelled as loud as she could.
As she approached, she noticed Petz was gone. She looked all
around and caught a glimpse of him going back into his house.
“Is that you, Dixie?” Henry asked.
He stood and motioned to her to come over. He looked
down at Danny.
“Are you okay, now?” Henry asked him. Danny wiped away
his tears and nodded. “Danny, you know Dixie?”
Danny turned and gave a half-wave to her.
“Yeah, of course I know her. She was over here the other
day.”
“I’ve been watching you guys from the street,” Dixie said.
“Everyone seems very intense, Henry.”
She started to say something about Mr. Petz, but it seemed
irrelevant now since he was gone. The snow was teeming down on
them. It was coming down so hard, in fact, the ground was already
covered.
“My Lord,” Henry said. “Would you look at this?” The
snow had covered them as well.
Danny spun around like a top with his arms outstretched.
He spun around until he fell over his own feet.
The snow mesmerized Dixie.
She looked up as the flakes zoomed down on her like
legions of white locust. Sticking out her tongue, she temporarily
got lost in the sensual moment, feeling the icy crystals dissolving
against her warm, moist skin.
It was magical.
Henry inhaled deeply. The cold air stung his nostrils and lit
up his lungs with a vigorous, youthful potion.
“Come on. Let’s go to the park,” he yelled.
Excitement and adventure filled his soul, and he wanted his
call to the park to be an incentive to sweep away all fears and all
worries.
The three of them bolted for the street.
“Where the heck is your CD player?” Henry asked Dixie.
“You never leave home without it.”
“I brought it, but I put it in your mailbox because it was
snowing so hard. Nobody will steal it, will they?”
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“Don’t worry. It’ll be safe in there.”
The three of them pranced down the street, seduced by the
white tempest. After a moment, the cares of the world vanished.
Danny seemed to forget his hardships. Dixie danced like
nobody was watching.
Henry felt like a child witnessing his first snowstorm.
He opened an imaginary secret door and stepped through into
a pearly, magic-land where real-life conundrums did not exist, and
where their rollicking adventures would soon bind them for life.
“Come with me, my fellow voyagers,” Henry bellowed.
“Let’s travel through the secret door and go into la-la land. Little
do we know where this sojourn will take us. But do wecare?”
“Hell no,” Danny said.
“Careful, my boy. If we are to be knights, we must watch
our speech.”
“Sorry, Sir… Lancelot.”
“At the moment,” Henry continued, “we have no demons in
the world. No anxieties. It is just the three of us prancing down a
white-brick road, three quixotic wanderers off to discover…
ourselves. We are on a sizeable expedition where unknown
adventures lie ahead.”
“Maybe there is a ring to be found,” Danny said. “Exactly,
my friend,” Henry shouted.
“Or a sword to be pulled from a stone,” Danny added.
“Yes, yes. There are unknown dangers to be faced,
damsels to be rescued on their journey to this faraway
land…”
“We’re just going to the park,” Dixie chimed in.
“It’s not just the ‘the park’,” Henry said. “Haven’t you
been listening? When we reach this land, we will most surely have to
do battle with a sizeable evil force.”
“Why don’t we just build a snowman,” Dixie offered.
Henry swiped her with his imaginary sword and the three
figures marched into la-la land. Before long they disappeared into a
bleached canvas, a glitzy wall of white and gray.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

CHARLES PETZ PACED back and forth in the
kitchen, leaving a track of dirt on the floor from his muddy
boots. He hovered over the counter and looked out the window
for Danny and Henry.
They were gone.
Charles ran through the hallway to the living room
window, peered out it and saw three figures blurred by white
speckles, like noise on a TV screen. They disappeared into the
thick, poltergeist mist.
Petz went back into the kitchen and aimlessly walked
around the room. Finally, his body collapsed into the kitchen
chair. His elbows hit the tabletop like daggers, and he rested his
chin in his hands.
His eyes filled with tears.
The encounter with Henry outside had shaken him
plenty, and he didn’t know what to think or feel... or do. It
was hard to tell why he felt so scared, and of what or whom, he
didn’t even know. It was an aimless feeling inside. It had to be
the guilt, or maybe it was just that neurotic feeling from
drinking too much. Whatever the reason, it was no excuse for
his recent behavior which was defining him as a father. He
didn’t like the kind of father he was becoming. Of course, he
loved Danny, so why had he been behaving so brutishly
towards him, like he didn’t love him?
Charles hated his wife for leaving with another man.
But he began thinking about what it was that drove her away.
Could it have been that he didn’t want her to go to college? Her
dream was to become a nurse, and maybe she felt he stood in
her way. Or… could it have been that little kiss he gave that
checkout girl. But Stephanie forgave him for that. At least,
she said she did. And he was always a model husband after
that, because he loved her. Time proved that, didn’t it?
These feelings were almost unbearable. Oh, how he
hated that woman! ‘Oh, God. How I hate ME!’
No… no, I must stop thinking about all this, he told
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himself as he pounded the table. I must … I must … I must!
He stood up and began to pace again.
These conflicting thoughts were driving Charles
mad.
What did he do wrong? Remorse. Guilt.
Why did she leave? Anger. Hate.
Will she ever come back? Absolution. Hope.
Charles spotted an abandoned carafe in the kitchen
sink. It had an ounce or two of sangria punch, which Charles
made the night before. He lunged for it and held the carafe to
his mouth.
The smell of the booze... His hands shaking....
His stomach twisting...
They all had him thinking about the word he had
avoided for months. Ridiculous, he thought. Too much on
myshoulders, that’s all.
I can’t be an… alcoholic.
Slowly, thoughtfully, he put the carafe down. He felt
anoverwhelming flush of anxiety.
He felt like a total failure.
Charles would rather have his arm cut off than
continue with these horrible feelings of depression.
“Damn you, Henry Wolff,” Charles whispered. “Why
couldn’t you leave us alone?
Henry scuffled his way to the park with his
swashbuckling friends through the teeming snow. He had
passed this way a thousand times before by himself, but this
was the first time he trekked along this path with a purpose,
and with an army. It felt like a holy pilgrimage, a journey
taken for the first time.
At least to Henry it did.
The snow had let up a little, but they still couldn’t see
further than a football field.
“I haven’t seen snow like this in a long time,” Henry
said, trying to grab one of the flakes. “They’re bigger than fiftycent pieces.”
The flakes vanished in mid-flight as soon as Danny and
Dixie touched them. They reached for another, then another,
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and each time the flakes disappeared like magic. The three of
them marveled in silence at the spectacle.
They continued walking.
“Do you know the number seven in Seven-Up was
selected because the original containers were seven ounces, and
‘Up’ suggested the direction of the bubbles?”
“Oh, no. Here we go again. Trivia,” Danny cried out.
“I like playing trivia,” Dixie said. “Like knowing that
two-thirds of the world's eggplant is grown in New Jersey.”
“Exactly,” Henry said. “It helps fill the time while we
walk to the park. Don’t you know any useless information,
Danny boy?”
“What good is it memorizing useless crap if it’s
useless?” Danny asked. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“What good is it?” Henry cried out. “Why, it’s fun to
learn things you didn’t know. It’s like learning things for the
first time. It’s like that word ‘crap’ you just said.”
“Oh, here we go,” Dixie said. “You’re not allowed to
use bad words, Danny.”
“The word ‘crap’,” Henry continued, “comes from a
man’s name, Thomas Crapper, who most believe invented the
flush toilet, but he didn’t really.”
“Ooo. That was a good one,” Dixie said.
“Okay, then. I got one,” Danny said. “All of the clocks
in the movie Pulp Fiction are stuck on four-twenty.”
Henry thought for a few beats. “That counts. That’s
good.”
Danny’s countenance suddenly changed. His chest
jutted out a few inches as he swung his fist at a snowflake,
knocking it to smithereens. “Yes!”
“The city of Portland,” Dixie piped in, “The one in
Oregon, was named after a coin toss in 1844. Heads for
Portland and tails for Boston.”
“So what?” Danny asked. “That’s not interesting.”
Dixie bent down, packed some snow and threw it at
Danny. The snow broke up and scattered in a thousand
directions.
“Okay. Here’s one,” Danny said. “Did you ever hear
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someone say, ‘the whole nine yards’?”
“Sure,” Henry replied.
“Well, the machine guns in a World War Two
fighter plane had these ammo belts which measured exactly
twenty- seven feet.” Danny turned to Dixie. “That’s nine
yards.”
“Duh,” Dixie said as she pushed Danny into Henry.
“Well,” Danny continued undeterred, “if a pilot fired all
his ammo at once at a target, the target got ‘the whole nine
yards’. And that’s where it came from.”
Henry clapped. “That’s a good one. That’s the best one
so far.”
“No good. Too long,” Dixie yelled. “It’s gotta be short
and quick. Like, ‘Thirty-five percent of the people who use
personal ads for dating are already married.’”
“It takes 3,000 cows to make all the footballs for the
NFL in one year.” Danny bowed, but he was the only one
clapping. “Okay... okay. I got a winning entry here,” Henry
interjected. “Now, you gotta listen up for this one, Danny,
because this one will help you understand women better.
Here’s a sample of a woman’s English. When they say ‘yes’,
they really mean ‘no’. When they say ‘no’, they mean ‘yes’.
‘Maybe’ means ‘no’. ‘I’m sorry’ really means ‘you’ll be sorry’.
And ‘we need’ means ‘I want’.
Dixie jumped on Henry’s back. “That’s terrible. You’re
a chauvinist.”
“Danny, help me!” Dixie yelled. Her grip was slipping
but Danny tackled Henry by the legs and Henry fell to the
ground while he yelled, “T-I-M-B-E-R”.
In a moment of frenzied snow throwing, they all began
laughing hysterically. There was an endless supply of ammo.
They scooped it up and threw it wildly and indiscriminately.
The snow scattered in all directions, and the more they threw,
the more they laughed. They continued to laugh until they
couldn’t throw anymore.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

HENRY WALKED past the bridge ahead of his two
young friends. A melancholy spirit temporarily engulfed him while
he debated whether to look down the embankment to see how his
homeless friends were doing. They were probably okay, huddled
together out of sight beneath the bridge under a dozen donated
jackets and blankets.
Dixie caught up to Henry and used him as a shield against the
onslaught of Danny’s snowballs. Danny belted Henry with a flurry of
harmless snow from behind. Before Henry knew it, he was in a battle
once again where the ammunition was a boundless supply of gobs
and chunks of the white stuff, and alliances were set only
temporarily. It was kill or be killed – that was the name of the
game.
The three of them interchanged their allegiances as quickly
as they could pack a new snowball. As Henry ducked and fled from
the line-of-fire, he scurried down the hill on Delancy Street into
the north side of the park.
Dixie and Danny were in hot pursuit.
Henry laughed over the fact they were all covered with
snow from head to toe.
“Okay. Time out... time out,” Henry kept on yelling at his
youthful companions, trying to establish peace.
But they continued their war and Henry had to grab his
chest, mocking a heart attack, to remind his youthful friends that he
was in a different age group. He was not filled with their limitless
energy... and at any moment, indeed any second, he could keel
over and die.
Henry walked over to a bench, brushed off the snow, and sat
down.
He felt exhausted.
“Are you all right, Henry?” Dixie asked.
Henry nodded because it was easier than shaking his head.
They all sat on the bench at the edge of the park and quietly
watched the flakes stream down from the sky.
After a few moments of reflection, Henry repeated the
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poem he had recited at the funeral.
“That’s so nice, Henry,” Dixie declared. “That’s boring
crap,” Danny said.
Henry dogged Danny with a long, hard stare. “What?” Danny
responded innocently. “Wouldn’t you like to rephrase that?”
“Rephrase what?” Danny didn’t seem to have a clue what
Henry meant.
“Don’t you mean... that’s boring stuff, or that’s a boring
poem?”
“Don’t use bad language in front of Henry,” Dixie told
Danny with a sarcastic tone. “And for your information, it was a very
nice poem.”
“Okay. Sorry,” Danny said. “Ooooo.” Henry got up and
started walking.
As Dixie and Danny followed him deeper into the park,
Henry had Danny memorizing the poem, a form of punishment
for his foul mouth. By the time they reached the center of the park,
Dixie and Danny were alternatelyrepeating the lines.
“Sing like nobody’s listening,” Danny recited.
“And live like it’s Heaven on Earth,” Dixie finished the poem.
“Cool crap,” she added as an epitaph.
Henry’s mouth dropped and he cast Dixie a chilly gaze.
Then Danny shouted out, “Look at these flakes. They’re
bigger than my balls.”
Dixie chuckled, but Henry was not amused by either of
them. He glared at both of them, alternately.
“Baseballs,” Danny said. “I meant baseballs.”
“I don’t believe you two,” Henry said. “Your mouths
should be washed out with soap. Your language sucks.”
Suddenly, his head snapped forward, and he felt a sting
from the sharp pelt of a snowball. He turned to see Danny laughing
and waving his gloves in the air as if to say, ‘catch me if you can.’
Then Henry took another hit in the head, this time from Dixie. The
mighty battle was about to resume.
Henry approached the center of the park straggling
behind Dixie and Danny. His coat and pants showed signs that he had
taken the worst of the fight. The snow was still coming down heavily,
and the landscape was completely white. Groups of children were
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already playing in the open space while their mothers were by the
swings, a sizeable distance away, watching them.
Henry rested on a fence and watched the children play. He saw
a mother escorting a boy to a group of children who were already
playing. She pointed to the swings where the other mothers were,
then kissed the boy. While she drudged her way over to the swing
area, the older children pummeled the abandoned boy with a
series of snowballs.
Henry wondered for a moment why this seemed to be a
ubiquitous trait of human nature, the stronger bullying the weaker,
like there were emotional pleasures gained from dominating the
defenseless.
“Who’s that boy getting picked on?” Henry asked Danny.
“You mean, the kid who’s getting killed?” Danny asked.
“He’s that new boy. Tommy Milkshake, or something.”
“Tommy Maltin, you knucklehead.” Dixie chimed in.
“He’s new to the neighborhood. He moved here a couple of
months ago.”
“I’ve seen him around,” Henry pondered. “His father died
recently, didn’t he?”
“Divorced,” Dixie said, and then cringed at the sight of
Tommy getting hit in the head.
“Oh. Divorced. Hmm.” Henry waited a couple of
seconds, then highbrowed Danny and Dixie. “Well, don’t you think
Tommy-boy is a little outnumbered?”
“Yes, I do,” Dixie responded immediately.
Henry stood up tall and brushed off his clothes, reenergized by the thought of coming to the aide of the
defenseless.
A call-to-arms had been issued.
The three of them marched to the territory occupied by
Tommy. In an instant, they were in the middle of a battle.
“Mr. Maltin,” Henry said when they arrived at his side. “It
appears you need help.”
Henry smiled at the Maltin boy and he could see the child
change from a timid soul, afraid to pack a snowball, to a brave military
soldier who had just received word that an infantry division had
come to his position to give him support. The Maltin boy instantly
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showed his courage to Henry, the commander of this outfit, by
packing a snowball and throwing it recklessly in the direction of the
enemy. It dissolved and became dust in the wind before reaching its
target.
For several minutes, the four of them were in full military
operation on the south side of an imaginary front line of a battle
zone. Henry instructed his team on a maneuver, then flung
snowballs high in the air, one after the other, towards the enemy. The
opposition forces watched the incoming artillery to avoid getting
bopped on the head. While they were distracted by this rocketlike launch, Dixie, Danny, and Tommy threw snowballs straight as
arrows, chest-level snowballs that found their targets and neutralized
the enemy’s assault.
Victory was imminent.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

MRS. MALTIN SETTLED next to Mrs. Hodges, a
woman with bulging eyes.
“Hi, my name is Dorothy. Dorothy Maltin. I’m new to the
area.”
Mrs. Hodges introduced herself, and before long, they were
talking as if they had known each other for ages. Mrs. Hodges
queried Mrs. Maltin with a series of get-to-know-you kind of
questions.
“I’m a writer,” Mrs. Maltin said, with a degree of pride.
“And I’m a mother, of course.”
“Oh, that’s wonderful. We have a writer in town.”
“I haven’t written anything in a long time, but I had a
series of children’s books that were somewhat popular a decade
ago.”
Mrs. Hodges seemed very impressed, but it was hard for
Mrs. Maltin to tell since Mrs. Hodges’ eyes always bulged from
her head.
“The sad truth is,” Mrs. Maltin said, “I haven’t written a
story in thirteen years. The city life is… so stifling. Terrible crime,
you know. So, I moved here at the end of the summer in hopes
that Tommy would have a safer place to live. I figured I might
get some inspiration and start writing again. Hasn’t happened yet.”
“Oh, I’m sure the suburbs of Philadelphia are exactly
what you need to clear the cobwebs.”
Mrs. Hodges laughed.
They both spotted Henry who was engaging the children.
“Isn’t that the man whose wife just died,” Mrs. Maltin inquired.
“Yes, it is,” Mrs. Hodges confirmed. “Mary Wolff… poor
soul. That’s Henry.”
“I feel bad about that. I heard about Mary Wolff at a town
hall meeting. But… I heard that he… I mean, Henry… he’s not
all there, if you know what I mean.”
Mrs. Maltin pointed to her head and twirled her finger a
couple of times.
“There are rumors about him. I don’t know what to
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believe. I mean... look at him.”
They watched Henry.
It was hard for Mrs. Maltin to tell who the adult was. She
observed Henry getting hit with a snowball, as he spun, tilted,
clutched his chest and, with much drama, collapsed to the ground.
“Oh, he’s harmless,” Mrs. Hodges said, her eyes
swimming in a pool of water. “Your son’s fine.”
Mrs. Maltin continued to monitor her son’s play. She saw
Henry zooming around and in between the children like an
airplane.
“What’s the matter with him, anyway?” Mrs. Maltin
asked.
Mrs. Hodges explained to Tommy’s mother about what
Mary had told her ages ago, which was basically what Mary told
everyone; that Henry came out of the Granada shell- shocked. Mrs.
Hodges twisted an imaginary key by her head, close to her temple,
suggesting Henry’s mind was shut off.
“There were rumors he was a prisoner of war and made a
daring escape on a motorcycle,” Mrs. Hodges said. “But Mary told me
that was a rumor Henry had started. The sad thing was…” Mrs.
Hodges leaned in, about to tell a secret, “… what happened to their
infant son. Crib death! Some people said that was too much for Mr.
Wolff. The war syndrome, and the kid’s death… It was all too
much for him.” She broke an imaginary twig with her hands. “He
just snapped. Acts like akid now. Been that way for thirty years.”
“That’s so sad,” Mrs. Maltin sighed. “But are you sure he
can be trusted?”
“Sure. I think so.”
“You think so? That doesn’t sound all that confident,” Mrs.
Maltin said a little startled.
She watched Henry very carefully now and saw that his
antics were as free and expressive as the children’s.
“In all these years, he hasn’t gotten any better?” she asked.
“Maybe a little. But… not much.”
“What about the older girl with him. Who’s she?”
“Oh, her,” Mrs. Hodges said as one eyebrow rose higher
than the other. “That’s Dixie. Not a good breed at all. She lives on
the south side of Main Street, if you know what I mean. Drugs.
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Now, I don’t want to be accused of gossip, but…”
“Oh, no. Please. Say what needs to be said. She’s playing
with my son. God forbid, I don’t want him associating with a bad
influence. You can understand that.”
“Most certainly.”
“Well, tell me more about her then.”
“Yes, well some people say that she’s very free with her
affections with the wrong kind of people, if you know what I
mean.”
“Yes. Yes, I do. That’s terrible.”
“And, as God is my witness, I don’t like to gossip, but some
even say that she gets her drugs … you know ... by selling her
affections.”
“Oh goodness, no. That’s worse.”
Henry surveyed the battlefield in one glance.
Two groups had formed their camps: Henry and his staff of
three were the forces of good and the main group of children
was, for a brief moment, the forces of evil.
The forces of good had pushed the evildoers further north
where they were no longer a threat. The center of the park was,
suddenly, a demilitarized zone.
Danny and Tommy huddled close together and cheered
Henry, who stood on the bench with his arms extended out like
airplane wings. Dixie slowly snuck behind Henry without being
noticed.
“I can fly. Do you believe I can fly?” Henry asked. “Yes, yes.
I believe you can fly,” Tommy yelled.
Henry crouched low, getting ready to spring off the bench, but
Dixie came out from nowhere, pushed Henry off the bench and he
fell head-first into the snow.
Dixie noticed the mothers while Henry laid in the snow,
faking his death. The old bags were looking at them… at her, in
particular. They were not all that far away, and she could tell by the
looks on their faces that they were not talking about happy business.
Dixie had a lot of experience deciphering body language and facial
expressions, and she knew when people were talking about her in a
not-so-pleasant way. The shakes of the head, the side glances and the
frowns were an all too familiar way of being told she was bad
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news.
A loser.
She turned to Henry and tried to push those thoughts
from her mind.
“Fly, my ass,” she said to Henry. “If you can fly, then I’m
Miss America.”
Henry raised his hands to the sky and sung, “I believe I can fly.
I believe I can touch the sky.”
“I know that song,” Tommy shouted, and jumped in,
harmonizing with Henry. “Think about it every night and day. Spread my
wings and fly away. I believe I can soar...”
Dixie took another look at the aging gabbers and didn’t like
their long-distance expressions at all. She turned her back to them, a
conscious gesture to block them from her mind.
“Why are you teaching these kids they can fly?” Dixie
reproached Henry. “I don’t think it’s such a good idea, Henry. Their
parents…”
“Mr. Wolff can fly if he wants to,” Tommy yelled. “Right,
Mr. Wolff?”
“Absolutely.”
“Fly. Fly. Fly...” Tommy repeated several times, like in the
song, as if he actually expected Henry to fly.
Dixie tried to hold Henry back, but she couldn’t stop him.
She noticed the excitement in everyone’s face, the anticipation of the
moment of truth when Henry would spring off the bench and either
soar like an eagle or flop into the snow once again. Finding herself
drawn into the drama of the moment, she became open to the tiny
possibility that he could actually fly.
“Okay, you fool. Let’s see you soar.” Dixie shot a look at
the mothers again. Ignore them, she thought.
It had been a long time since Dixie hung out like this and
acted so carefree. It felt good. She wouldn’t let them take that feeling
away. She wouldn’t let them steal her energy. She shook her head
to rid herself of those… rumor mongers.
But something inside her actually felt a little melancholy. She
had always felt cheated not having a father while growing up. She
didn’t have an image of a dad playing with her, no memories of
running to meet him at the door after a hard day’s work. There were
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no goodnight kisses, and no fairy tales before going to bed. Her
childhood was void of any consistent male figures, except for
Gramps who visited occasionally.
Plenty of transient men, though.
Most of the faces were vague blurs – one-night stands,
maybe two. There were a few who lasted longer. She
remembered some piggyback rides and checkers games with a bearded
man. She remembered a foot she sat on once and a leg she clutched.
In her mind, it was the leg of a faceless man. But maybe that leg
belonged to her uncle. Or maybe it was a memory of her
grandfather.
Dixie wondered a thousand times what her dad was really like,
but the thought process was always circular. She would start out
thinking he was a turd of sorts, then she would entertain thoughts
about him having good reasons for not sticking around. Maybe he
didn’t even know Mom was pregnant; maybe if he knew, he
would’ve married Mom. They would’ve moved to Los Angeles, and
she would’ve grown up in a nice home with a big lawn and a
garden, with a butler, maybe, and she would’ve been a movie
star. Or Miss America.
Or something other than what she was.
But then she would always think how difficult it was living
with her mother.
The yelling. The incessant yelling.
She was always yelling; part of a daily routine. And that
was why it became so easy for Dixie to lie, to keep the yell-able things
unknown or twist the truth to escape the pain of her mother’s
screams. Fib and avoid punishment. Her modus operandi was to
gain the respect and street-love of the low-life people, as her mother
called them, the people who had the same pain, who had little
yellow pills that made the ache go away.
She thought, for a moment, about those yellow pills in
grammar school and how they made her feel good about herself.
They numbed her reality and helped her believe her own lies.
Then, one day, Dixie forgot exactly when, the pills stopped
working. The numbness turned into darkness.
Loneliness.
But then there was another flip-flop in her thinking
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process.
Her mother worked hard at the restaurant. It wasn’t easy for
her. She struggled to make ends meet but never went on Social
Services. That was important to Mom. And then she found God, or
went to church at least, and that was supposed to make everything
okay and change things.
But it didn’t. She still yelled.
Dixie glanced over at the mothers and saw the hawkish
women looking her way. She turned her attention to Henry who
was standing on the bench, ready for another take off. He crouched
down and flew off the bench. For a brief moment, he was held
suspended in the air. For that fraction of a second, it seemed to Dixie
that Henry had conquered gravity and wasabout to fly freely, to buzz
around them like a superman with great powers.
But the moment was fleeting, and Henry landed belly first in
the snow that had already covered the ground five inches high.
Henry rose to his feet and brushed himself off.
He tried to stretch his body as tall as he could and
marched over to the bench again.

200

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

TOMMY SEEMED absolutely enthralled that a real live
adult was paying this kind of attention to him, his starship
commander who saved him in battle when he was outnumbered a
thousand-to-one. He watched Henry intently, waiting for him to soar
around the park like a falcon.
“Aside, wench,” Henry confronted Dixie as he pushed her
away.
Tommy covered his mouth.
He didn’t know what wench meant, but it seemed like a
word Henry shouldn’t have said. It didn’t seem like a word he would
be sharing anytime soon at the dinner table.
“Aside, wench,” Tommy yelled without even thinking.
Dixie gave Tommy an ‘Oh, really’ look, packed some
snow and plunked it on Tommy’s head. He shivered as the snow
leaked down his back.
Everyone laughed, except for Henry.
“I didn’t have enough speed during take-off,” he said. “I’m
carrying too much cargo.”
He got up, then jumped again and again, until, finally,
Danny said, “You can’t fly.”
Henry stood up and took a deep breath. He looked
confident, not beaten.
"But at least I tried,” he said with his head held high.
“Let me try, let me try,” Tommy said as he jumped on the
bench and spread his wings.
“Now take aim, Tommy,” Henry said from his mission
control position off to the side. “Crouch down. You’re an angel.
You can fly.”
Tommy jumped, landing face first into the snow.
Then everyone took a turn and jumped. Like free spirits
who didn’t have a care in the world, they all laid in the snow, waving
their arms up and down and spreading their feet back and forth like
butterflies.
“You can’t really fly, can you?” Tommy asked.
“I believe I can fly,” Henry said. “And that’s all that

matters.”
Danny threw a snowball at Henry, which whizzed by his
shoulder and walloped Dixie in the head.
Dixie immediately chased Danny.
Henry leaned into Tommy and said, “There are going to be
reparations if she ever catches him.”
Tommy didn’t know exactly what that meant, except that he
didn’t want to be in Danny’s shoes right now.
Mrs. Maltin saw Henry alone with Tommy, which
made her very nervous. She saw Henry kneel down and grab
Tommy’s shoulders. Mrs. Maltin felt extremely uneasy watching
this intimate conversation take place between her son and a fullygrown man.
“Call me a fuddy-duddy, Mrs. Hodges,” she said, “but I
think it’s time to rescue Tommy and go home. TOMMY,” she
yelled.
She took leave of Mrs. Hodges and marched halfway to
her son and saw Henry was still talking to Tommy. She broadened
her stride. Finally, Tommy broke free of Henry and yelled, “Mom.
Mom. Watch me fly!” Tommy hopped on the bench and jumped off.
“Tommy,” Mrs. Maltin’s voice echoed. Thirty yards to go.
She quickened her pace.
“Home!” she shouted, like a one-word command whose
tone had more meaning than the word itself.
The sloshing of her feet against the snow and the scraping of
her corduroy pants were the sound of someone marching to do
battle.
“Tommy!” she roared.
She trudged forward one last step and the marching sound
abruptly ended. She stood over Tommy, hovering like a general
who had come to witness the capitulation of the vanquished.
Tommy picked his head up out of the snow and looked up at her.
He surrendered.
Mrs. Maltin reached for her son’s hand and pulled him up.
Henry struggled to get up from one knee. She faced Henry. At first,
she wanted to say something to him, but noticed a friendly look on
his face and decided to just turn away and go home.
Dixie pinned Danny to the ground as the two Maltins

marched towards them. She sat on his chest and then looked up at
Mrs. Maltin as she approached, carrying a smug gaze, like someone
who had assembled all the facts, weighed all the hearsay evidence, and
had come to an irrefutable verdict. She pulled Tommy by the arm
with an extra tug as they passed Dixie by.
What are you looking at, Witch, Dixie wanted to say but
didn’t... or couldn’t? A sudden rush, a feeling of emptiness took
hold of her, and she got off Danny.
Tommy looked back and sung loudly to Henry, “I believe I
can fly.”
“Stop that. Stop that right now,” Mrs. Maltin said while
yanking on his arm.
She quickened her pace as if a hoodlum was stalking her.
Dixie’s childlike temperament changed. She suddenly
appeared angry... older. Then, a sort of lifeless, hopeless, and empty
look took over her face.
The games were over.

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

THE STORM FINALLY PASSED, but before it did, it
left behind an eerie, white landscape; an absence of color as far
as the eye could see. Henry and his two young friends talked
while they sloshed their way back towards Main Street.
Henry felt exhausted from playing in the park. He
dragged his boots through the sludge as if each step was an
ordeal.
The plows had already made a pass down the street
on both sides, and the drifts they left in their wake had buried
several parked cars on the side of the road.
“Did you see the way she looked at me?” Dixie asked.
“Looks don’t hurt,” Henry said.
“Sticks and stones hurt,” Danny chimed in.
“She’s a butt-head,” Dixie said without reservation. “I
shudda smacked her with this.”
She threw out her fist and shook it in the air. “She’s
a Witch. And I could say worse, but I won’t.”
“Watch your mouth.” Danny punched Dixie hard
onthe arm.
“You little… turd,” she yelled. “That hurt.”
“Will you stop talking that way,” Henry commanded.
Danny lunged to throw another punch, but Dixie raised her
fist, cocked her eyes at him, and kept her dagger stare on his
face until he backed off.
“Smart move, turd-for-brains.”
Henry grabbed her chin and said, “If you don’t stop
with that mouth… how is the rest of the world going to
understand you if every time you get angry, you call them a
butt-head.”
“She called me turd. Don’t forget that,” Danny added.
“I can handle this, Danny,” Henry said and then directed
his attention back to Dixie.
“What are you trying to say? That she’s a snob? Or that
she’s ugly? What? The word ‘Witch’ doesn’t tell me what you
mean. And, as Danny pointed out, you called him a ‘turd.’
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What does that mean? I’m sure Danny’s equally concerned
about your ability to communicate properly, aren’t you,
Danny?”
“Damn right, I am.”
“Okay,” Dixie said. “You want a better word for
Danny.
He’s a jerk, then.”
Henry thought about that word for a second.
“What?” Dixie exclaimed. “You need someone to tell
you what a ‘jerk’ means now?”
“I guess that word is okay.”
“Good. Because Tommy’s mother is a jerk, too.”
Henry threw his hands up in surrender. Danny
mimicked Henry. It was unanimous – Dixie was a lost cause.
At least for the moment.
“I’m hungry. Let’s go eat,” Henry said and the three of
them marched off into town.
Moments later, they turned the corner on Main Street
and walked past the pharmacy. A ‘Help Wanted’ sign in the
window caught Henry’s eye.
He peeked into the window.
“What are you looking for?” Dixie asked.
“For Asa Adler. The owner. He’s a friend of the family
for a long time.” Henry pointed to the help wanted sign. “It
seems he’s looking for help.”
“You looking for a job?” she asked.
“I might be. Christmas is right around the corner.”
“What makes you think he’d hire you?”
“He went to school with Robin, my daughter. Came up
to the house quite often. That was years ago, though. I haven’t
seen much of him these days.”
Henry peered through the window into the dark
shadows, but he couldn’t find Asa, so he turned and led his
friends tothe bench nearby.
“Let’s sit for a second,” he said. Dixie and Danny
followed Henry.
They brushed off the snow from the bench and sat for a
few moments. Henry slouched, thrust his elbows on his thighs
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and let his head fall into the palms of his hands.
“I’m exhausted,” he added.
Several seconds of silence passed, then Danny shouted
out, “I’m hungry.”
“Me, too,” Dixie said. “I thought we were going to get
something to eat.”
Danny reached into his pocket and brought out a
twenty- five-cent piece.
“I don’t have much money either,” Dixie said as she
tapped her hip. “My funds are quite low at the moment. I
made some bad investments.”
“No matter,” Henry chimed as he pulled out a crisp
twenty-dollar bill from his pocket.
They all got up and started pooling all their loose
change to share in the purchase of some sustenance, then
walked briskly to the diner. Dixie hesitated for a second, but
Henry shuffled her into the entrance. Before she knew it, all
three of them found themselves waiting to be escorted to a
booth by the owner; a short, husky lady who was barely taller
than Danny but twice his bulk.
“You’re brave souls to be out today,” the owner said
and then escorted them to a booth.
“The worst of it is over,” Henry replied, trying to be
cordial.
Once seated, they all hovered over their menus like
scavengers who hadn’t eaten in days. After a couple of beats,
Dixie’s mother stood over them, a towering monolith casting a
shadow over the whole table. She looked at Danny, then at
Henry, then at Danny again, and finally said to Henry, “Well I
see you picked up another stray dog.”
Henry looked at Danny and nodded. “Yeah, he’s a
mutt, all right.”
Danny sensed a matronly presence in Mrs. Swanson
whose chest represented the largest set of mammary glands he
had ever laid his eyes on. He tried to keep focused on the menu,
but Mrs. Swanson’s great protuberances captivated him. He
giggled a little, then saw that Dixie and Henry were looking at
him, so he tried to stop laughing but couldn’t. He covered his
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mouth and silently prayed for someone to say something to
break the awkward silence.
Dixie’s stare intimidated Danny a bit, as if she knew
what he was thinking about.
She kicked him.
“Ouch,” Danny squealed. “What’s your problem?”
“I saw what you were looking at. Pervert.”
“Hey, hey. Stop it,” Henry said, then slapped his twenty
dollars on the table. “Come on, cough up your money.”
Danny slapped his twenty-five cents down, and Dixie
reached deep into her pockets to donate her loose change.
“Well, aren’t we the big spenders,” Mrs. Swanson said.
“We can’t spend more than this,” Henry said after
gathering all the money in one pile.
“Okay,” Mrs. Swanson acknowledged. She smiled for
the first time while looking squarely at Danny. “What’s your
poison, little-big-man?”
“I don’t want any poison,” Danny said. “I want
pancakes with a lot of butter and two eggs.”
Mrs. Swanson nodded and scribbled in her pad. She
shot a look Dixie’s way and then faced Danny. “How do you
want your eggs?”
“I don’t know. I guess all beat up.”
Dixie shook her head. “It’s called scrambled.”
Mrs. Swanson made a notation in her pad and
then waited.
“And I’ll take some sausage and bacon,” Danny
continued.
Mrs. Swanson scribbled on her pad again and waited.
“And I’ll have some of those stringy fried potatoes that are
all crumpled together,” Danny continued. “Hash
browns,” Mrs. Swanson declared. “Yeah, hash browns. I want
them, too.”
“That’s a number three: ‘The Hearty Man’s
Breakfast’ with a side order of meat. It comes with coffee and
juice.”
“Oh, I don’t want any coffee. But I’ll take some juice.”
“What kind? Orange, grapefruit, or tomato.”
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“Orange and tomato juice.”
“You’re only supposed to pick one, schmuck,” Dixie
said. “Take the orange juice and stop ordering. The rest of us
want to eat, too, you know.”
“Tomato juice,” Danny said, then stuck his tongue out
at Dixie.
“Good choice,” Henry piped in.
“How about a glass of milk?” Mrs. Swanson seemed
helpful. “A young boy like yourself should be drinking milk.”
“Okay.”
That sounded good to Danny.
Dixie stared at him with death-ray eyes, and he
slumped back in his seat.
“I’m done,” he said.
“What do you want,” Mrs. Swanson asked her daughter.
Dixie looked wide-eyed at Danny.
“Well, let me see. With the two dollars that we have
left…” she snapped, then looked at her menu. “I’ll take the
number two with extra bacon, coffee and TOMATO juice,”
Dixie recited without taking a breath.
She then leered Danny’s way and issued a little headbob, suggesting that this was the proper way to place an order.
There was also an edge to Dixie’s voice that was meant
for her mother, an obscure message declaring that her life was,
in fact, turning around. She was committed to it, and there
wouldn’t be any disappointments this time. Of course, she
couldn’t voice such a proclamation because there were too
many promises in the past and too much disappointment.
But the commitment was there, and she would be
successful this time.
Dixie’s mother worked at the restaurant for several years
and this was the first time Dixie had come in and ordered
something in a very long time. Dixie knew her mother guessed why
she didn’t appear for weeks at a time. It usually meant Dixie was
parked in some alleyway or crashed in some addict’s house where
she didn’t want the world to see her condition, especially her
mother.
Mrs. Swanson finished scribing in her pad, and then
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looked directly at Henry who nodded several times, grunted a
little and tapped his fingers on the table.
“Hmm, let me see,” he said. “How much is that so far?”
“Fourteen dollars give or take.”
“Well, I guess I’m not all that hungry really. So, agh…
just give me a bowl of Cheerios. Have to leave a tip, right?”
“Don’t you want some milk with that?” Danny asked.
“Absolutely,” Henry said. “I’m a growing boy, too.”
Henry let out a bigger laugh than the occasion merited,
Dixie thought.
Her mother just shook her head at his feeble attempt to
amuse, buried the pencil in her hair, and then disappeared
with the order.
Danny strummed his fingers on the table and looked
around for someone to start a conversation.
“Well... what do you want to talk about?” Henry said,
finally breaking the ice.
“The waitress,” Danny giggled.
“What about the waitress?” Henry asked.
“Her boobs. They were Godzilla boobs.” Danny really
giggled now.
“You want to talk about Dixie’s mother’s boobs?”
Henry asked.
“She’s your mother?” Danny stopped laughing.
Dixie cocked her head and Danny heard a very large,
sarcastic, “Duh.”
“No kidding. Wow. How come you don’t have boobs
like her?”
Henry’s eyes grew wide, and Dixie’s shot him a
menacing stare.
“What? What’s the matter?” he queried. “She’s got a
humongous chest. They’re like watermelons.”
Dixie possessed conflicting feelings about Danny.
She had no siblings to play with while growing up and
often thought about how nice it would’ve been to have a brother
or sister. The fact that she had no knowledge of her own father
made her think the probability that there was a sibling in the
world somewhere was likely. She imagined having a brother
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maybe, one who was equally abrasive or ignorant as the boy
who was sitting in front of her, presently talking about her
mother’s boobs.
She could only imagine how it would’ve felt to have a
full- time Danny to bug the hell out of her day in and day out.
But there were isolated moments today when Dixie felt like
Dannywas the brother she never had.
There was something about him that was charming to
her, yet, at this moment, she wanted to give him a noogie; a
knuckle-brush on top of his noggin for talking like a turd. She
wanted to call him a ‘turd,’ except she knew she’d get an overthe-top dissertation on the value of proper language fromHenry,
so she didn’t say it.
She was not in the mood for such a lecture. Danny stuck
his tongue out at her.
“You’re a turd,” she said anyway, letting the chips fall
where they may.
She rubbed her knuckles of one hand across the palm of
the other.
“If you never had noogies before, you’re about to
experience one very soon if you don’t stop behaving like a…
jerk.”
“Wisenheimer,” Henry interjected.
“What?” Dixie asked.
“Wisenheimer. That would be a better word than jerk.
It’s certainly better than turd.” Henry began a dissertation on
the value of proper language and using descriptive words that
properly conveyed the intent of the speaker.
There was the social connotation of proper language.
There was the ever-present possibility of being
misunderstood; of relationships crumbling, nations toppling,
and the universe disintegrating for the want of using suitable
and relevant words.
Henry went on and on. And on.
Dixie wanted to growl.
She was so bored. One word warbled into the next. It
felt like Henry had been talking for twenty minutes when
her mother finally appeared with an armful of food, interrupting
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his homily.
Thank God, Dixie thought.
“Number three with a side,” she said as she placed a
plate before Danny.
She put down a number two with extra bacon for
Dixie and their eyes met briefly. Then, Mrs. Swanson plopped
downsome pancakes and a hefty order of sausage for Henry.
“All out of Cheerios,” she said to Henry. “You got the
number two for the same price as the cereal.”
She winked at him.
Dixie watched her mother interact with Henry.
This was a side of her mother that Dixie hadn’t seen in a
long, long time. To the casual observer, her mom was acting
nice.
Or maybe it was just an absence of anger.
In Mrs. Swanson’s eyes, Henry appeared to genuinely
care about Dixie, which was refreshing, especially since he
appeared to have a positive influence on her behavior. Mrs.
Swanson still wondered what his motivations were.
‘Everybody wants something in this world,’ was her
practical view of people.
Maybe Henry was different.
Mrs. Swanson smiled politely and left.
Dixie attacked her food, as if she was no stranger to
hunger. After the first few gulps, she looked out the window
and saw a snowdrift fall from the canopy in front of her and
scatter in the wind. A temporary chill traveled through her
bones. She wondered, for a moment, how Wheezy and Joe were
surviving under the bridge.
Henry, meanwhile, ripped a small piece of paper from
the wrapping of his straw and put it into his mouth. After a
beat, he took the paper out of his mouth and twirled it between
his fingers, making a perfect spitball. He loaded it in his straw,
put the other end in his mouth, and blew, like it was a dart gun.
The spit ball came barreling out of the straw and hit Dixie on
the tip of her nose; a deadly, accurate splat that suggested he
had engaged in this unsociable activity at other times, in other
places, with other people.
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Henry immediately went back to eating. “What the….”
Dixie’s upper teeth were imbedded in her lower lip, like
she wanted to bellow out the worst word she could think of – a
thousand such words – but, somehow, she restrained herself.
She removed the spitball from the tip of her nose and inspected
it.
Danny laughed uncontrollably.
“What the hell is the matter with you?” she interrogated
Henry. “You’re not well, you know. You should be locked up.”
And with that, Dixie went back to eating like a starved
refugee.
Henry slapped down his twenty-dollar bill at
the register.
“Customer here,” Henry yelled since there was no
cashier to take the check.
Dixie moved two steps away from him. “I don’t know
you,” she said.
Danny took two steps away from Henry as well. “I don’t
know you, either.”
Dixie’s eyes eventually found her mother’s and they had
a full conversation without speaking a word. Mrs. Swanson was
telling Dixie with her slightly squinted eyes to stop using
Henry like she had used everyone else in her life – selfishly.
Dixie, in turn, told her Mom to back off and stop being
so controlling. What she really wanted to say to her mother,
out loud, was that she was trying to get better. Dixie didn’t
know if her efforts would pay off this time, but she just wanted
to tell her she was trying.
But she couldn’t speak the words. Not there.
Not now. Maybe later.
The stocky female owner finally showed up at the
register to take Henry’s money.
“Are you going to be home for dinner tonight?”
Mrs.
Swanson asked Dixie from the counter.
Dixie shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe. I don’t know,”
she said, then grabbed Danny by the arm and dragged him to
the exit.
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After Henry finished paying the bill, he took the change
from the owner and walked over to Mrs. Swanson. He put the
money on the counter and reached into his pocket for the
loose change.
“Your tip,” he said. “She’ll be home for dinner,” he
added, and then left.
Outside, the sun had finally broken through the
clouds.
Henry squinted, startled at the brightness.
Dixie was doing a high step as if she were walking on
taffy.
“My feet are wet,” she said.
“Go home and change,” Danny replied. “No.”
“Don’t be a jerk. Go home and…”
“You don’t be a jerk, Danny-boy,” Dixie interrupted
harshly. “I… don’t have another pair, all right?”
Henry rubbed his stomach over his jacket. “Are our
tummies happy?” he asked.
“Yeah, Henry. Our tummies are really happy,” Dixie
said sarcastically.
She rolled her eyes, barely tolerating his baby talk.
“Good,” Henry said, ignoring her subtext.
“I have to go home,” Danny said. “My father...”
He didn’t complete the sentence, and Henry didn’t
make him.
Henry and Dixie said their goodbyes to Danny and
watched him slosh down Main Street.
“My feet…” Dixie lifted one foot up at a time. “They’re
wet and cold and… numb.”
Henry pulled out an envelope that was marked ‘Friday’,
and retrieved a twenty-dollar bill from it. He waved it in front
of Dixie with a gleeful look in his eyes.
“Tomorrow’s allowance,” he confided. “Oh, I can’t ask
you to use your allowance.”
“It’s okay. I don’t need twenty dollars a day.” And with
that, they headed for a shoe store.

222

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

DIXIE DANCED out of the discount shoe store like a
ballerina, sporting her stylish snow boots. She lost her balance and fell
into Henry. He held her upright so she wouldn’t fall. Dixie took
this opportunity to hug him.
“Thank you,” she said.
She was fortunate to have Henry as a friend. A part of her
wanted to laugh like crazy, while the other part of her wanted to cry.
She looked into Henry’s eyes and imagined this was the kind of
connection a daughter had with a father; a loving gaze between
parent and child, but without any baggage that sometimes goes
along with such a relationship – no history of yelling or
misunderstandings.
“You’re welcome,” Henry replied.
Meanwhile, a car drove by and Jason peered out of the
passenger window. The moment Dixie saw Jason, her body
stiffened, and her face tightened, then loosened into a gloomy gaze.
Jason simply pointed at her and pulled down his thumb.
A hollow, empty feeling overcame Dixie, her energy
suddenly sucked right out of her. She knew that the only way to rid
herself of Jason was to either leave town or kill him.
Or kill herself, she supposed.
None of those options were appealing, although there were
times that she seriously thought about ending her life – like those times
when she got so violently ill coming down off the drugs from the night
before. That was when she prayed for death. Yeah, drugs were killing
her, she knew that, and if she continued on this destructive path, she
would be sucked in that evil black hole – that terrible abyss that
crushed ambitions, hopes and dreams. Depression was too passive a
word to describe it.
As Dixie had her head buried in Henry’s chest, she
watched Jason at the light. What was it about him that made her
always go back? He had this beguiling charisma, or maybe it was
because he just, very simply, paid attention to her. He could be nice
when he wanted to, but it always ended up the same way.
A pill.
223

A spoon.
And sometimes, a needle.
The car passed by innocently enough, and then the threat was
gone.
Henry didn’t see Jason’s little finger gesture, she surmised.
It was just as well. Dixie looked up at him and smiled.
His presence, his innocent strength, had given her hope. “I
need money,” Henry said.
He released Dixie, walked over to the pharmacy window
and stared inside.
“Don’t we all,” Dixie whispered. She looked in the
window with him and saw the help wanted sign. “What are you
talking about, Henry? You’re loaded, I thought.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a few coins. “I
don’t think so, Dixie.”
“What do you mean? You got money. You got lots of
money. What are you worried about?”
“I don’t have lots of money. That’s my wife’s money
and…” Henry suddenly looked very depressed and fell silent.
“What’s the matter, Henry?”
“Nothing,” he finally said.
He led her to the bench nearby and they sat.
“I guess people are right about me. I can’t be trusted. I’m
not a responsible person.”
“I trust you, Henry. I think you’re responsible.”Henry smiled
at her.
“Sometimes I lose track of where I am,” Henry confided. “I
lose track of time. I go into this… tunnel. I mean, my body doesn’t
go into a tunnel. My vision does, though, like I’m dreaming. Mary
used to tell me I was having a panic attack. I don’t know what it is.
All I know is, when I go into the tunnel, I can’t stop myself. Like
the other day in the diner – when your mother asked me
uncomfortable questions and you called me… stupid. It just happens
sometimes. I can’t control it.”
“I’m sorry about that,” Dixie said.
She listened as Henry talked about an incident that took
place in the pharmacy a long time ago when Sharon, Robin and
Henry stood with Mary on the checkout line. The kids were in
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grammar school at the time. The Flanagan twins and their mother
were in line behind them. Henry explained how he turned to one of
the twins and asked for them to pull on his finger. After they did it,
Henry farted. The sound was like a bullhorn, which embarrassed
his daughters and Mary.
“Mrs. Flanagan yelled at Mary,” Henry added, “and said I
was an ‘unsociable’ person who should be locked up. I’ll never forget
the look on Mary’s face. It was like I betrayed her.”
“Oh, Henry. That’s not a big deal. My grandfather used to
ask me to pull on his finger all the time.”
“But it wasn’t while on line in a store with strangers
looking on. Besides, that’s not the point, Dixie. It was more than
just pulling the finger. I went into the tunnel, like a retard, and that
embarrassed my whole family even worse.”
“What is it like,” Dixie asked, “when you space out like
that?”
“All I see is white all around me and my whole body goes
numb like I’m paralyzed. I kind of see what’s going on around me,
but I become a lump on a log. I can’t talk and I can’t move. And
when I come out of it, I have no idea how long I had been gone.
Maybe a minute. Maybe longer.”
Henry hung his head, feeling shame.
“I don’t know why I do things like that, Dixie. I just do
things without thinking sometimes. Like that time with the
Flanagan twins – Mary had to walk me out of the store like I was a
cripple or something. I remember the look on her face. I don’t think
Mary trusted me in public after that.”
Henry told Dixie about the hate Sharon must have for him
because of the fact that she filed for financial guardianship.
“Incapacitation,” Henry said. “It sounds like a medical term
that describes what I have. Like the flu or something.”
He went on to explain Robin’s envelopes and the twenty
dollars a day, the most recent two days of which he had just spent
on food and shoes for Dixie.
“So, you see,” he said, “I need a job temporarily until this is
all over. But I don’t think Mr. Adler will hire me.”
“Because of the farting incident?”
“Yeah, I guess. He wasn’t there when that happened, but
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I’m sure he’s heard the story. The whole town heard the story. He
probably doesn’t think I’d be responsible enough. But I am. I’m
different now. I feel different. I feel like I have to be responsible
now that I’m alone and I have to take care of myself. You can see
that, right?”
Dixie nodded. “Let’s take the boots back.”
“No… no. You need them more than I need twenty
dollars. You’ll catch pneumonia or something. Besides, you already
scuffed them up and the store won’t take them back like that.”
“I have an idea,” Dixie said. “I think I know how you can
convince Mr. Adler to hire you.”
***
ASA ADLER WATCHED Dixie and Henry through the
tinted window while he filled prescriptions at the pharmacy counter.
He was the pharmacist and co-proprietor of the establishment for
many years, and he knew Henry all his life.
He wondered what Henry was doing outside with Dixie,
whom he only knew from the gossip he had overheard from
customers blabbing idly on the check-out line. In fact, that’s how Asa
got most of his information about the people of Coalsville – through
conversation he had overheard from his customers. Not a very
reliable source of information, he thought, but still, it made him
wonder.
Henry walked into the shop alone. Asa continued working on
a prescription while keeping tabs on Henry as he walked down
aisle three. Henry stopped by the vitamin section and looked
around at the products on the shelves for a moment. They caught
each other’s eye, nodded and smiled.
Henry continued down the aisle until he faced Asa
directly.
“Hello, Henry. What are you up to?”
“Hello, Mr. Adler. Jow are you on this fine day?”
Asa tossed the prescription he just completed into the metal
bin next to the register marked ‘filled’. He took a slip from the ‘IN’
bin and started working on a new prescription. The back brace he
wore around his mid-section caused him to move stiffly.
“I’m fine, Henry. Why are you calling me Mr. Adler?
You’ve always called me Asa.”
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“You’re right,” Henry bellowed. “What happened to your
back… Asa?”
“I slipped on a patch of ice coming to work today. It’s only a
muscle strain.”
“Got to be careful on days like today. When it’s icy outside, I
take tiny steps like this...”
Henry walked in place without moving.
Pete Kruchuk, Asa’s business partner who had a round face
and a round pair of glasses sitting on his stubby nose, was tending to
customers who came to claim their prescriptions. He snatched a
prescription bag from the ‘filled’ bin and eyed Henry.
“I’m sorry about your wife, Henry,” Asa said.
“Yeah. So am I, Asa.” Henry topped the sentence off with a
grunt. “Everybody seems sorry about that.”
Kruchuk shot a look at Henry and rolled his eyes.
Henry moved around the corner, closer to Asa. He
fidgeted with his shirt, looked around, and leaned into the counter,
appearing to want some privacy with him.
Asa leaned over a bit to accommodate Henry. “So, what can
I do for you, Henry?”
“I noticed the sign outside, Mr. Adler.”
“Henry, why do you insist on calling me Mr. Adler. I’ve
known you all my life.”
“Okay, Asa. I got an important question to ask you about
the sign out there.”
“What sign are you talking about, Henry?”
“Well, the ‘Help Wanted’ sign, Asa.”
“Oh, that. Yeah, Joan Wickline quit the other day quite
unexpectedly and I need to fill the position quickly.”
Asa continued filling the prescription in front of him.
“I came in here to apply for the job,” Henry finally said. “I
need money.”
Asa stopped filling the prescription. He looked at Mr.
Kruchuk who was still tending to the customer.
“You need money, Henry?” Asa chuckled while saying
this. Then, he suddenly got serious. “I don’t think so, Henry. You…
what do you need money for? Your family is very well off. There
is no need for you to get a job.”
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“Well, a man has to occupy his time somehow, Asa.”
“But why here, Henry? This is hardly a place to fulfill
personal goals or dreams for a man of your age.”
Just as Mr. Adler said this, Dixie came over.
“I have a problem,” she said. “Every time I eat, I get
this…” Dixie holds her stomach, “...you know, a bloated feeling –
like I have to fart. I looked all around but I can’t find anything.”
“Beano is good for that,” Henry said. “Next to the vitamin
section, aisle three. Right side. Top shelf. You have to take it
before you eat, though, else it won’t work.”
“Oh, thank you, good sir. You are a gentleman. And you
are a scholar, too.”
Dixie left.
“I’m in my late-fifties,” Henry said, continuing his
discourse with Asa. “And I feel very fit. Can I have the job, Asa?”
Mr. Kruchuk gave change to the last customer and
slammed the register closed. He shot a look at Asa that had a lot of
subtext, then headed to the back office.
“Henry…” Asa leaned forward and whispered. “In all the
years I’ve known you, I don’t think I remember you ever holding
down a job.”
“Asa, I need the money. Christmas is coming and… I need the
money.”
“You need money? I’m quite shocked by you saying that,
Henry. I know enough about the Wolff family to know that you are
financially secure. I can’t ever remember the Wolff family without
money.”
Dixie interrupted them temporarily and asked, “Is there tax
on this?”
Dixie waved a bottle of Beano.
“No,” Henry said with authority. “There is no tax on that
stuff.”
Asa leaned back, eyeing Henry and Dixie. He knew what
they were up to.
“It’s a long story, Asa. I’m a good worker though. I’ve
changed since… I mean, I’m a much more mature person than I
was a few years ago. I can do whatever you tell me to do.”
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“Henry, I don’t know…”
Dixie popped her head into view again and said, “There’s
two prices marked on this. How much?”
“It’s the lower price,” Henry said.
“Henry! I know what you two are up to. Please. Stop.”
A customer came up and banged on the bell. Mr. Kruchuk
stomped out of the back room and tended to her.
“So, you want a job, huh?” Asa said, even though he
already decided to hire Henry.
Mr. Kruchuk made an unusually loud noise, flipping a page
from the signature book. Asa looked at him, then at Henry.
“Mr. Adler, I know every item in this store. Women’s
makeup is in aisle one. The vitamins are in aisle three like I said to
that lady before. Next to them are the foot products, like
Compound W. Epsom Salts are mid-way down in aisle two…”
“Okay, Henry. Okay. I believe you.” He thought for a beat.
“I’ll give you the job under one condition.”
“What’s that?”
“You stop calling me by my last name. It’s Asa, Henry.”
“Okay. It’s a deal, Asa Henry. I’ll call you Asa Henry from
now on.”
Asa didn’t know what to say to Henry. If this was an
attempt at humor, this may be a very painful experiment, he
thought.
Henry laughed. “I’m just joking, Asa.” Asa chuckled and
nodded.
“That was funny,” he said. “You got me. Alright, be here
tomorrow. Eight-thirty sharp.”
“Thank you… Asa. Thank you.”
As Henry left, Asa wondered if he made the right
decision. At the very least, Asa knew he was going to catch some
flak from Mr. Kruchuk. His exaggerated moves and impromptu
sighs were a tell-tale sign that he was upset.
After Mr. Kruchuk finished tending the customer, he
turned to Asa and said, “Why did you do that? He’s a retard.”
“I’ve known him all my life, Pete. And, believe me, he’s not
a retard. He has that Post Traumatic Stress syndrome. He’s pretty
much in control now. He won’t be a problem.”
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Asa and Pete watched Henry and Dixie through the front
window giving each other the ‘high five’ before disappearing from
his view.
“Henry Wolff is a little slow, perhaps,” Asa said. “That’s
all.”
Asa went back to filling prescriptions. A few seconds
passed, and he put the prescription down.
“I know the whole family, Pete. I grew up with his
daughters. I’ve been over to his house for dinner. I like him, and I
like his family. Okay? I hired him, and that’s that.”
Pete Kruchuk grumbled and stomped back into the office. Asa
continued filling prescriptions, but his mind was on the Wolff family.
He remembered how people used to talk about Henry’s bizarre
behavior while he went to high school. He heard about the farting
incident with the Flanagan twins.
Henry’s behavior was full of surprises, an embarrassment for
Robin and Sharon, and he remembered feeling a lot of compassion
for the Wolff sisters back then.
But that was a long time ago.
It was hard not to lend an ear to a recent Henry sighting,
because there was always one, but they seemed tamer now. He was
convinced Henry had changed for the better. Yes, Henry could be
considered more responsible now. Still, a chill ran through him
momentarily.
He hoped he hadn’t made a mistake.
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CHAPTER FORTY

CHARLES PETZ SCRUBBED a baking pan crusted
with chicken skin from dinner the night before. Tall, empty,
sentinel-like bottles of Chivas Regal whiskey and burgundy wine
presided at the corners of the sink. Behind the wine bottle was an
‘Alcoholics Anonymous’ pamphlet and a list of AA meeting sites.
Petz scrubbed the Teflon pan with broad strokes in the
same direction repeatedly, more like it was a workout than a kitchen
chore. The pan, already scraped down to its bare metal, was ready to
be rinsed, but he continued to scrub while staring at the bottles. He
thought hard about where his next drink would come from.
Danny came into the kitchen, opened the pantry door, and took
out a box of cereal. Petz opened a cabinet door, retrieved a cereal
bowl, and handed it to him.
“I’m staying after school today,” Danny said dryly.
“What for?” his father retorted, perceiving an attitude from
his son.
“Because.”
The veins in Charles’ neck bulged. His bloodshot eyes
watered as he wiped his dry mouth. A guttural noise
resonated in his chest. He wanted to say something but
stopped himself.
He tried again.
“That’s… not… an acceptable… answer,” he finally said
in four distinct stages, trying hard to control his temper.
“I’m just staying after school.”
Danny poured some cereal into the bowl and began eating.
Petz opened the refrigerator door, retrieved the milk, and put it on the
table, but Danny continued to eat the cereal dry.
“Eat the cereal with milk!” Petz shouted.
“I don’t want to.”
Petz’s jaw tightened.
“Why do you always have to contradict everything I say?”
he said through a clenched mouth.
“I don’t contradict everything you say!” Danny bellowed
loud enough that the neighbors could hear.
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With a sweep of his hand, Petz knocked the bowl of cereal off
the table. Danny mumbled curses as he picked up his books and
headed for the door.
Petz jumped in front of the doorway, trapping Danny in the
kitchen.
“Why are you staying after school?” Petz yelled.
He raised his arm across his chest, showing Danny the
back of his hand.
Petz’s breath became heavy. Beads of perspiration spread
across his face like painted dots. A fiery tear jutted out from his eye
and joined forces with the droplets of sweat. His face showed signs
of great distress, like a prisoner who hadn’t slept in days.
He slowly brought his hand down and moved away from
the doorway.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered.
Danny left the kitchen as if nothing had happened. Petz
drifted to the counter and slouched over the kitchen sink. His hands
were shaking.
“I’m going to try out for the school play,” he heard
Danny’s voice yell from the living room.
The front door slammed shut.
Petz rushed to the refrigerator and took out a half-filled
bottle of dry sherry, the last of the wine. He grabbed a tall glass
from the sink and poured the wine into it until the last drop fell from
the bottle. His hands shook so much that he lost his grip on the glass
and it dropped, shattering in the sink. The wine streamed down
towards the drain hole, and in a desperate attempt to save the last of
the domestic tipple, he fumbled for the plunger to jam the drain. He
swept the jagged edges of the broken glass away in an attempt to save
the wine. Realizing his hooch was gone, unsalvageable, he scooped
upthe plunger and threw it against the wall.
The palm of his hand was dripping with blood. He
washed it under the sink, and then applied pressure to the cut to stop it
from bleeding. He stared at his hands, which quivered
uncontrollably. Taking short, quick breaths, he tried to help ease the
tension on his back, shoulders and chest. That provided relief as his
breathing slowed.
His eyes drifted and became fixated on the AA pamphlets.
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Henry watched Danny from the bedroom window
as he walked down the side of the house to the bus stop.
“Wasn’t too bad today, Danny,” Henry said to himself.
“You’ve definitely had worse days.”
Henry retrieved a tie from the closet and stood in front of the
mirror. He pulled up the collar to his button-down, blue dress shirt,
and began tying a knot. The thin end of the tie was much longer
than the wider end on his first try. He was not used to doing this
himself. He untied it and tried again... and again.
And again until, at last, he found success.
***
ASA SAW Henry through the window looking in. It
was eight-twenty and Henry was early. The store was locked so
Asa came to the door and let him in.
“I’m a little earlier than you expected,” Henry said. “I hope
that’s okay.”
“Certainly, Henry. Come in.”
Henry took off his jacket and proudly sported his shirt and tie.
He straightened his back and turned his body sideways, like a
model flirting with the eye of a camera.
“You look like you’re ready for work,” Asa said.
“I am,” Henry emphatically proclaimed.
They both walked up aisle four. Asa pointed to a section
where the products were sparsely stacked. “I want you to fill up
some of these empty spaces. Make sure we have enough products
on the shelf. You can find the inventory in the back. Okay?”
“Certainly. I understand. Empty spaces make you look like
you’re going out of business. That’s not good.”
“Yes, that’s not good,” Asa said with a sigh of relief that
Henry had somewhat of an understanding of the task at hand.
“But I haven’t got the slightest idea where anything is out
back,” Asa admitted. “I’m afraid I’m a little disorganized that way.
You’ll have to find the items yourself.”
“You want me to tell you if you don’t have the products
out back to fill the shelves?” Henry asked.
“Yes. Yes, please. That’s good, Henry. Make me a note of
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the products I need to order.”
“Okay. I’m off to see the wizard.” Henry marched off to
begin his first day of work.
Asa watched Henry disappear into the back room. As much
as he liked Henry, he wondered whether he had done the right thing
hiring him. He remembered Henry during his grammar school years,
and how odd it seemed that a grown man would play hopscotch
with his daughters, or how different the Wolff family seemed to be.
He especially thought it odd when Robin’s mother scolded Henry for
keeping his daughters out past dark. All of Henry’s antics seemed so
weird to Asa back then. Now, he seemed a little different. Henry
had changed somewhat. He seemed a bit more mature, perhaps.
Henry was the reason Asa became friends with Robin,
especially when Robin confided in Asa about the problems that the
war caused Henry, about her brother’s sudden death, and how all that
affected her father’s brain somehow.
Asa started to reminisce about Robin. She had been a good
friend during the school years, he felt, although they hadn’t kept in
touch recently, except for that one time they had lunch together.
Neither of them had married and she seemed to have put her
professional life over her personal life, like he had. While growing
up, he felt something special for Robin... there’s no doubting that.
She was everybody’s tomboy-friend who loved to play ball with
the guys. She had more agility than most of the boys in grammar
school and was one of the smartest kids in the class, to boot.
Asa began looking at her differently when she turned
twelve, and it wasn’t just because she was one of the first girls who
developed breasts, either. It was more because she had a dichotomy to
her personality that no other girl had.
He recalled how in little league she would pound her glove
at shortstop and yell at the batter, ‘Watch out batter. Pitcher lost his
control,’ which was very distracting to the hitter at times, and to him as
well. Not exactly the banter you’d expect from a shortstop.
Asa remembered one time when Bobby Robinson came up
to the plate. He was the best hitter in the league. Robin called time
out and came over to the mound. She asked him why he was staring
down at home plate watching the catcher wiggle his fingers by his
crotch and sending secret messages on how to throw the ball.
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Asa laughed.
‘Throw him a high sinker. He’s a sucker for those.’ And
sure enough, he struck Robinson out with high sinkers. Then Asa
looked over to Robin and caught her smiling at him. ‘Good job,
Sweetie,’ she had said. This sent chills down his spine. Yes, he
found it very hard to concentrate on his pitching duties when all he
could think about was taking Robin behind the stands and kissing
her.
Then high school came along, and Robin would watch the
game in the stands. He remembered the urge to show off with a big
wind-up and then pitch his signature fastball which was clocked at 89
miles per hour. He felt proud now for leading the league in high
school to the District Championship with an Earned Run Average
of 1.12. In high school, he became a very good pitcher – one of the
best. But then again, he didn’t have Robin to distract him at
shortstop and he could concentrate on perfecting his knuckleball,
which was the main reason he won that scholarship to East
Stroudsburg College.
He liked Robin a whole lot back then.
They became best friends, mostly because they shared a
love for baseball. What happened to their closeness? He couldn’t
remember the particular moment when they lost it. Sometime during
high school, Robin lost interest in baseball. Academic pursuits took
up most of her time. She was very selective whom she went out with,
yet Asa couldn’t remember her ever having a steady boyfriend. He
always regretted never making an overture for her during high
school. Now he wondered what might’ve happened if he ever tried.
He remembered his first kiss with her behind the bleachers. Oh, God!
He got nervous just thinking about it. Whatever happened to
them, he wondered. It was like their relationship just faded away…
like two old friends on separate rafts drifting away by life’s currents.
He shook his head at himself.
Maybe something was the matter with him. He couldn’t
remember ever feeling comfortable with women, and he felt timid in
front of the opposite sex, especially Robin. Tongue-tied was the usual
symptom he experienced if he liked someone. He could never get past
that to develop a relationship. Asa lived alone and dedicated all his
time to his business.
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There’s nothing wrong with you, he told himself as he surveyed the
prescriptions at the ‘IN’ bin.
He picked one up and began filling it, but the thoughts
lingered. Asa wondered if he had made the right decisions in his life.
Ever since going out to lunch with her, he has doubted his logic about
marriage. He had believed most marriages ended up in divorce, so
he was doing just fine putting his priorities where they were and he
would continue to wait until he found the right person to whom he
would say the all- important, ‘I do,’ to. He was fine with this
attitude and didn’t care that he was single so why was he having
doubts now? Maybe his mid-life crisis was paying him a visit early.
Asa finished the prescription, flung it in the ‘filled’ bin and
picked up another one to work on. There were rumbling feelings
inside him right now – a little anxious moment. He thought about
what he ate for breakfast, how much sleep he got – that sort of thing
– and he chuckled at himself. At age thirty-two, his self-esteem was
measured by what he ate and how much sleep he got. Maybe it was
the extra cup of coffee that was making him feel so anxious this
morning.
As the day rolled on, Asa noticed Henry was a hard
worker, and sensed he had a keen memory as well. Henry knew
almost every item in the store, as well as where it belonged, and
this was only his first day. He also showed a little savvy with the
customers. Asa watched him tell the patrons where they could find
products – in which aisle, how far down, and whether the item was
on the upper or lower shelves. There had to be more to Henry than
meets the eye. Stocking shelves was beneath his abilities.
Then, quite unexpectedly, in the late afternoon, Asa saw
Robin from the window. As she parked her car right in front of his
business property, he noticed she didn’t look too happy. She opened
the door quite abruptly and marched right into the pharmacy liked
she owned the place. That was how Asa always remembered her.
Very deliberate and confident about herself.
Asa’s mouth suddenly went dry. He needed a drink of
water. His heart pounded harder all of a sudden. Even after his
morning jogs, his heart hadn’t thumped with this vitality. Then, quite
suddenly, Asa felt a little faint, like his heart had stopped. He buried
his head in the act of filling a prescription at the counter, then looked
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up and saw Robin gawking directly at him.
He nodded and smiled, or tried to, at least.
He felt a weird muscle spasm at the corner of his mouth.
Robin didn’t smile at all and kept leering at him. “Asa, I need
to talk to you,” she quipped.
Hi, Robin, was what he wanted to say.
“Hummuna … Hummuna,” was all that came out of his
mouth.
“What are you doing giving a job to my father?”
“I… I…”
“You should’ve called me first.”
She searched the store, eyeing each aisle. Finally, she
located Henry down aisle two. She threw her finger at Asa, as if it
were a dart.
“You should’ve called me,” she said.
Robin stormed down aisle two to confront her
father. “Dad! What are you doing?”
“I’m working,” Henry said with a tone of pride as he
positioned a product neatly in its proper place.
“I can see that. But why?”
“I need the money. It’s Christmas time. I need to buy you
and Sharon presents.”
Robin gritted her teeth. She didn’t want to scold her father,
although she was using an enormous amount of energy trying to
control her temper.
“I thought we agreed having twenty dollars a day was
adequate, and if you needed more money, I was going to lend it to
you. After this court thing is over, you’ll have access to your
money, and everything will be fine.”
“I didn’t want to burden you,” Henry said.
He continued to shuffle the products around on the shelf.
“Dad, you know how you get sometimes. This is a place of business.
What are you going to do if…?”
“I know how to act in a place of business.”
“Oh, yeah. Since when? You don’t remember the last time
you got a job? At Wal-Mart? You worked a whole two weeks
before you got fired. Remember why? In case you forgot, let me
tell you. You kept on paging people on the intercom because you
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thought it was funny. You paged ‘the woman in the red dress and
the fat butt.’ You paged the security guard,for crying out loud.”
“Well, things have changed.”
“Since when?”
“Since now.”
Henry knelt down to work on the bottom shelf, and Robin
knelt down with him. She whispered to him.
“Do you remember what we talked about the other day at
the kitchen table?”
“You mean about going to court?”
“No.”
Robin looked around to make sure no one was close by. “Do
you remember saying that you wanted to be forgiven? That you
wanted Mom to forgive you?”
Henry stood to work on the top shelf.
Robin stood with him. “Does this have anything to do with
that?”
“I don’t know. No! Maybe …”
“Maybe what, Dad? What’s going on inside your head?
Maybe what?”
“Maybe if I begin to act responsibly, I can live life
normally. Maybe that’s all there is to it.”
“Oh, I see.”
Robin walked back a few steps to distance herself from
her father so she could calm down and think. She wanted to tell
him everyone had done things in their lives that they
regretted doing, and we all have to learn from our mistakes no
matter how horrible they are. Simply, we have to forgive
ourselves and move on. That’s what life’s about, and that’s the
mature thing to do.
Robin watched her dad stock the shelves. He tossed a
look at her, smiled briefly, and continued working, an
unwavering determination, she thought.
But if that’s what he wants, she’d back off. She was willing
to try and do it his way. At that moment, she decided that there was
only one thing to do, and that was to let go, like a mother does when
she’s waving goodbye to her child going off to school for the first
time.
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Dad was at a crossroads in life, Robin conceded. For that
matter, so was she – with her mother dying and her
relationship with Sharon being redefined. Although she was uncertain
of where they were both heading, she surrendered to this energy and
promised herself that she would not interfere with Dad’s quixotic
quest – let the chips fall where they may, if she could.
She looked over to Asa who quickly looked away and felt a
little pang of guilt for talking to him the way she did when she first
walked in. In a matter of a few seconds, she reviewed her life growing
up with him, and remembered Asa as a very influential part of her
middle childhood, especially back in the baseball days when she was
very interested in sports, and competed with the boys. She admired
Asa for always keeping his cool. No matter what happened in the
game, whether the other teams got three hits in a row – which
happened only once – or whether someone hit a home run – which
also rarely happened – Asa would always look her way and smile.
She would be touched by his courage and sensitivity. She
remembered the winking.
When someone got a hit, she’d be at shortstop and he’d
wink at her. She’d wink back. They did a lot of winking. She felt a
little twang at remembering.
She had forgotten to tell Doctor Tucker that… about the
winking.
At this moment, she sensed there was a ‘lingering
something’ between them. There had always been a ‘lingering
something.’ She fantasized for a moment what it would be like on a
date with him, sitting in a candlelit booth, sipping wine. Then she
remembered her confession during her session with the doctor. A
dinner date would be filled with talk about the most valuable
players in baseball and ‘earn run averages.’
She shook her head.
There was no need to think that one through. Besides,
those thoughts were interfering with the task at hand.
She turned to Henry and said, “Okay. Have it your way,
Dad. I’m leaving.”
She left her father, taking the long route past Asa.
“You should’ve called me, Asa,” she said while passing. “I
had to hear about this through gossip.”
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Robin didn’t allow him to respond. In a flash, she was out the
door and walking to her car. She wondered why she didn’t smile at
him. He might’ve winked. She would’ve winked back.
She thought about going back inside and apologizing for
being rude.
No. She couldn’t do that. She had to stay focused and go
backto work.
Henry walked to the window and watched Robin
drive away. As her car disappeared from view, Henry noticed Dixie
coming out of a dark alleyway with the headset covering her ears.
Dancing with a wild, tribal elegance, she bumped into a pedestrian.
She turned and swaggered down the street – a new cadence, like an
ocean wave that has no care or purpose except to rise, fall and
repeat the process over and over – an unrestrained rhythm. She
bounced off a shop’s window, and then steadied herself. Then she
stumbled, for no apparent reason, quickly recovered, and continued
down the street.
Another figure mulled in the dark alleyway from where
Dixie had just emerged. He was striking the flint of a lighter and
the sparks shot out like projectiles in every direction. Henry tried
to focus but it was too dark and too far away to see anyone. Then, a
flame ignited and illuminated a face that Henry now recognized.
Jason puffed on a cigarette, moved into the sunlight and
leaned his shoulder against the building while observing people
passing in front of him. Henry’s heart sank – a momentary squeeze
– as Jason stepped onto the sidewalk and drifted in the opposite
direction from Dixie.
Hours passed and Henry finished his first day of
work at the pharmacy.
“All the shelves are stocked,” Henry said to Asa, “and I
organized the boxes of inventory in the back according to which
aisle they belong.”
“Oh, that’s nice,” Asa said enthusiastically. “You did that?
I like your initiative. Terrific, Henry.”
“Here’s a list of the items you need.” Henry handed Asa a
piece of paper.
Asa extended his hand and congratulated him on a job
well done on his first day.
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“And tomorrow,” Asa said, “maybe I’ll teach you how to
work the register.”
Henry promised to be in bright and early at eight-thirty,
and then left.
Henry laid on the couch at home. Feeling exhausted, he
rubbed his legs, massaging them. He wasn’t used to standing on his
feet for so long.
Next door, he could hear Danny and Mr. Petz yelling at
each other. Henry braced himself for the worst – a slap, a table or
chair crashing into a wall. But there was no slap and no suggestion
or sign of abuse – just the slam of a door. Henry got up and
walked to the kitchen window to see if Danny needed any
comforting. Much to his surprise, it wasn’t Danny who had left the
house in a storm. It was Mr. Petz. He caught a glimpse of him getting
into his car and driving away. Henry reclined on the couch again
and felt a sense of achievement for completing a successful first
day of work. He had the physical aches and pains that went along as
proof, in
case he had any doubts of his accomplishment.
He retraced his activities of the day.
Thoughts of Dixie entered his mind and a sad feeling
erupted in the center of his heart. They pervaded his body like a
torrid virus. He looked up and prayed a little for her. A warm
sensation finally reached his head – a little squeeze of the brain.
That was the last thing he remembered before falling
asleep.
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CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

DERRICK LEANED back in his chair with a lit cigar in
his mouth, his feet on the desk and the phone to his ear. Blood
was dripping from his boots. The calendar on the wall read
August 2030.
“Mrs. Leonard,” he said, “I’ve been working at CCA for
most of my life. I know an opportunity when I see one, and I
am about to present an opportunity to you. Depending on
whether you accept or reject this favorable offer will determine
whether you have a good day, or a very bad day. You want to
have a good day, don’t you, Mrs. Leonard?”
“Yes,” Mrs. Leonard’s voice echoed through the
receiver. “Well, let me tell you, your name is written down in
the Debtor’s Book of Shame. You have reached the bottom
rung of life’s ladder. You’re a social disgrace, and people look at
you with disdain and disgust. But now, I offer you this
opportunity to erase your name from the Debtor’s Book of
Shame. You can start a new life where people respect and
welcome you into their world of cornucopia and opulence. All
you have to do is make monthly payments and your soul will be
wiped clean. It’s like an indulgence, Mrs. Leonard. You know
what an indulgence is, don’t you?”
“Yes. I do. I’m Catholic. In fact, I can trace our family
back to the tenth century when we purchased indulgences at a
discount. Let me tell you, Derrick boy, this deal you are talking
about sounds really good. What do I have to do to take
advantage of this great opportunity?”
“Just write out a check for ten thousand dollars a
month.”
“Okay. That sounds reasonable. How many months
do I
have to do this?”
“What are you joking? For the rest of your life, of
course.”Derrick cackled hard.
Sharon’s conscious mind surfaced, and the sound of
Derrick’s voice blended with the disc jockey’s cacophonous roar
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coming from the clock-radio alarm. Her dream vanished as
the cruel reality of the alarm clock invaded her consciousness.
She turned over, slammed down hard on it and stayed in bed for
a few seconds, wishing to savor the serene limbo state between
the quiet lull of nothingness and the roar of reality.
The moment passed.
She rose from her bed full of uncontrollable moans
and popping sounds from her joints as she shook the cobwebs
out.
Might as well go to work since her dreams took her
there anyway, she thought.
Sharon was talking on the phone at work through a
headset to Mrs. Geoff Shuler, a lady whose husband had died a
year ago and who was complaining she felt lonely.
And destitute.
Sharon was putting the squeeze on her while standing
and doing her morning exercises.
While stretching, Sharon looked more closely at Mrs.
Shuler’s folder. In it, was a copy of her husband’s death
certificate, and signed copies of credit card applications, as
well as information of past loans made over a seven-year
period. She noticed that before his death, three credit card
applications were requested. Sharon had copies of those
applications in his name, complete with his signatures.
Duplicate cards with Mrs. Shuler’s name were also requested
and approved by the credit card companies.
Mrs. Shuler didn’t work and was in debt up to her
eyeballs in her husband’s name, post-mortem. There was
nothing much Sharon could do since the lady – that is, her late
husband – had no assets to speak of. Nevertheless, Sharon had
been showing no signs of mercy between her leg lifts and knee
bends. She had been on the phone for ten minutes, relentlessly
citing bogus laws and quoting from the ‘famous quotation’
pamphlet, a collection of memorable one-liners Todd had
overheard from Clarion employees who were creatively
squeezing ‘deadbeats.’
“I’ll have you reported,” Mrs. Shuler said. “You can’t
talk to me like that. You’ll lose your job.”
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Mrs. Shuler was one of the tougher ladies, Sharon felt,
but not very convincing with her threats. Sharon laughed and
was content on letting Mrs. Shuler talk while she finished her
deep knee bends or until she ran out of steam, whichever came
first.
Sharon finished her exercises and sat.
While Mrs. Shuler continued ranting about how she
couldn’t afford to pay anything, being a widow and all, Sharon
noticed the signatures of Geoff Shuler’s most recent credit card
and loan applications. She picked up a letter written by Mrs.
Shuler, which was a long dissertation on how her husband died
of colon cancer and left nothing in his estate except for some
old books and greasy, worthless tools. He left her with no
money. She was, according to the letter, destitute, a fact that
Mrs. Shuler was conveying on the phone call. She was angry
because, Geoff, her late husband, was in more debt than she
realized.
“Wait a second,” Sharon whispered to herself.
She hit the mute button and put the receiver in the
flowerpot, hanging it on a convenient notch that substituted
nicely as a cradle. The woman continued to object to Sharon’s
heartlessness, and the flower seemed to be taking it in good
spirits.
Sharon scrutinized the signature on Mrs. Shuler’s recent
letter and noticed something interesting about it. It looked
very similar to the ones on the credit card and loan applications.
After a careful study, Sharon determined that the same person
signed all three documents.
“Well, you sly old fox...” Sharon whispered to herself.
She could hear Mrs. Shuler’s voice chattering to the
plant, which now seemed to be recoiling from the receiver,
leaning towards the partition as if it were trying to make an
escape.
Just as Sharon put the phone to her ear, she noticed
through the office window that Robin was parking her car in
front of the building.
“Oh, Lord,” Sharon said. “What does she want?”
Sharon hit the mute button and spoke softly, but firmly. “Listen,
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you conniving witch…”
She hesitated momentarily to let the ‘witch’ word
register. A gasp got stuck in Mrs. Shuler’s throat, it seemed,
and Sharon waited for a response.
One eventually came. “What did you call me?”
“I said witch! Witch! Witch,” Sharon said.
She began her chant with a whisper and ended with a
soft, but coarse, accent on the last CH syllable; a technique she
had learned in an environment where ‘how’ you say a word was
as important as ‘what’ word was said.
She bent over in her chair and looked down at the floor,
concentrating hard so she could end this conversation before
Robin came in.
“I got your number, Mrs. Shuler,” Sharon said. “Let
me give you an expedited version of what I think is going on
here. It seems your husband died the day after he applied for
the bank loan. I figure he had to know he was dying when he
signed for the credit card application, right? Now, first thing is,
who signs for a loan while lying on his death bed with colon
cancer? That’s odd enough, and what’s so doubly odd, Mrs.
Geoff Shuler, is that your signature on a letter I have in front of
me matches your husband’s signatures on a loan and credit card
applications. An amazing discovery of events here, don’t you
think?”
There was silence on the other end of the phone.
Sharon looked up and saw Robin walking into the office. She
returned to talking to the floor.
“You chew on this for a couple of days, Mrs. Shuler,
and try to think creatively on how you’re going to manage to
pay for some of these bills.”
Sharon looked at several collection notices. “By the
way,” she continued, “You’re right. My misuse of phone
protocol could get me fired, but forging signatures on credit
card and bank loan applications is a felony. You’re a bad, bad
girl, Mrs. Shuler. You can go to jail for that. And I don’t think
you would enjoy that process at all. Not at your age. Although
I’m told it’s a place where you can develop some very close
relationships.”
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Sharon hung up just as Robin approached. She threw
her shoulders back and bent her neck from side to side,
cracking one of her vertebrae. Webbing her fingers together,
she cracked her knuckles in preparation for another kind of
battle. “Must be important,” Sharon said. “You haven’t come
to my place of business in months. Or is it years?”
“Hello, Sharon. Let’s go to lunch.”
“Really! It’s that bad?”
“I thought I’d stop by and let you know what’s going
on with Dad, just in case you care.”
“Knock that crap off, Robin. I care about Dad. You
know I care about him.”
“Yeah, well, he decided to get a job.”
“What? You’re kidding me. Where?”
“Adler’s Pharmacy.”
“Really? Asa hired him? Wow!” Sharon thought for a
second. “Why did Dad get a job?”
“It’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s Christmas time. He needs
money for shopping, and he refuses any loans from me.
Listen… let’s not quarrel, Sharon. Dad’s acting strange, and
that’s what I wanted to talk about. I think he’s trying to change,
if that’s entirely possible. So... can we have lunch and talk?”
“All right.”
Sharon started to clean off her desk. “But none of the
guilty-crap talk. If you are trying to make me change my mind,
forget about it.”
“What makes you think I have a hidden agenda,
Sharon?”
“Because I know you. And because you have already
indicted me as the heartless daughter.”
Sharon picked up one of the folders from her desk.
“Hey. That’s my life’s work, making people feel
guilty.” She threw the folder back down on the desk. “...so, I
know when someone is trying to make me feel guilty.”
“Okay, Sharon. You win. I’m trying to make you feel
guilty. It’s not working. Can we go?”
“Damn tooting, it’s not working.”
“Fine. I shouldn’t have come.”
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Robin started to leave but spun around and faced her
sister.
“You know, you sit here all day, all alone, listening to
sob stories and excuses from people down on their luck, and
you’ve developed this… callousness about everything. You’ve
been doing this for so long, your arrogance has become part
of your personality. When we were kids you used to care how
people felt. Life was just fun and games. Where is that ‘old’
Sharon that I used to know?”
Robin turned and left the cubicle.
“Wait,” Sharon said. “That worked. You have
potential.” She hurried to catch Robin. “But you emptied all
the cylinders at once. You need to save some spit for another
round, just in case your adversary has a comment or two for
rebuttal.”
Sharon clutched Robin’s arm and wouldn’t let go.
“You’re incorrigible,” Robin sighed.
“Smile, big sister. Gotta let everyone else now all is
okay.” Sharon said as she cocked her head high. “Let’s make
believe we’re the best friends in the world.”
And then she nodded to some of her co-workers on their
way out of the building.
***
ROBIN SAT across from her sister at a
barrestaurant. While they talked, Robin thought about how normal
their relationship must appear to the outside observer. They
seemed to be best friends.
Robin waved to the waiter, tapped her wine glass, and
pointed to Sharon and herself. He promptly came over, topped
their wine glasses off, and then left.
“So, how’s your sessions with Dr. Tucker doing?”
Sharon asked.
“Okay. I’m pretty much done.”
“Come to closure on anything?”
Robin thought for a second and wondered if she had
benefited at all from seeing the good doctor.
“Yeah, I did,” Robin confessed. “Do you remember
what your nickname was when you were younger?”
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“Of course. Dad always called me ‘Flower,’” Sharon
replied.
“That’s right. He used to call me ‘Trigger’.” Robin
tossed out a short chuckle. “He calls you this nice, thought
provoking, feminine-nature word, and he calls me a name that
you give a horse, or a dog. He should’ve called me ‘Spot’ or
“Fly-Fly Bird’ or something.”
Both sisters laughed, and a moment passed before they
talked again.
“Yeah, but Dad called you ‘Trigger’ because you
always were quick with an answer. He didn’t mean
anything bad by it.”
“Yeah, yeah. Who cares? I’m over it already. Well, I
mean, finally.”
Sharon sipped from her wine glass and gently placed it
down. She rubbed the rim of the glass with her index finger in
slow circular motions producing a ‘ring’ sound.
“Hey, I still have the touch.”
Robin smiled and remembered when they first learned
that trick. At a restaurant when they were kids, Dad produced a
ring sound from a water glass. She thought it was magic at the
time.
“What’s going on, Robin? What’s this conversation
leading to? A Dad-loved-me-more-than-he-loved-you, kind of
conversation?”
Robin furrowed her eyes and shook her head in small,
jerky movements. A melancholy mood had overtaken her.
“Well, Miss Diva,” Sharon snipped. “Mom loved you
more, for sure. So, I guess we had a balanced family life, right?
You were more like the Wicked Witch of the West. I was more
like Dorothy.”
Sharon took a hard swig from her wine.
Robin’s mind was not in the conversation any longer.
She appeared to be listening to her sister’s words, but really,
she was remembering a time when ‘Flower’ was an appropriate
name for Sharon, at a time when winning at hopscotch was as
competitive as she ever got.
But she changed somewhere along the line, and Robin
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wondered when those changes began to occur.
Maybe Sharon’s innocence was lost when she got
pregnant in high school by that twenty-year-old car mechanic
who had dropped out of school when he was sixteen. She
was only fifteen when she got pregnant and was going to leave
school to get married to him.
Mom was fit to be tied and being a pro-choice advocate,
she vehemently wanted Sharon to get an abortion and carve this
‘car guy’ out of her memory like he was a tumor, or some
mistake in her life that needed to be flushed down the toilet and
forgotten about forever.
But Sharon pressed the marriage issue, and appealed to
Dad who, of course, wasn’t very helpful. In fact, he was in
favor of Sharon getting married – not a very responsible
attitude according to Robin and Mom at the time. But then
again, Dad didn’t have much of a say on important matters.
Robin clearly remembered the arguments Mom and
Sharon had over her pregnancy. Sharon threatened to run away,
and Mom cursed her for even thinking about it. She reminded
Sharon that life’s adventures, or pursuit of them, would be very
common indeed, married to a high schooldrop-out, with a child
and no visible means of support other than a car mechanic’s
salary. Robin winced at recalling the yelling…
Pro-choice… Right-choice… Abortion…
No-abortion...
Having a baby without Mom’s support was simply out
of the question, so the right choice became the only choice. The
right choice, according to Mom, that is.
Sharon aborted.
Sharon also confided in Robin during that time and said
she was truly in love with car mechanic guy. Sharon tried to
convince her mother of that, but their mother didn’t want to
hear any of it. Her message was tied to the buzzword,
‘responsibility,’ which was open to interpretation at the time.
Maybe all the time.
But the Wolff girls would soon learn that responsibility,
according to Mom, meant that when they married, they
would marry into prominence. Love, if they could achieve it,
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was a nice side benefit, but not critical.
Sharon’s ‘car-guy’ was heart-broken after the abortion
and left Coalsville forever. Before he left, he told Dad he loved
Sharon very much and was devastated over the loss of his child.
He said he couldn’t live in the same town with these feelings
burning inside him and having them stoked every time he
saw Sharon. Dad actually went to see him in Maryland a year
or two later, Robin remembered. He took a bus and they had
lunch together. Mom was furious with him for doing that.
Yes, maybe that was when Sharon began to change,
Robinthought.
Sharon loved the ‘car-guy.’ She thought she was going
to get part of the trust fund when she graduated, and she didn’t
get that – a double whammy that started her on the journey to
where she was today. But the saddest thing, Robin thought, was
the nickname ‘Flower’ was never used again after the abortion.
And then came John Stone and the marriage scam, one
year into Sharon’s college days.
John didn’t have money per se, but he had prominence
being the son of a state congressman. Sharon thought that
marrying him and getting pregnant would’ve made a world of
difference as far as attaining her trust fund – and it most
certainly did make a difference to Mom. Even though John
had no ambition, he was a high-ranking member of society. He
had prominence.
That mattered.
But what mattered even more to Mom was completing
college, a tidbit of information Robin didn’t know about until
the John Stone scam. I guess that was because Sharon promised
John money from the estate for rendering his name and sperm
to the Wolff family.
No money.
No estate.
So, Sharon quit school, got a quick divorce, and another
abortion. Little did Sharon know at the time, that Mom secretly
wanted her to stay married and have the child. Sharon
should’ve stayed in college and things might’ve worked out
differently.
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CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

SHARON TAPPED the table to get Robin’s attention.
“Hello,” Sharon said. “You’re not paying attention.”
“What?”
“I said, you were Mom’s favorite.”
“Oh, please. Don’t start that,” Robin said. “All Mom ever
wanted from us was to complete college.”
“Yeah. Well, I guess her fair-haired jewel made her happy
on that front.”
“You could’ve too, but…”
“Please!” Sharon said, holding out her hand. “You win.
Let’s change the subject.”
The waitress came over and served them their lunch.
Sharon began eating immediately, treating her stomach with large
quantities of food in every bite. After a few minutes, she felt satiated.
She took a deep breath and sat back in her seat. Sharon watched
Robin stroke her food, separating the vegetables from the meat,
giving them their private space on the plate. Typical, she thought. Her
sister was so organized.
“So, what’s going on with Dad?” she asked.
“I don’t know, Sharon. Ever since Mom died, there’s been a
change in him. He’s trying hard to stand up on his own, but… I
don’t know. The other day he retreated into ‘la-la land.’
Remember that... how he used to zone out on us?”
“How can I forget?”
“It wasn’t hours or days like when we were kids,” Robin
said. “He was only lost for a couple of minutes, but that’s not what
is so startling. What was most peculiar was that he talked about the…
secret.”
“He never…”
“I know,” Robin interrupted. “He’s never mentioned it
before.”
“Strange.”
Sharon started to eat again.
The waitress came over and interrupted their
conversation, asking if they wanted anything else. It was getting
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late. Robin summoned the check. After the waitress left, she
addressed Sharon again.
“Why don’t you just drop this request?”
“I knew it. I knew it, you wicked witch.”
Sharon reached into her pocketbook, pulled out a printout and
placed it in front of Robin.
“You’re so predictable. I’ve been waiting for you to bring
this up,” Sharon said.
“What’s this?” Robin asked.
“The last fifteen withdrawals from our parents’ joint
account. Internet access is a wonder, isn’t it? All you need is a social
security and a pin number. Look at it. Dad began taking money out
last month when Mom was too sick to tend to the financial affairs.
Look at this. He took out one hundred dollars, and the very next day
he took out two hundred. Then a week went by, another three
hundred. Three days later, two hundred, and then four hundred…”
Robin slapped her hand down on the printout. “Stop it,
Sharon. Stop it. I get the picture.”
There was a moment of silence while Sharon observed her
sister’s apparent lack of interest.
“You already knew about this,” she said, “and you weren’t
going to tell me, were you?”
The waitress came over and gave the sisters the check.
Robin grabbed it.
“I never said you didn’t have a reason to be concerned with
Dad’s… behavior. We just don’t agree on what to do about it.”
“That was Mom’s inheritance,” Sharon intruded. “Don’t
you think she would like us to have some of it?”
“Yes, I do, Sharon. But I also think she wanted Dad to be
comfortable as well.”
“He can be comfortable. We can pay his bills and give him a
set allowance, just like Mom did... just like you’re doing right now.
We can continue to do that until he… dies.”
“I think Dad deserves a little more than that, Sharon.”
“Deserves. Why is that word in this conversation? You
think Dad’s past behavior gives him a claim to anything?”
“Please, Sharon. Don’t start.”
“Start! The world should know who the real Mr. Henry
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Wolff is. We’ve been covering up for him our whole lives.”
“Stop it, Sharon. Stop it right now.” Robin looked at the
check.
“Oh, no. Not this time, Robin.”
Sharon grabbed the check out of her sister’s hand. Sharon
didn’t want to have that dirty feeling that came along when Robin
paid for things. Through the years, Robin had contributed more,
if money be the measure, for the ‘together’ gifts for their parents, like
Christmas and birthday gifts. Sharon would always feel dirty for
the gratitude showered equally to her and Robin even though
Sharon’s contribution was usually far less than her sister’s. Of
course, the lunches and dinners at restaurants were always a place
where Robin could show how successful she had become. She would
either grab the check at a restaurant and pay it all, or fund more
than her share by tossing in a twenty-dollar bill for a thirty-dollar
check, like a high-stakes roller with wads of money tothrow away.
Or a big tipper.
“I got this one,” Sharon said.
She was not going to feel that way today.
Robin reached for her pocketbook, but Sharon tossed a
ten-dollar bill on the table.
“I got the tip, too.”
Robin sighed. “Don’t do this, Sharon.”
“Do what? What exactly do you think I’m doing?”
“Don’t start tossing around family history, Sharon. People
won’t understand.”
Sharon chuckled, then turned very serious.
“We’ve been covering up for Dad our entire lives,” Sharon
said. “Mom’s occupation was protecting the family name. What
would people think if they knew the entire Wolff family history?”
Sharon gritted her teeth. “You have what you want, Robin. It’s so
easy for you, isn’t it? I mean, the righteousness you must feel when
you go to court and repossess someone’s house legally. How does that
feel, Robin?”
“I’m a defense attorney. I defend people when they have
been wrongly accused of something…”
“Are you telling me you never repossessed someone’s
home?”
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“Only once.”
“Oh, I see. I guess it’s like killing someone for the first
time. Either you hate it so much you have nightmares for the rest of
your life, or the thrill of it makes you want to repeat the act over
and over again.”
“Oh, please, Sharon.”
“It’s so easy for you to look at me and see…what do you
see, Robin? What am I to you, a wayward sister? Someone you
dismiss in a conversation at a cocktail party after someone asks, ‘How
is your sister doing?’ How do you answer that question, Robin?
‘Oh, Sharon is being Sharon,’ and everybody nods, politely,
because everybody knows how Sharon was, is, always will be… in
the shadow of Robin – the successful sister... the hotshot lawyer...
the defender of the wrongly accused. And, of course, when measured
against the great defender of the neglected, I am the wayward sibling,
the baby-killer, who will never amount to anything. My opinions don’t
matter, but my motives are always questioned because… well,
because I am Sharon Wolff, and we all know what that means.”
“What does that mean, Sharon?”
“It means that I’m someone who is less deserving than
you.”
Robin offered no conciliatory remarks and no codependency rebuttals today.
They both got up and walked out, casually, as if
they were best of friends. Robin seemed a little more worn than
Sharon from the lunch experience. She felt remorseful, not only
because the conversation didn’t evolve the way she wanted it
to, but also because her relationship with Sharon had been
deteriorating as of late.
They hadn’t been able to talk for more than five minutes
recently without snide words or an argument. Robin wanted their
relationship to get better, but the hope for a quality rapport
between the two of them was just that... a hope. Perhaps Robin
would never have the relationship with her sister she wanted. She
had faith, nevertheless, that someday, somehow, things would
change. Robin hoped the three of them could be a real family
again. She remembered when they last had it, and it was a very,
very long time ago.
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She missed that feeling terribly.
Henry felt tired, having spent most of the day moving
things around between the storage room and the shelves, putting
everything in its proper place. His apron was smudged from soot and
dust from the hard day’s work.
“Henry,” Asa said loudly from the pharmacy counter. He
pointed at the clock and said, “Why don’t you call it a day?”
A customer came up and Asa attended to him.
Henry removed his apron and put it behind the counter by the
second register across the room. He started to leave, but two
customers came up to check out their items. Without a hitch, and
without permission, Henry jumped behind the register and began
checking out the items. Asa went to object, but Henry was already
into checking out the second item forthe first lady.
Mr. Kruchuk came out of the stock room and saw Henry
behind the counter.
“Asa,” he yelled. “Why did you allow him to work the
register?”
Henry had already taken the customer’s money and was
about to finish the transaction with the lady when Kruchuk grabbed
the receipt and money from him, nudging him aside.
Kruchuk checked the items on the receipt against the items
in the bag, and after a second or two, he looked at the change. He
handed the lady the receipt and money.
“Have a good day,” he said, and immediately began
tallying the items of the next customer, ignoring Henry as if he
weren’t even there.
Henry grabbed his coat, and before he left, he shot a glance
Asa’s way. Asa smiled and nodded, mouthing, ‘you did good.’
This made Henry feel a little better.
He left quickly, without a second look and once outside, he
took a deep breath. The chill stung his lungs and traveled to his
bones. He tucked his chin in the neck of his down-jacket and bent
into the wind and darkness as he started walking up Main Street. He
hadn’t traveled more than a hundred yards when he heard a
whimpering sound up ahead. As he got closer, he sensed the noise
was coming from an alleyway. He poked his head in, but it was too
dark to see anything. A series of moans traveled through the bleak
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alleyway and Henry determined they were human sounds. He
could sense the trauma was both physical and emotional. Walking in
slowly, he spotted Dixie sitting down with her chin on her chest
likeshe didn’t have the strength to hold her head up.
She moaned again.
Dixie looked up, her head slowly journeying from one
shoulder to the other, and then it came to rest again with her chin
stuck to her chest.
“Go away,” she slurred. “I don’t… want… you to see
me… this way.”
As Henry stepped towards her, he sensed a sudden
movement a few yards away. Someone else was in the alleyway.
A lighter flicked. A flame.
And then the face.
Jason lit a cigarette and took a deep drag.
“You heard her, old man,” he said. “Go away.” He took
another puff.
Henry’s heart sank, weighted by an invisible anchor tossed
carelessly in the sea. The mother ship was nowhere in sight. He
started to back up, afraid, not for himself, but for Dixie. He felt
powerless to do anything for her. But worst of all feelings, he felt
excruciatingly sad for his lost friend, maybe even his best friend.
Stepping forward, he knelt next to her. “Let’s go to the
police,” he whispered.
“Don’t do it, old man.” Jason said. “They catch her like
this…” Jason shook his head. “Third offense. Five years in the
slammer.”
“Maybe they’ll throw you into jail, too,” Henry said. “Then
I’ll have to kill her and you,” Jason flipped back. “Go home,” Dixie
said. “Leave me alone.”
Henry got up, almost paralyzed by sadness.
“You want to help? She owes me money. You make her
good, I’ll leave her alone.”
Henry thought for a second.
“Even if I had money, it wouldn’t help.” He took another
look at Dixie. “Money won’t help her. It would only make matters
worse.”
Henry fired a look at Jason. It was too dark to see each
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other, except for the eyes. He concentrated on them and looked
into the abyss, as coolly as he could. Henry prayed to the Almighty
for compassion and understanding that Jason’s soul, and Dixie’s,
would find a way home.
“Never mind. Go away,” Jason muttered.
Henry looked down at Dixie once again. She seemed to be
sound asleep now.
“Don’t lose hope, Sweetie,” he whispered. Jason forced a
laugh.
“What’s hope going to do for her?” he bellowed.
Henry turned to leave and while walking away he offered a
silent prayer for his friend, then spoke, loud enough for Jason to
hear.
“If it were not for hope, the heart would break.”
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CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

A FEW DAYS HAD PASSED since Henry saw Dixie in
the alleyway. He sat in a booth at the diner and peered out the
window down Main Street, hoping he might see her
somewhere in the mix of activity. He was worried for her.
Mrs. Swanson sat across from him and they were in midconversation.
“Well, welcome to the life of Dixie,” Mrs. Swanson said
in response to Henry’s concern that Dixie was doing drugs
again.
At first, Henry thought Mrs. Swanson was cold,
heartless even, the way she talked about her own daughter. But
he knew she meant well.
“Henry,” she said in a confiding tone. “I’ve been
through too many of Dixie’s cycles to get excited anymore. I
have to be honest with you, though. I thought for a while there
that you might’ve helped her. I saw a spark in her when she was
with you, a healthy look, you know. Her face looked full, not
drawn like usual.”
Mrs. Swanson pinched her own face to make a point.
Henry could see that her heartache was genuine, and if
he had something to offer her as solace, he would, but he had
nothing to offer except the countenance of a good listener.
“I did see a change for the better. Those twitches…
those little facial fits she used to have; they were starting to go
away. She seemed calmer, is what I’m trying to say, Henry. I
had hope once again. I hate that, when hope gets you up and
then you come tumbling down. You lose sleep when that
happens, you know. She has so much to offer, Henry. She’s such
a prettygirl, don’t you think?”
“She is a beautiful girl,” Henry said. “Inside and out.”
“Yes, but the devil’s got her, Henry. The devil’s got
her.”
Henry didn’t want to think about a devil and hell. Life is
depressing enough at times, he thought, so why complicate it by
thinking about hell and a proprietor of such a nasty place.
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“God is patient,” Henry said.
Mrs. Swanson chuckled for a second and then looked
Henry right in the eye.
“He can afford to be patient, Henry. He has all the time
in the world.”
He mused over that thought for a second and wondered
just how much time could be afforded Dixie.
“Imagine, Mrs. Swanson,” Henry said. “Imagine you’re
taping the seventh game of the World Series baseball on TV
because you had to go to work. And at work, you tell everyone
you don’t want to know the outcome of the game because you
taped it and you want to watch the game at home, to be
surprised. But a customer comes in and tells you your team
won.”
“Okay, Henry. I’ll play along. Let’s say I’m imagining
myteam won.”
“Well, imagine going home and watching the game that
you just taped, and during the game your team is losing. You
don’t get excited, and you don’t get mad or any of those things.
You have patience because you know that your team is going to
win. Well, that’s how I think it is with God. He knows the
outcome, so he doesn’t get too excited. It's that kind of
patience.”
***
MRS. SWANSON SCRATCHED her head
and
then put her hand over her chin. She never thought of it that
way, but it made incredible sense to her now that Henry
mentioned it. Still, she had a heavy heart.
“Well, that’s a very good way of looking at it,” she said.
“I guess it explains things when the outcome is good, Henry.
But what if the outcome is bad? What if God knows that Dixie
is going to die from an overdose? It happens, you know. Worse,
what if she dies and goes to hell. If He knows it, why doesn't
He jump in and change things for the better?”
“I see things a little differently since Mary died, Mrs.
Swanson. This I believe: God would not have made Dixie if He
knew she was going to hell.”
Mrs. Swanson expelled a single grunt from her chest,
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which was supposed to be a laugh.
“But what about free will, Henry?”
“Free will?” Henry asked. “God didn't ask Dixie if she
wanted to be born, did He? He didn't say, ‘You have the
freedom to make a choice here, Dixie. I’ll make you, place you
on earth and if you do good, you go to heaven. If you do bad,
you go to hell,’ and then wait to see if she'd accept the
challenge. No. Free will has nothing to do with it. God made us
and we didn’t have a choice. He then plopped us down here for
a good reason. I don’t know what that reason is; maybe it’s a
simple thing like, we’re here to live harmoniously with one
another and the more harmoniously we live, the better seat we
get in the heaven auditorium.
“But Dixie going to hell? No, I can't imagine anyone
putting an innocent infant in harm’s way like that, let alone
God. It would be against moral law.”
For a brief second Henry’s answer made incredible
sense and the pain seemed to vanish. But Henry’s answer didn’t
remove the sorrow Mrs. Swanson felt for her daughter. And,
in a philosophical way, Henry’s answer disturbed her because
of her Christian beliefs, which was founded on the bible and
the concept of the devil, angels, heaven and hell. So, shaken
over the conversation, she excused herself, but before she left,
she thanked Henry.
“It means a lot that you’re concerned for my daughter.
If you’re going to stick around in Dixie’s life though, you better
get used to her cycles.”
She paused, then said, “If I wasn’t her mother, I
would’ve given up a long time ago.”
***
HENRY WALKED to town, intending to put in a
couple of hours at the pharmacy. Another week had passed;
another Saturday had come. He would go Christmas shopping
after work since he had already gotten paid for the week and
had cashed his check. He felt quite the responsible person with
a nice little nest egg of about two hundred dollars in his pocket.
No further incidents had occurred between Henry and
Mr. Kruchuk. They kept their distance from each other
260

purposely. Still, Asa was very happy with the way the store
looked now. Everything was in its place, thanks to Henry. Asa
praised him several times during the week, even when Kruchuk
complained Henry was slow. Asa told Kruchuk he liked the
methodical way their new helper worked. Everything was
documented and in its proper place.
Asa told Henry, in front of Kruchuk, that he received
two compliments from customers on Henry’s friendliness and
helpful attitude. Kruchuk just grunted in a bah-humbug sort
of way. Henry could tell there was a rift between the two
owners, but he didn’t know whether it was always there or if it
began building since Henry’s first day. Asa seemed
comfortable not paying any attention to his partner’s mood
swings, as if he had been doing that a long time.
On Saturday, the pharmacy didn’t open until 10:00
AM, so Henry walked to work a little later than usual but early
enough to engage in his favorite pastime of watching the town
in motion. Walking over the bridge, he scanned the area below
for Wheezy or Joe. He looked to the east and west side of the
bridge but couldn’t find them. Leaning on the rail, he looked
under the bridge as far as he could and spotted two pairs of legs
side by side; one leg was missing a shoe. The exposed sock was
torn, and the toes stuck out of the holes. It appeared that
Wheezy and Joe were taking a nap. Henry reached into his
pocket, pulled out two pairs of wool socks with the initials HW
embroidered on them. He tossed them down the
embankment.
One of the pairs hit them on the Wheezy’s leg and she
moved. Henry heard moaning and wheezing sounds. Feeling
relieved that they were at least alive, he turned and continued
on his way. He wondered if he should invite them over to the
house for some hot chocolate. Yes, he made a mental note to
do this – to invite Wheezy and Joe up to his house.
He turned the corner of Main Street and spotted Dixie
sitting on a bench close to the pharmacy. Her CD player rested
by her side and she was sitting with her back to Henry.
He approached the bench not knowing what he
should say. A feeling of pure delight overcame him because he
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had missed her so much. More importantly, she was alive and
well, or well enough to be sitting on a bench on Main Street. He
wanted to yell ‘boo’ in her ear, but that didn’t seem like the
thing to do under the circumstances. Still, he pondered what
to say as he stood behind the bench, feeling almost paralyzed.
He coughed.
Dixie turned around. “Hi,” she said calmly.
Henry was still searching for something to say. A
simple ‘hi’ wouldn’t do, he felt, but he didn’t know what else to
say. Dixie looked at him, waiting for a response. Henry
interpreted the look on her face as guilt.
***
DIXIE FELT more shame than guilt.
This recent fall from the wagon was particularly hard.
Her chest felt sore, like it used to when she was a kid and was
getting over a bout of bronchitis. She felt tired all the time no
matter how much sleep she got. Not knowing what to say, she
tried to speak with her face.
She smiled.
This was her way of telling him she was sorry for
disappointing him. There had been too many ‘sorry’ statements
in the past; she couldn’t bear saying it again. They would ring
hollow, even to her. Besides, saying ‘I’m sorry’ to Henry would
only imply that promises were forthcoming, promises she
probably couldn’t keep.
“Wasuuuuup,” Henry said while shaking his head
back and forth vigorously like a terrible Richard Nixon
impression.
She laughed.
“You are one weird dude,” she said.
“Yeah, well, if I’m weird, then what are you?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Dixie asked.
“I’m just kidding,” Henry said. “It means if I’m weird,
then you’re double weird, that’s all.”
It didn’t appear that Henry was mad. In fact, it felt like
their relationship was just the way it was before she fell off the
wagon. Still, she didn’t want to start a conversation with Henry
this way. She didn’t feel very good physically. She felt numb,
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emotionally and spiritually. Too many conversations got started
on the wrong note when she felt this way.
“I've said I'm sorry too many times in the past,”
Dixie said, “and it would only sound hollow if I said it again.”
Dixie waited for a response and didn’t get one. “I’m in
trouble, Henry.”
***
HENRY’S MIND KEYED in on the word ‘trouble’
and a few scenarios immediately ran through his mind.
Trouble with her mother? That didn’t seem plausible
considering his recent encounter with Mrs. Swanson. It would
be more like ‘business as usual’ than trouble. Trouble with the
police? If so, maybe he could talk to the judge and…
No, no, he couldn’t do that. He didn’t want to enable
her. If she were in trouble with the police, that would be good
actually, because then she would…
“Henry! Did you hear me? I said I was in trouble.”
“Yes. I heard you. What kind of trouble are you in?”
***
DIXIE WANTED to be honest with him. She was
tired of making up stories. Hell, she couldn’t even say it to
herself. ‘I’mdoing drugs, Henry, and I need help,’ she wanted
to say, but her abdomen erupted with pain, like a blunt
instrument had pierced the middle of her belly, twisting and
turning. She bent over and let out a short groan.
The pain eased.
“You don’t look good,” Henry said.
“Oh, what gave it away, dear Watson,” Dixie said. She
felt ragged.
She knew her clothes were wrinkled and dirty. Her face
was smudged and sooty-looking – almost as bad as a coal
miner’s face after a hard day’s work. Wheezy took better care
of herself. That thought alone caused a sharp, spiking pain to
run through her abdomen. She released a grunt and the sting
vanished.
Bravely, she faced Henry.
Her dry lips telegraphed her thirst. The rumble in her
stomach conveyed her hunger. Dixie tried to speak, but her
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facial tics and twitches interfered with her concentration. It was
not just her face though. The electric pulses wreaked havoc
throughout her body. She waited for the aches to pass.
They always did, although the duration of this episode
was longer than usual.
“What, Dixie? What do you want?”
“Just wait a second, will you?”
The pain in her stomach came back and she bent over,
putting her hands on her knees. She didn’t know which was
worse: the raucous in her abdomen or these spasms, which
seemed to run through her body like jagged pulses from an
electric shock treatment. The moment passed, and she stood
up straight, finally able to concentrate.
“I need more money. I owe Jason two hundred dollars,
and he has threatened to hurt me if I don’t give him the
money.”
There! She said it.
What was the worst that could happen now? Henry
could refuse, she supposed, and that would be it. She’d take her
punishment from Jason and go on with life, if she managed to
escape with her life. That wouldn’t be such a bad thing, if she
died, that is. It couldn’t be all that bad, she figured. The quality
of life after death was the same for everyone, rich or poor. One
had to assume it was at least peaceful.
Henry looked away.
“I have to go to work,” he whispered.
“Oh! So, you’re too good for me now, huh, you bastard?
You have a job now so you can’t associate with me? Up yours,
you turd.”
This sort of just came out of Dixie’s mouth in a string of
words without her thinking about it, like she was having an outof-body experience and was watching herself say this from a
couple of feet away.
Henry turned his back and walked to the pharmacy.
“What do you think, I won’t pay you back? I’ll pay you
back,” she yelled.
As Henry reached the pharmacy door, she watched
herself bending down to pick up a pebble.
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She threw it at him. “You bastard,” she heard herself
say again. She jogged to catch up to him. “Please, Henry. I
need the money to…”
He shook his head.
“No,” he said sternly as he turned to face her. “Money is
not what you need. Money won’t solve anything. You need…”
A tear ran down Henry’s cheek as he talked.
“I don’t know what you need. You need to get a grip on
your life.”
“Oh, man,” Dixie exclaimed. “You’re not going to do
this to me now, are you? LIFE? I don’t want to hear one of your
Forrest Gump bull-crap, piss-ant sayings about LIFE! As if you
know what LIFE is all about!”
Dixie walked in a circle, her hands twirling in the air.
“What are you going to tell me that ‘life is like a roll of
toilet paper. The closer it gets to the end, the faster it goes,’
huh, Gumpy boy-man?”
As Dixie put on her headset, her hands shook. She
turned the volume up to stop the world from caving in on her,
but the music didn’t help now.
She felt alone. Worse, she felt like she had done
something terrible to Henry.
If she had a chance to take back the last few moments,
she would. Her body and spirit ached for treating him this way
and she wanted to tell him that. She wanted to tell him how out
of control she felt and how much she loved him.
“The hell with you, you bastard,” she said instead,
instantly regretting that too.
She walked away feeling totally worthless and alone.
Her stomach felt like it had a hole in it, and a consuming
darkness was rushing in to take over her soul.
From a distance, Dixie turned to apologize to Henry
for being such a ‘jerk’, but he was gone. All she saw was a
figure that disappeared into the darkness of the store and the
door slowly closing. She looked up to the sky and dispelled a
guttural, behemoth howl; a plea for all the monsters inside of
her to go away.
But she got no such relief.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

HENRY RECEIVED instructions from Asa on how to
use the charge card machine. They had been at the register
together for quite a while.
“I’m falling behind on the prescriptions,” Asa said.
“You got the hang of it, Henry?” Asa asked.
Henry nodded, then Asa smiled and left.
A customer approached and handed Henry her items.
“Hello, Mrs. Beltran,” he said confidently as he punched
the keys and scanned her products.
Henry watched Mrs. Beltran inspect every item he
picked up. She studied the price tag and waited for the amount
to appear at the scanner window on top of the register. Henry
also saw Mr. Kruchuk watching him carefully.
“Big mistake,” Mr. Kruchuk said to Asa.
Asa didn’t feel like a response was necessary. His
relationship with Kruchuk had been deteriorating for some
time, even before Henry. It had started last year when Kruchuk
needed money for some personal matter, and he took the
money from the register before the balance sheets were
tabulated. Asa told him that was unacceptable, but Kruchuk did
it again. Then they began to disagree on what items to stock.
What was so perplexing about the current situation was that
Kruchuk had hired his brother last year to work at the pharmacy
and Asa didn’t object. Kruchuk’s brother did half the work of
Henry and quit after a month.
Kruchuk was in no position to object to Henry’s
employment.
As Henry scanned Mrs. Beltran’s items at the
register, he casually looked out the window, catching a glimpse
of Dixie and Jason across the street – on the south side of Main.
Jason pulled her into the dark alleyway and out of view.
“Henry, wait,” Mrs. Beltran said. “Don’t check out any
more items. I don’t have enough money.”
She opened her wallet and pulled out a twenty-dollar
bill. “This is all I have,” she said.
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Henry scrolled the paper receipt spindle and began
adding. He looked at the two items yet to be checked.
“Well, you are very close to that amount now,
Mrs. Beltran.”
“Oh my.” She looked at the remaining two items.
Henry tried to catch a glimpse through the window
at what was going on across the street, but Jason and Dixie were
still hidden in the alleyway.
“I really need this ice pack for Lawrence. His back is so
bad these days.”
She pushed the ice pack forward and pulled back on the
hairspray.
Henry looked at Mrs. Beltran’s hair. He was not much
of a connoisseur on women’s hairstyles, he felt, and he didn’t
want to say anything. Having lived with two daughters, he knew
all too well what efforts and emotions were packed into ‘the
look’. He wondered whether the haphazard directions of the
individual hairs on Mrs. Beltran’s head reflected the desired
look, or whether the design was a condition she was trying to
remedy with the hairspray.
The omni-directional pattern of her knotted cowlicks
could be used to pick up short-wave signals from
extraterrestrial beings, he thought. Or maybe she used her
hair for mental telepathy, which would be quite embarrassing
for Henry if Mrs. Beltran could pick up his current thoughts.
“Stop,” he whispered to himself.
His thoughts were going to get him into trouble. “Stop
what, Henry?” she asked.
“Nothing. Let’s see what we can do here.”
As he rummaged through Mrs. Beltran’s items, he
remembered how it was when Robin and Sharon were in their
‘hair stage’ – the ghastly early teens. He recalled the time he
put his hand on top of Sharon’s head because he thought her
hair stood straight up like matted fetlocks. Her screams and
obscene half sentences made him feel like a thoughtless thug.
Mary later had explained to him that Sharon’s reaction,
although severe and unacceptable, was a reaction to Henry’s
destruction of hours of work to create ‘the look’.
267

He shot one more peek at Mrs. Beltran’s mop and,
felt that her ‘Spanish moss look’ was more due to personal
neglect than trying to make a fashion statement.
“That’s okay, Mrs. Beltran,” he said.
Henry included the hairspray with the other items. He
hit the ‘total’ key on the register and the amount came to
twenty- two dollars and seventy-three cents.
Mrs. Beltran appeared upset, but Henry comforted her.
“That’s okay. I’ll stake you the money.”
Henry grabbed a pen nearby and scribbled her name
andan amount on the pad.
“I’ll keep a note here of how much you owe. You can
payme later,” he said.
“Oh, what a dear you are,” Mrs. Beltran said.
“Hey. I know how important hairspray is to women.”
He was about to relate his experience as a father of two
daughters, but he caught a disapproving look from Mr.
Kruchuk who had been watching Henry all this time. He
decided it might be best to tell her, ‘Have a nice day,’ and let
her go on her way.
Mrs. Beltran smiled, grabbed her items, and left.
Just then, he spotted Dixie and Jason coming out of the
dark alleyway across the street. They seemed to be having an
argument. Jason was crowding Dixie, menacingly shoving her.
Henry walked from behind the counter, rushed to the exit
door and opened it for Mrs. Beltran. She thanked him again and
left. He kept the door open and was ready to bolt across the
street if he had to.
“You better pay me by Monday,” Henry heard Jason
yell.
Jason swung Dixie around, and it appeared that he
might strike her. Instead, he grabbed her CD player and
removed the CD that was in the ‘play’ chamber.
“Don’t,” Dixie shouted. “That’s my favorite CD.”
Jason took the CD, broke it into two pieces and tossed it
at Dixie.
“That’s what’s going to happen to your leg if you don’t
get me my money,” Jason scowled.
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Jason walked away.
Dixie picked up the broken disc and walked away,
sobbing. She casually dropped the broken pieces in a nearby
wastebasket, and sauntered along in slow, stiff strides. Lifeless.
“Henry,” Asa yelled from inside the store.
Henry came back inside. Customers were waiting at
the register.
Dixie stood outside the pawnshop wiping her tears. She
inspected some of the items through the window. After a
moment of reflection, she dried her face with the palm of her
hand and went inside the store. She walked into a gust of
cigar smoke and saw the owner puffing on a large stogie. A
milky haze surrounded his head.
He looked up from the newspaper and puffed out a short
blast of smoke.
“I don’t want you in here unless you intend to do
business.”
“What? You think I’m going to steal something?” Dixie
shot back with a little attitude. “You got everything locked up
behind a glass counter. It’s like Fort Knox in here.”
“Thieves have ways,” the owner said.
Dixie bent over and inspected a 1913 twenty-five-cent
piece.
“How much does this go for?” she asked. “Fifteen
dollars.”
“Really? What if I had the whole set? You know, in
that folder thing.”
She spotted a folder with pennies and pointed to it.
“If it were in mint condition … more money than
you ever made in a year.”
“I know someone who has a whole collection only
he’s missing this one coin.”
“Really? Tell him to come in. I’ll make him a deal.”
“How much did you say this was again?”
“Twenty-five dollars.”
“I thought you said fifteen?”
“It just went up. Inflation.”
Dixie just stood there and stared at the quarter.
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Mrs. Curtis put several items on the counter for
Henry to check out. While Henry began scanning the items,
she leaned in and whispered to him.
“Mrs. Beltran says you might consider putting some of
this on a tab.”
“I’ve seen you around,” Henry said. “You live on
Pelham South. In The Projects, right?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
Henry knew all too well about the projects, the
development on the south side of Main from Fleck through
Sabastine Street. Pelham Street fell somewhere in-between.
Years ago, the title ‘The Projects’ was a global name
used by the mayor during a campaign speech in describing his
grand plan to improve the living conditions of the citizens on
the south side of Main Street. The mayor only intended the
name to be used in association with this construction project
but, over time, ‘The Projects’ settled into the town’s vernacular
to describe a six-block area where there were more addicts
and drug dealers per capita than any other area between
Coalsville and Philadelphia.
In the Projects it was a luxury to have cable and
cell phones, a measurement of affluence among the residents
there. Most parents struggled to keep their children off the
streets. They worked hard pinning their hopes on the school
system and praying in front of their TV sets every Wednesday
and Saturday at 7 PM when the PA Lottery hosted the Pick-6
drawings on Channel Five.
This was where Dixie’s mother lived, as did Mrs. Curtis
who was currently whispering to Henry.
“I need baby formula, and I don’t have enough money. I
was told you might be able to help me.”
Henry noticed the items Mrs. Curtis had on the
counter.
Some were not as important as the baby formula.
“Do you really need pipe tobacco, Mrs. Curtis?” Henry
asked.
“Oh, Henry. You don’t know James. If he doesn’t have
his pipe tobacco, he’s one swift pain in the ass. He gets very
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violent sometimes, too.”
“Well, I don’t know, Mrs. Curtis.”
Henry looked around. He didn’t see Mr. Kruchuk
anywhere, and Asa was nowhere in sight either. He looked up
at the overhead camera and struggled with his own thoughts
of what to do.
“I can’t do it, Mrs. Curtis,” he finally said. “You have to
give a little here. You give a little, I’ll give a little. What’s more
important? Pipe tobacco or formula for your baby?”
“Well, I… er... I do see your point.”
She pushed the pipe tobacco to the side. “Good choice,”
Henry said.
He finished checking the items and the total came to
fifteen dollars and thirteen cents. Mrs. Curtis searched her
wallet and scrambled through her pocketbook but could only
cover ten dollars.
Henry scribbled the items and the amount she owed
on the note pad, then told her not to worry. He’d cover the rest
ofthe bill for her if she couldn’t come up with the money. After
all, the baby formula was very important, he told her, and she
needed to focus on the health of her child.
What was five dollars compared to that?
Mrs. Curtis thanked Henry profusely and gave him the
tendollars. He took the money and put it into the register.
Just as Mrs. Curtis left, Asa came out from the back
room, walked over to the exit door and locked it. He looked
dejected as he ambled over to Henry. Kruchuk had already
positioned himself next to the register, crowding Henry a bit.
“Henry,” Asa began. “I saw you on the monitor. You
rang up items for Mrs. Curtis and she didn’t pay for some of
them.”
Henry looked at Mr. Kruchuk who had his hands on his
hips, as if a major crime had just been committed and he was
trying to block all avenues of escape.
“Yeah, I know, Asa,” Henry said as he reached for the
pad. “I’ve been keeping track of what I’ve been doing. Some of
the customers will come back to pay. And some don’t have
enough money to pay. Here.”
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Henry handed Asa the list.
Asa scanned the list of items. Each item had a price and
a name of a person next to it.
“I was going to tell you about Mrs. Curtis, and I wanted
you to take the money she owed from my pay next week... or
you could wait for them to pay... or I could pay for it right
now.”
Henry started to reach in his pocket, but Mr. Kruchuk
shouted in Henry’s ear.
“That’s it,” he said. “You’re outta here.”
“Hold on, Kruchuk. I’m handling this,” Asa said.
“Well, do what you said you were going to do then,”
Mr. Kruchuk shot back.
Asa looked at Henry and frowned deeply. “Henry,” he
said. “I can’t keep you here any longer. I cannot run a business,
not successfully at least, if you give items away. I have to make
a profit. I have bills. Mr. Kruchuk here has a family. Two
children. You may not understand this fully, but I can’t be
giving things away or else, eventually, I won’t have a business
anymore.”
Henry took off his apron, slowly folded it, and placed it
down on the counter. “You have a very successful business here,
Asa.”
Henry put his jacket on. He was going to offer a rebuttal
and explain to Asa that he could afford to be a little generous,
but Henry also saw Asa’s point of view.
“I understand,” he said, opting for the short answer.
Henry then walked around the register and towards the exit
door.
“I know it’s only a few days until Christmas, Henry, and
I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay, Asa. I understand.”
“If you understand, then why did you do it, Henry?”
Henry thought for a few seconds and was slow to give
an answer.
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“Because it was the right thing to do, Asa.”
They both remained silent for a moment and then Henry
added, “I guess I should’ve told you what I was doing or asked
for your approval first.”
Then Henry left.
Asa was stung by Henry’s comment that it was the
right thing to do. He questioned himself about the correctness
of what he just did. Maybe Henry should not have to pay such a
heavy price for ‘doing the right thing’.
Asa went to work on filling out prescriptions, but his
mind was not on it at all. He couldn’t reconcile the conflict
between Henry’s simpleton view of business and his own. The
words, ‘it was the right thing to do’, rang in his mind and
wouldn’t go away. Of course, thoughts of Robin were not far
away either. He cringed at the thought of having to tell her why
he had to fire her father.
The words, ‘you should have told me’, rang in his ears
as he remembered his last encounter with her.
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CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

HENRY WALKED across the street and joined the
other window shoppers, becoming one of the consumers he had
been viewing from the north side of the street for so long.
Christmas was approaching fast, and he wasn’t going to allow
what just happened with Asa to destroy his spirit.
Before long, he saw a beautiful dress in a window that
he thought would look stunning on Sharon. Henry felt a sense
of pride in his ability to shop for women’s clothes. Mary
allowed him to pick out her clothes because he had such a keen
eye for women’s fashion. Henry put no effort into this talent. He
simply looked in the window, walked back and forth in the
women’s clothing department or up and down the aisles. If
something caught his eye – if he got this special feeling – then
he knew Mary would like it.
Henry called this special feeling, the ‘twang factor’. If
he felt a little ping or twang in his gut, he knew he had found
something special. No one in the Wolff family understood this
phenomenon. Henry certainly didn’t understand it, but it didn’t
matter. He would just tag along with Mary while she shopped
and if he felt the twang, he would point like a Golden Retriever.
Mary would usually love it and try it on.
Most of the time she bought it.
Sometimes Mary let Henry shop for her without her
being present. In fact, during the last several years of Mary’s
life, she would not go shopping for clothes herself, but would
rely solely on his ‘twang factor’ to stay fashionable.
However, she wouldn’t let Henry do that for the
children.
Their fashion tastes when they were younger were on a
different dimension cultivated by teenage fads or heavily
influenced by tweenie media. Henry never was successful in
picking out clothes for his daughters when they were younger.
Nevertheless, for a man, he had an unusual knowledge of
women’s clothes and, as his daughters grew up to be adults,
they were more likely to wear ‘twang factor’ clothes.
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Henry used his gift while he window-shopped. He
spotted a beautiful pair of pants in the front window of an
exclusive woman’s clothing store. The advertisement on the
wall behind the mannequin stated:
Materials: Warm brown-hued wool with very fine forest-green and brickred woven-in coloring.
He walked in to get a better view. A saleswoman
spotted Henry while he was inspecting the pants.
“You have good taste,” she said, like it was part of a
sales pitch. “If she needs a great pair of pants that go with
everything, this is it. A fabulous pair of classic pants…”
“Wait,” Henry interrupted. “This pair doesn’t give me a
gurgle.”
The lady leaned back, apparently confused. “Oh,” she
said politely. “You’re the guy…”
“You’re new here?” Henry asked.
“Yes, and I’ve heard about you. Take your time. I’m
here if you want me.”
Henry saw another pair of pants that gave him a little
grumble inside. He pulled them off the rack and showed them
to her.
“Oh, yes. Another excellent choice. A great fabric
with vintage details. Look at this, side-seam pockets. Belt loops
with a front zip. Very versatile!”
“Yes, I see,” Henry said.
He took the pants from her and maneuvered them
while he talked.
“I really like the flat front. A stitched front pleat to the
hem. Look here. The two-inch pant cuffs are notched in the
front, made to lay flat. Hook-and-eye closure. Very nice.
Button closure on single back pocket. And look! They’re lined;
pants with lining hang better,” he commented.
Henry read the label.
“Dry clean, imported. I like it,” he added.
Henry chuckled to himself as the saleswoman’s eyes
bugged out of her head. She apparently never heard a man from
the street describe a piece of woman’s clothing before with
such accuracy.
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Henry felt proud.
“Well, you do know women’s clothes, mister. Are you
in the textile industry?”
“No.”
“Is this for your wife?”
“Daughter.”
“What size is she?”
“Forty-two regular.”
Henry had no idea what size she was, but the woman
laughed.
“Okay. Really. What size?”
Henry just shook his head and pointed to a woman in
the store.
“About that size, maybe a size smaller than her.”
The saleswoman took a size eight off the rack and told
him that his daughter could come in and exchange the item if
the pants didn’t fit.
***
HENRY HAD SPENT most of his money in a matter
of an hour. He thought about what other shopping he needed
to do and wondered where he was going to find the money
to do it.
He glanced across the street and was startled to see
Sharon talking to Mr. Kruchuk who was in the process of
closing the pharmacy. Henry ducked into the archway of the
store and watched for a few seconds. He imagined Kruchuk
happily giving her the worst possible news. A cold chill ran
through him as he watched them engrossed in conversation.
Henry bolted out of the archway, walked in the opposite
direction and took the long way home. While walking, his mind
raced through thoughts of what the upcoming week would be
like. He envisioned Sharon pointing her finger at him in
court, yelling to the judge, ‘You see. My father can’t even hold
down a job. Irresponsible! I told you he was emotionally
unavailable.’
He stopped short.
“Stop thinking these things,” he told himself out loud.
He thought about being emotionally unavailable for his
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kids during their younger years and how that must have
affected his girls. He had to get through the holidays, and then
make a New Year resolution to be emotionally available to his
children.
He would do this.
He would not let his failure at the pharmacy get him
down.
I’ll think about this more later, he promised himself as
he entered his house. Right at this moment he needed to find
money to continue shopping. He checked the usual spots,
scouting around the house for some loose change. There was
ten dollars in the top drawer of the china cabinet, and he found
five dollars in his sock drawer. Certainly, there had to be some
money in the laundry hamper.
Two dollars there!
After searching the house from top to bottom, he found
enough to continue with his Christmas shopping. He walked
to the front door to go back to town when he heard Hootie cry
out. Henry walked into the kitchen and noticed his neglected
cat stoically sitting by his bowl, crying out for food. There was
no squirming on the floor today or making a fuss over Henry,
weaving in and out of his legs. Today Hootie was like a
Victorian school master patiently waiting for the right thing to
be done.
Henry snapped open a can of cat food and his feline
friend just sat there with his head turned in the opposite
direction, ignoring Henry altogether – a punishment for Henry
neglecting him. Henry knew when Hootie got this way there
was no communicating with him.
“Don’t give me a hard time, Hootie,” Henry barked.
“I’m not having a particularly good day either.”
Henry fed him and left.
Henry mingled with the holiday crowd on Main
Street. It was an early Saturday evening, the weekend before
Christmas. People rushed from one store to another, and Henry
became one of the last-minute shoppers looking for bargains.
When he left the music store, he spotted Robin driving
very slowly down Main Street. The town seemed infested with
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bodies, like the Mardi Gras Festival almost, and she nearly hit
someone who bolted in front of her at a light. While she was
stopped at the red light, Henry walked up to the passenger side,
opened the door and got in.
“Hello, Sweetie,” he said. “Where did all these people
come from?”
“Dad! I’ve been looking all over for you. Asa called me
and told me what happened, and I’ve been trying to get you
on the phone.”
Robin pulled over to the side and parked.
“Well, I’ve finished my Christmas shopping all in one
day. Am I good or what?” He held up a bag stuffed with
presents.
“That’s good, Dad.”
Henry looked out the car window and saw Dixie
walking crisply, soberly. She was carrying a couple of presents
in her hands. A few stores down, he spotted Sharon walking
towards Dixie – on a collision course if they continued walking
on the same paths. Sharon leaned into the shop’s window,
alternately, looking at the display and in Dixie’s direction as she
approached. Sharon jumped to the next store like a chess piece
being maneuvered for strategic reasons. Dixie was still walking
towards Sharon in quick, measured strides. In a matter of
seconds, they would collide.
“Daaad!” Robin shouted. “Please pay attention to me.”
Henry focused on Robin and said, “Well, I guess I’ll
need to start looking for another job.”
Robin sighed. “What am I going to do with you?”
Henry looked through the car window and witnessed
Sharon’s great surprise at bumping into Dixie.
Dixie felt Sharon’s act of being surprised in seeing
her was contrived. The woman had never shown any respect or
surprise in chance meetings in the past, so why now?
“Haven’t seen you in a while,” Sharon said. “How are
you?”
“Fine.” Dixie said, confused at Sharon’s sudden interest
in her welfare.
“Christmas shopping, are we?”
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“Yes,” Dixie said.
She cautiously tried to walk around Sharon, as one
might show prudence when walking around a venomous snake.
Sharon grabbed her arm.
“I understand you’re in need of money.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Oh, don’t be alarmed. I’m not spying,” Sharon said.
“Just have an interesting proposition for you.”
“What kind of proposition?” Dixie queried.
Sharon took out two one hundred-dollar bills and waved
the money in front of Dixie, who reached for them without
even thinking. But Sharon was quicker and pulled the money
back out of reach.
“I need information,” she said.
“What kind of information?” Dixie asked. “About my
father. Let’s walk.”
“DAD!” Robin shouted. “What, what?” Henry said.
“You’re not paying attention.”
“What, Sweetie?”
Henry sat up straight and looked squarely at Robin,
giving her his full attention.
“Asa told me you did a very noble thing today, and
he wants you to know that he’s not angry with you.”
“Good. I’m not angry with him, either. What noble
thing?”
“He said you gave Mrs. Curtis baby formula, and
you were going to pay for it yourself.”
“Yeah, well, it was sort of a loan, really.”
“Well, Asa thought that was a noble thing to do.”
“Oh, I see. I got fired for being noble.”
“You got fired because you were not supposed to give
things away. A person can’t stay in business if you do those
kinds of things.”
“Okay. What’s your point?”
“I don’t have a point, Dad. I need to talk to you about
Monday.”
“What’s Monday? Christmas is not until Wednesday.”
“I know when Christmas is Dad. Monday is the hearing
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with Judge Brady.”
“Oh, yes. The hearing. I wonder why they call it
‘the hearing.’ Why don’t they call it ‘the listening’ or ‘the
saying’?”
“I don’t know, Dad.”
“I mean, everyone has a lot to ‘say’ to Judge Brady.”
“Dad…”
“Maybe they should call it ‘the lynching’.”
“Dad! You have to pay attention.”
“Pay attention? Are you selling attention? Is that
why I have to pay for it?”
“Okay, Dad. That’s enough.”
“You know why I can trust older people with secrets?”
“Because they can’t remember them for too long,”
Robin replied.
Henry chuckled. “I told you that one before, huh?”
“Dad, you say you want to be responsible… you call
what you are doing right now responsible?”
Henry looked out the car window for his youngest
daughter, but neither she nor Dixie were anywhere in sight
now.
“No, I suppose not,” he said.
Henry fell silent, gazing down Main Street for a
reflective moment. “You know,” he finally said, “it just dawned
on me that I don’t have any friends my own age.”
Henry didn’t expect a response, and he didn’t get one.
They shared another tacit moment, and now Henry was ready to
listen. “What do you want to tell me about Judge Brady?”
Robin sat up and leaned towards Henry. “One of the
reasons I didn’t want you to do anything out of the ordinary,
like get a job, was because I didn’t want anything like this
to happen that would make you look bad in front of the Judge.”
“Bad? You just said Asa said I was noble. I didn’t do
anything bad.”
“I know that. That’s not what I meant. Bad is not the
right word. My mistake.”
“Then bad is a bad word.”
“Yes... No... Dad! Will you please stop?”
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Henry looked through the front window for Sharon and
Dixie. He shot a glance out the back window. Not there, either.
“Listen to me, Dad. On Monday, you’ll need to wear
your business suit. And some very uncomfortable things are
going to be talked about, so I want you to be prepared.”
“What kind of uncomfortable things.”
“You know. Maybe they’ll talk about how you almost
got arrested the time you were making believe you were
robbing the bank. Remember that one?”
“No. You’re making that up.”
“Hmmm. I remember it very well. It’s something that a
seven-year-old girl doesn’t forget.”
“Well, I guess I can’t be too embarrassed if I don’t
remember doing it.”
Henry chuckled. Robin chuckled also.
“I guess what I mean,” she said, “is that Sharon and I
will be, you know, bumping heads a little bit, and she’ll be
bringing up things, like you getting fired from the pharmacy,
that kind of thing. So, is there anything you want to tell me
about working in the pharmacy… some of the positive things
you did there?”
“I don’t know. Why don’t you ask Asa?” Henry
yawned. “I’m tired.”
“I did ask Asa. He said he was pressured into firing you
byKruchuk. That’s all he told me.”
“Hmmm. I don’t like that man. He’s a mean man.
Are you and your sister getting along?”
“We’re okay. Please don’t change the subject.”
“You’re not angry with Sharon, are you?” Robin looked
at Henry squarely in the eyes. “No. Are you?”
“No,” he responded right away. “Well, you should be.”
“Well, I’m not.”
Henry felt the conversation was getting a little snippy.
He wanted to steer it in a different direction.
“You know, life is made up of a lot of little particulars.
There may be two or three big things that can change you a
little bit. But really, it’s the little things that cause the big
changes – make us who we are today.”
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“Okay,” Robin said as if she were giving up on trying to
control the conversation. “I’m listening. What’s your point?”
Henry wanted to make his point clear, so he turned his
body, so they were face to face.
“If I failed in anything,” he said, “it’s because I
remembered the little things that didn’t matter and failed to
remember the little things that did matter. A lot of images are
vague in my mind. I try and try to get them to be clear and to
make sense. Sometimes, I think I remember, but I suppose I’m
trying too hard, and I just make things up.”
Robin chuckled.
“No... You make things up?”
“There are periods of time…” Henry held his hands
apart as if he were measuring time, “you know, in length –
epochs – like the Civil Rights Movement, or grammar school
years, or the sixties… very important, you know. But single
events matter a lot too, probably more, like the election of a
president, or a graduation. It’s a big deal, those single events.”
“Yes, Dad,” Robin said.
“I remember when you and Sharon were toddlers.
Epoch times. But it was the little things that mattered, like
sitting on my feet. You loved to sit on my feet, both of you.
Remember? I used to walk around with you on my left foot and
Sharon on my right. I looked like Frankenstein.”
Henry rocked his shoulders back and forth making
his point.
Robin laughed.
“Yes, I remember that.”
“We used to laugh a lot back then. That’s when you
used to think I was funny.”
Robin tapped Henry on the hand. “You’re still funny to
me. Sometimes.”
“It’s not you that I’m worried about, Robin. You
continued to laugh as you grew up, but Sharon stopped. You
see, that’s what I’m trying to say. If I paid attention to those
little things back then, like ‘Why isn’t Sharon laughing today’,
maybe I could’ve done something.”
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Robin felt like crying.
She knew exactly what her father was saying. She,
too, remembered how Sharon laughed at the drop of a hat.
Bubbly. Carefree.
Her sister lost that spontaneity somewhere over time.
Now that Dad exhumed the memory, Robin felt the depth of
Henry’s love.
“Oh, Dad. There’s nothing you could’ve done.”
“I’m not so sure, Robin.”
“What could you have done? If Sharon’s unhappy, it’s
because of her own doing. What could you have done to change
that?”
“I could’ve pushed harder to get your mother to
accept that car mechanic who Sharon loved so much. I’ve done
a lot of thinking and that’s when she stopped laughing, you
know...when he left town. I noticed it, but I thought it was only
a temporary thing. I thought she’d go back to her old self. But
she never did.”
Robin didn’t respond right away.
She sensed the truth in that statement, but didn’t
know how to respond except to say, ‘you’re precious, Dad.’
Then she smiled.
“Hey, I have plans for a nice meal for Tuesday night.
You’re still coming over my place on Christmas Eve, right?”
she asked.
“Sure. That’ll be nice... Hey, you want to give me a nice
Christmas present?”
“Sure. How much is it going to cost?” Robin asked,
snickering a little to let her father know everything was okay
between them.
“Oh, this won’t cost much.”
“Okay. What is it?”
“Can I invite Dixie and her mother over for dinner on
Christmas?”
Robin’s jaw tightened at the image of having an addict
at her place on Christmas day. It was a time for family and
relaxation, not a time to babysit valuables because a thief was
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breaking bread at the dinner table. Muscle tension built in her
upper neck and shoulders. She wanted to say ‘no’, but the
innocent, compassionate look in her father’s face, helped
Robin through this apprehensive moment.
Be grateful, she told herself. Don’t be selfish. “Sure. If
that’s what you want, Dad.”
Henry wanted to ask Robin if Wheezy and Joe could be
invited also. He sensed that this might not be a good time to ask
his daughter since she seemed to be a little uptight. He could
tell by the way she was flexing her jaw muscle.
Not a good sign.
“Okay. I’ll take you home now.” Robin made a U-turn
and honked the horn at a pedestrian who was walking across
the street at a casual pace.
She nearly hit him.
Henry kept a careful eye out for his other daughter, but
she was nowhere in sight.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

DIXIE AND SHARON WERE TUCKED away in a
booth in the bar section of a family tavern restaurant, listening
to a pianist playing a tune at the near end of the bar. At the far
end, a TV hung from the ceiling with the volume turned down.
Dixie appreciated the music. It was low... mellow.
Sharon waved for the waiter and then pointed to Dixie’s
wine glass. She put a coaster on top of her own glass though.
“So, tell me more about Danny. Anything unusual?
How about his father? I heard that Mr. Petz is hitting the sauce
pretty hard. Might even be hitting Danny. Doesn’t like my dad
very much, does he? Why is that, do you think?”
Dixie scratched her head and tried to think. Sharon was
asking too many questions at once. Her thoughts were
muddled. Wine didn’t usually affect her this way.
She stared at Sharon’s pocketbook, wondering how
much money was in it. The image of two hundred dollars being
waved at her was an incentive for her to think hard.
“I don’t know about Mr. Petz,” she said, starting to
recount her recent activities. “Danny and I just hung a little. I
mean, Danny’s such a nerd, you know. He’s … he’s … okay.
He’s like the brother I never had.”
“Okay, don't get too oozy on me,” Sharon said. “I don’t
want you to be advertising I'm the sister you never had.”
The male waiter placed a glass of wine in front of Dixie.
She immediately grabbed the other glass and sucked down the
remaining drops that were left, before he hauled it away.
Dixie forgot where she was in the conversation and
became more conscious of her drinking.
“I’m really committed to getting sober, you know?”
Dixie said.
“I’m sure you are.”
“I shouldn’t be drinking this.”
Dixie nodded to the drink in front of her.
“Oh, don’t worry. A couple of glasses of wine aren’t
going to matter. You’ll still be able to stay sober. Now, talk to
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me.”
“I like your father, Sharon. I feel like I’m being a snitch
orsomething.”
“Oh, no, no, no. I already told you. Consider this
helping him. Whatever information you have is only going to
be used for his good. Rest assured, I have his best interests in
mind. I’m his daughter, for crying out loud.”
Dixie’s foot bounced up and down. Nerves.
The muscles in her face twitched. She remembered
feeling this way in front of her mother during the inquisitions.
‘Where were you last night?’ ‘Why do you look hung
over?’
Those times were terrible, complicated by the lies she
had to tell.
“So,” Sharon asked, interrupting Dixie’s hazy thinking,
“anything unusual going on at the house? With Danny?
Anyone?”
“Okay... well, last week we hung out a little,” Dixie
recounted, “and I remember a couple of unusual things.”
The dark ambiance of the room and the piano
man’s tunes of the ‘70s felt like a surreal, skewed dream-world
to Dixie.
In this foggy ambiance, she told Sharon about the rock
incident.
“It was strange watching Henry put rocks into Danny’s
backpack. Danny got ticked-off and threw the backpack down.
It looked like they were having an argument, and then Henry
bent down to talk to Danny, like a father would do witha son...”
But Dixie didn’t bother telling Sharon about Mr. Petz
coming out of the house and sneaking around back, and how
she was afraid he was going to punch Henry. That whole
scene with Mr. Petz prowling around like an alley cat didn’t
make too much sense to her so she left that part out. It would
only confuse things... muddle things up.
Dixie thought if she could just be direct and not get too
personal then no harm could be done to Henry, and she would
be two hundred dollars richer.
She continued talking about the rock incident and
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chuckled a little.
She had just told Sharon that Henry was, well, how
could she put it... Henry was just being Henry most of the time.
“Then there was the time he swung down from the tree
to get the mail...”
No harm in that story either, Dixie thought, so she told
it. All this talk made her mouth a little dry, so she took another
sip of wine.
More like a gulp.
What she had to say didn’t seem to be earth shattering
or damaging, so Dixie continued to talk and drink. As time
went by, the words flowed out of her mouth. One sentence
blended into the other, and two glasses of wine became three,
then four.
Dixie told Sharon everything and made sure she
accented the good times, like the park and the snowball fights.
“And we saved Tommy from the ‘dark side’,” Dixie
said. “ Then Henry was teaching everyone to fly by jumping off
the bench and landing in the blanket of snow, flapping his
wings and making butterfly marks.”
Dixie told her about their long talks – all the good
things and feelings she had.
“Henry was like the father I never had...”
All this was innocent enough – something Dixie could
share with Sharon. What Dixie had to say didn’t seem wrong
just because Sharon was paying her to say these things.
No harm, no foul, she felt.
Sharon reached into her bag when Dixie
finished talking.
“All this is very enlightening,” she said as she pulled out
the two one-hundred-dollar bills and waved them in front of
her. “This is yours, but I am not going to give this to you now.”
“Wuddya mean? You said…”
“I said I needed information about my father. And then I
told you I needed to give this information to Judge Brady.”
“So. Give the judge the information. Who’s stoppin’ ya?”
“Well, that’s the rub, Dixie. I can’t give him the
information. You have to. You have to come to court on
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Monday and tell a couple of these stories you told me just now,
and then I’ll give you this.”
Sharon waved the money in plain sight again, pulled out
a paperback book and slipped the cash in between the pages,
then pulled it back out again. She handed the book to Dixie.
“When you come up to talk to the Judge, you leave this
book on the corner of the desk where I’m sitting. People will
think you were just reading it, that’s all. Then you’ll go up and
sit next to the judge. After you’re finished telling him these…
harmless stories, I’ll slip this money in between the pages and
leave the book where you left it, so when you walk back to your
seat, you can just take it with you. Simple, yes?”
With that, Sharon called the waiter over and tapped
Dixie’s half-filled glass.
“One more for her, and the check please.”
She looked to Dixie who seemed to be mulling over her
options.
“Do you understand what I just said, Dixie?”
Sharon interpreted Dixie’s head bobs to mean there was
a mutual understanding of the terms and conditions of this
verbal contract.
“I’m so glad we had this chat,” Sharon said. “And I’m
so glad you are trying to get your act together.”
Dixie’s head throbbed with each heartbeat, like
ocean waves against a bulkhead. A deep, morbid, and
embarrassing feeling erupted in the pit of Dixie’s stomach.
Something was not right, she sensed. Sharon was planning
something, but at the moment, she could only see Sharon’s lips
move. The individual words made sense, but Dixie couldn’t
understand the complete sentence. The string of words were not
making any sense at all.
She watched Sharon get up and leave. The waiter came
over and put down another glass of wine in front of her and left.
She wondered why he did that since Sharon was not there
anymore and she still had a half-filled glass in her hand.
It didn’t matter.
She guzzled down the wine from the glass in her hand
and then began sipping from the new one.
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Her thinking became more muddled. The sounds and
the visions were all too… jumbled. The images in the room
spun like she was on a carousel. She sensed time must have just
passed without her knowing it because the glass of wine, which
seconds ago had been full, was now almost empty.
She finished the wine in a single gulp and held the
glass by the stem, thinking about how she used to laugh a lot
when she first began drinking. It used to have a calming effect
on her. It made her feel socially acceptable. She felt like
she could talk about anything to anyone, like her opinion really
mattered.
She looked at the glass and wondered why booze didn’t
make her feel that way anymore. Too many years of drinking.
Too many years of… whatever.
She felt bloated. Sick.
***
Dixie was walking in the street and didn’t have a
clue how she got there.
Oh yes! She remembered waking up in the alleyway
moments ago. Didn’t remember how she got there, though.
Passed out, she guessed. She must’ve passed out because she
awoke to the smell of urine. Her pants were wet so maybe it
was hers. She remembered the window-shopping and the
hordes of people. She remembered bumping into Sharon.
Oh, yes. Now the memory was quite clear. The booth
and the bar... and the wine. Dixie felt sick and ducked into an
alleyway to vomit.
***
Tommy lived with his mother on a three-acre lot in a
modest house with an average sized barn, three miles from
town. He played in the barn by himself with his imaginary
friends. Pretending to be Batman, he waved a stick in his hand
like it was a sword.
“Come on, Robin,” he yelled to his imaginary
partner. “We must fight for truth and justice.”
Tommy whacked a wooden beam and his imaginary
enemy fell to the ground. He climbed up the ladder to the loft,
battled evildoers to the loft’s door and flung it open. He
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extricated all the imaginary bad guys out of the barn, and
they were all whisked away into the wind. As Tommy raised
his hands in victory, his cape extended from both arms making
him look like he had wings.
Mrs. Maltin saw Tommy from the kitchen window and
gasped at the sight of her son at the edge of the loft door,
looking out as if he were going to jump.
“I can fly,” she heard Tommy bellow. Mrs. Maltin
opened the window.
“Tommy. It’s time to eat. You come down here
immediately.”
She intended to give Tommy a piece of her mind when
he came into the house. He knew he was not supposed to
open the loft door. That was a non-negotiable rule he had
broken.
She couldn’t quite understand what had gotten into him
lately. When they first moved to Coalsville a few months ago,
Tommy was so shy. He feared his shadow almost. But this past
week or two, Mrs. Maltin had seen quite a change in her son.
He was more talkative. He played with more energy, more
enthusiasm, and with a greater imagination.
Mrs. Maltin couldn’t see Tommy from the kitchen
window anymore. He had disappeared into the darkness of the
open loft. This worried her because he had left the loft door
open.
She left the kitchen and walked outside.
“What’s the matter with that boy,” she said to herself.
Then, suddenly, Tommy burst out of the loft door and
fell twelve feet to the ground. Mrs. Maltin didn’t believe her
eyes, and for a few seconds, she stood in the front of the house
wondering if what she saw really happened.
“Oh, my God! Oh, my God,” she yelled.
She exploded across the yard to the barn, to her son who
lay motionless on the ground, unconscious. His breathing was
shallow. One arm laid lifeless, like a snapped twig facing in
two directions.
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CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

HENRY WALKED down the hall of the third-floor
trauma unit at St. Luke’s hospital, anxiously heading for the
nurses’ station. Henry hated hospitals – hated the smell of
illness and death. The fact that Mary recently had spent her last
days in a place like this just reinforced his attitude that a
hospital was a place to go when it was time to die.
He approached the front station and politely waited
for the nurse to look at him. When she finally did, he asked, “Is
Tommy Maltin on this ward?”
“Room 101,” the nurse said, then continued with her
business.
Henry walked to the door marked 101. He peeked in
and saw little Tommy lying unconscious with his anxious
relatives by his bedside.
Inside the room, Mrs. Maltin spotted Henry.
“That’s him,” she yelled. “That’s Henry Wolff, the man
who was trying to teach Tommy to fly.”
Henry closed the door and put his back up against
the wall in the hallway, wanting to hide but having nowhere to
go. A bolt of adrenaline shot through his body, and he became
frightened.
The door swung open with fury, and a man grabbed
Henry by his jacket, underneath his chin.
“Are you the guy who told my nephew he could fly?”
“I… please… I didn’t mean to…”
“You didn’t mean to what? You didn’t mean to tell him
he could fly?”
Tommy’s uncle cocked his arm. Henry closed his eyes
and offered no resistance. As far as he was concerned, this
punishment was well deserved. It should be inflicted quickly
and mercifully so he could leave and not be bothersome to
anyone anymore.
But Mrs. Maltin came out and touched her brother on
the shoulder.
“Don’t,” she simply said.
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He put his fist to his side but kept it clenched and halfcocked.
“What the hell are you doing playing with kids
anyway? What are you, a pervert?”
As the words floated over Henry’s head, he felt their
sting, and a blanket of guilt enveloped him. He walked away,
like someone else was doing the walking while he watched
from overhead.
“I’m sorry,” he heard himself say. “Please forgive me.”
“Go on, get out of here,” he heard Mrs. Maltin yell.
“And you stay away from my son. Do you hear me? You stay
away from my son or I’ll have you arrested.”
***
Robin waited in the kitchen while Henry got
dressed. It was Monday morning. She picked up the local
paper which had a picture of Tommy and a headline that
boldly read:
“MAN TEACHES BOY TO FLY: LIES IN
HOSPITAL,IN A COMA.”
“Jesus, help us,” Robin said to herself.
The telephone rang and Robin answered. It was a local
reporter who wanted to talk to Henry.
“Leave my father alone, please.”
Robin was very disturbed because most of the reporters
who called this morning hadn’t checked with the hospital first.
Had they bothered, they would’ve found out that Tommy was
conscious and doing well. A full recovery was expected, but
this reporter, like the rest of them, insisted on getting Henry’s
version of events since a big Philadelphia reporter from
Channel 3 TV was coming into town to cover the incident.
“He was unconscious. He’s awake now. There’s no
incident,” she yelled into the phone, then hung up on him.
Robin pounded the table with her fists and walked into
the dining room. The coin collection on the coffee table
caught her attention because the folder was closed. Usually, it
was open for display. She opened the folder and discovered that
allthe twenty-five cent pieces were missing.
Henry pranced down the stairs in a suit and tie.
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Robin tried to compose herself. She was upset and she didn’t
know whether to spit, yell, or cry.
“Well, how do I look?” Henry asked innocently. Robin
gave him a cursory inspection.
“Fine,” she delivered through clenched teeth. “The
media's going crazy. Some news idiot reported Tommy's in a
coma because you taught him he could fly. But I called the
hospital. He's got a broken arm and he wasn't in a coma. He has
a concussion.”
“The important thing is he’s alive,” Henry said.
“Yes. Of course.” Robin pointed to the coin collection.
“Dixie stole these, didn’t she?”
Henry hesitated, then said, “No, she would never…”
“I don’t need this crap this morning. She stole it. I know
she did. You’re covering up for her. And you want her to come
to my house?”
Robin sighed and rubbed her temples. Something
was agitating her skull from the inside, like ocean waves
pounding against a cliff during a storm.
“Come on. Let’s go. I can’t deal with this right now,”
she said.
Henry walked through the dining room and grabbed a
small, wrapped Christmas gift from the table, then slipped it
into his pocket.
“I saw the tag. It’s for Dixie, isn’t it?” Robin’s tone was
spitting angry.
“Yes,” he said. “I’m hoping I’ll see her today. If I do,
I’m going to give it to her.”
Henry walked past Robin to the front door.
“You don’t need to use that tone with me, Robin, do
you?” he said. He opened the door and left her standing inside.
Robin, at that moment, wondered if there was any
sense to life. She took a few seconds to meditate. Think
positive, she told herself. Things could be worse. She could, for
example, be in jail for killing someone in a moment of passion.
After she took several deep breaths, her headache eased.
Still, she worried what kind of day she was going to have. It
didn’t look good.
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“I’m sorry,” she said to her father as she locked the door
behind her. She took Henry by the arm and walked him to the
car.
“I have to stay focused,” she said more to herself than to
Henry. “I must stay focused if I’m going to be worth anything to
you today.”
While Robin drove Henry to the courthouse, she
approached the bridge where Wheezy and Joe lived. There
seemed to be a commotion up ahead. Sirens sounded and
strobe lights flashed.
A policeman was directing traffic. As they got closer,
Robin saw an ambulance parked on the side of the road along
with a fire truck. A large tree had fallen, and several men were
hoisting up a gurney. Off to the side, she spotted Wheezy who
was crying and waving her arms around like a lunatic. Robin
got a good look at the stretcher and the white bloodied sheet
covering a body. She couldn’t help but notice the feet sticking
out.
“That must be the homeless man who lived under the
bridge,” Robin said.
A shoe barely fit on one foot. The laces hung loosely at
the sides of the shoe. The other shoeless foot was covered with
a dirty sock with the insignia HW on it.
“Joe,” Henry whispered. “What?” Robin asked.
Henry just looked out the window as they passed by.
“Looks like the tree fell on him,” Henry said somberly.
“His name was Joe.”
Robin and Henry remained pensive most of the trip
to court. Then, when they got close to their destination,
Robin finally spoke. “You shouldn’t have gone to the hospital
without me, Dad. I don’t know why you have to do these
things.
“The Maltin boy is okay. You know that, right? He
regained consciousness but has a broken arm and a slight
concussion. Oh! Why me, Lord?”
Robin continued to talk, and then realized that Henry
showed no sign that he was listening.
“Damn,” she said. “Don’t you go into ‘la-la land’ on
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me. I knew this was going to happen. You have to snap out of
it, Dad. You can’t be this way. Not today.”
Robin turned the corner and spotted a TV van and a
couple of newspaper reporters. She recognized a friend who
was a reporter for the Mountain View Globe. Their eyes met.
She shook her head in a pleading way for him to keep her
arrival quiet. He nodded and turned his back as if he didn’t see
her – a friendly snapper amongst a dozen piranhas.
“Double-damn,” Robin said. “This is exactly what I
didn’t want. Now we have to bully our way through local
newspaper and TV reporters who want to know why Tommy
Maltin jumped from his barn thinking he could fly. Why?
Why? Because fifty-five-year-old Henry Wolff told him he
could fly, that’s why. End of story. Goodbye.”
In all these years, their lives had been private and
relatively quiet, Robin thought to herself while parking the car.
God-forbid anyone uncovers the truth. They’d crucify us.
She sighed.
Her life was over. She quickly thought about setting up
a practice in Philadelphia or New York... or Nova Scotia,
maybe. No! The South Pole would be better.
“Dad,” Robin said with a commanding voice. “You
must remain quiet, and just follow me. Don’t say a word to
anyone. Don’t smile. Don’t wave. Don’t…”
“I understand,” Henry said.
They got out of the car, and Robin snuck Henry in the
back of the building. A reporter saw them, but Robin managed
to duck through a side door narrowly escaping the paparazzi
pandemonium.
On the way to the courtroom, as they turned the
corner and approached its entrance, a handful of reporters saw
Henry and immediately fired questions at him. Henry just
held on to Robin’s arm as they pushed their way through and
into the courtroom. A sanctuary, Robin thought, since the media
was not allowed in with their cameras. Nevertheless, a crowd of
reporters followed them inside the courtroom hammering
Henry with questions about Tommy. One question surfaced
above the rest.
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“Do you really think you can fly?”
Robin wanted to retort, ‘Do you really think I can shove
this fist down your throat and pull your stomach inside out,’ but
she refrained from saying anything.
***
SHARON SAT behind the bar at a table in the
courtroom. She was shocked at what was going on – the
commotion and the incessant questions, like she was in a
movie. She never intended for things to get out of hand this
way. Everything was supposed to be quiet and orderly.
Sharon noticed a scathing look from Robin as she
escorted Henry to the other table a few feet away.
“I didn’t do this,” Sharon said to her sister. “If anything,
this just proves my point.”
She wished she didn’t say that, but it was the truth. The
chaos in the courtroom was caused by her father’s behavior, not
hers.
Judge Brady stormed out of his chambers, appearing
angry at the media for the noise they were making in the back
of the room.
“Clear the courtroom,” he shouted. “Immediately,
except for the Wolff family.”
“Go back to your offices,” the Judge yelled at the
reporters. “Haven’t you heard? The Maltin boy is okay. So be
thankful for that, for God’s sake. Now go… GO! Leave us
alone. All of you.”
Judge Brady was concerned over the dramatic
headlines in today’s newspaper as much as anyone. They had
all been written before Tommy had regained consciousness.
The prose depicted Henry as a crazy lunatic who hung out with
children and should be locked up. The Judge didn’t like the
overzealous interest the media was showing. It was not good
for the town, and it certainly was not good for Henry.
One reporter lagged behind and said, “Judge, can we
stay…”
“Leave this courtroom,” the Judge barked. “Now! If I
see you hanging around here, I am going to be very angry. And
tell your cronies outside the same thing. Vanish! Go away!”
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The reporter left without any further fuss. The
Judge figured it wasn’t as if this were a national story where
hordes of big-shot reporters from out of town had come
offering first amendment rebuttals. The local reporters knew
better than to bump heads with him. He could make it very
difficult for future stories that would require his cooperation.
Robin, Henry and Sharon all sat attentively at their
tables, facing the judge. He looked over at Robin.
“I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, Robin, but
the DA asked me to look into the current situation a little
deeper than I normally would. He knows there is no criminal
intent here, but he just wants to make sure that Henry is not a
public… problem.”
“I understand, Your Honor,” Robin said. “But if there
are going to be any judgments against my father today, then
I need more time to…”
“Oh, no, no, no. No. This is informal. Please. I think
everything is going to be okay. Mrs. Maltin talked to the DA
about filing a civil suit. That was last night. Emotions were
running high then. The DA asked her not to file in haste and
told her that he would ask me to find out what I could today.
And Tommy is okay this morning, which should temper the
Maltins’ anger a bit. So, let’s just proceed normally, and find
out… what we need to find out.”
Robin nodded, and before sat back down, she said to
Sharon, “See what you started.”
“Hey! Dad had always told us we have to be responsible
for our own behavior. That should apply to him as well. He
shouldn’t have told Tommy he could fly. Why was he playing
with him in the first place? And besides, from what the Judge
just said, it’s too late to back down, even if I wanted to.”
“I didn’t ask you to back down, you twerp.”
The Judge banged his gavel several times. “Okay,
ladies, that will be enough.”
The Judge focused his attention on Henry who
was looking straight ahead, seemingly not paying attention to
what was going on. Judge Brady followed Henry’s stare, which
was directed at the east wall – a somewhat neglected plaster
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wall that was streaked with a handful of cracks and areas
where the paint was chipping.
“Do you understand what’s going on, Henry?” the
Judge asked.
Henry didn’t respond and Robin nudged him.
“Do you understand what’s at stake here?” Judge Brady
asked again.
Henry nodded.
Still, the Judge wondered just how much Henry
really understood.
“Okay, Sharon, let’s see what you have.”
Sharon got up and waved a printout in front of Robin
and then took it to the Judge.
“This is a bank printout which shows the withdrawals
my father made and the progressive nature of his spending.”
“I object,” Robin said and jumped to her feet.
The Judge held up his hand.
“Now, listen to me... both of you. You’re not trying a
case here. There will be no objections from either one of you. I
will be the only one who objects to anything. Understood?”
The Judge looked first at Robin, then at Sharon, giving
each a two-second look, similar to how a champion might give
his opponent a stare just before a bout. They both nodded as
Sharon returned to her seat, and Robin sat back down.
The Judge looked at the printout for a few seconds.
Then, he looked to Robin.
“Okay. You can speak now. What’s this all about?”
“It’s just a printout showing a handful of
withdrawals,” Robin said. “It’s nothing, Your Honor.”
“Why don’t you ask her why our father took out the
money,” Sharon yelled.
The Judge slapped his hand down on his desk and
threw an icy glare at Sharon. “I will not tolerate anyone
speaking out of turn. If you want to speak, Ms. Wolff, you will
raise your hand.”
Sharon nodded.
This is a side of himself the Judge had never shown the
Wolff family before. Very stern.
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Very judicial.
“Henry,” the Judge said, and then patiently waited until
Henry gave him his full attention. “Can you tell me more about
why you withdrew money…”
The Judge looked at the printout.
“It says here that you took out a hundred dollars on
November 28th, then the next day another two hundred. Then,
a week goes by, and you took out another three hundred, three
days later, another two hundred…” Judge Brady put the
printout down. “Henry, what’s all this about? Talk to me.”
The Judge waited patiently for his response. Since he
understood Henry Wolff better than most people in town, he
wouldn’t hassle him because he knew Henry might mentally
drift off somewhere and not come back for a while.
“No pressure,” the Judge said. “Take your time.”
Judge Brady was perfectly content in sitting back in his
chair and waiting for Henry to feel comfortable enough to
speak. Henry should take his time, and the Judge was trying to
imply that with his countenance.
“I took the money out twice for Wheezy and Joe,”
Henry finally said.
“Who’s Wheezy and Joe, Henry?” the Judge asked.
“They’re my friends who live under the bridge.”
The Judge nodded, recalling Wheezy’s appearance in
court on a couple of occasions for vagrancy and solicitation
violations. He looked to Robin.
“Do you know who they are?” he asked her. Robin
nodded.
“I’m aware of who there are, Your Honor.”
“Why did you give them money, Henry?”
“Because they needed clothes and food. And medicine.”
“Did you buy them clothes and food, or did you give
them money for clothes and food?”
“I gave Wheezy two… three hundred dollars. I forget.
Maybe more. She jumped out in front of me one day. She
begged and begged and said that Joe was dying because he
didn’t have enough to eat, so I went to the bank, got the
money and gave it to her. But… but…”
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“But what Henry?”
“Joe died today.”
A momentary silence filled the room. The Judge felt sad
hearing about Joe. He wished Coalsville was more sensitive to
the people who struggled to live in it. It’s a typical town, he
thought. ‘We should have more soup kitchens, more housing
for the destitute’, he was heard telling another Judge.
“I am sorry to hear that,” Judge Brady said, “but what
about these other times when you took out money from the
bank? Why did you take out money these other times, Henry?”
“I took the money out a few other times because Dixie
owed money to a very bad person in town.”
The Judge noticed Sharon looking to the back of the
courtroom. He followed her gaze and saw Dixie peeking
through the door.
“Who’s that in the back,” the Judge asked. “Is that Dixie
Swanson I see back there?”
“Yes, Judge,” Sharon said. “I asked her to come, as well
as Mr. Kruchuk, the co-owner of the Main Street pharmacy.
They both have important testimony.”
“Is there anyone else?” The Judge inquired. “No, Judge.”
“All right. Then, go get them.”
Sharon went to the back of the room and
disappeared behind the door. The Judge winced at the loud
questions the reporters threw at Sharon as the door opened and
closed.
“These are the times that try my patience,” he said, then
got up and walked to the door.
Sharon returned with Dixie and Mr. Kruchuk
following close behind.
“Take a seat,” the Judge commanded, and then stood
at the doorway.
He looked out at the several reporters and a TV
cameraman who immediately stopped talking. A hush hung in
the hallway. The Judge smiled and held an imperial pose.
“Listen up, everyone,” he said. “There’s nothing to
be learned here today by you fellas. I know I can’t order you to
leave, so I’m going to ask you pleasantly to please leave the
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building so I can do my job.”
The media people stood there, apparently waiting for
someone to make the first move. Finally, a reporter piped in.
“Your Honor, we do have a right to be here, you know.”
“Yes. I know that, John. And I have the right to
impose a ‘black out’ on the news media when I think your
presence inhibits my ability to do my job. Like, for example, on
a more newsworthy event, when having access would be very
important to your editor and publisher, who I play golf with, by
the way. Catch my drift?”
Everyone in the hallway caught the Judge’s drift and
left, peacefully, although some grumbled. Grumbling was
something the Judge could accept, so he went back inside the
courtroom.
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CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

DIXIE PLACED a paperback book on the seat next
to her, and on top of the book was a small, rectangular box. It
was a gift she had wrapped in a brown paper grocery bag for
Henry.
Henry looked over to her and smiled. He reached into
his pocket, retrieved the wrapped Christmas gift, waved it and
pointed to her, indicating that it was a gift he had bought for
her. She acknowledged his act of kindness, picked up her gift
and waved it at him.
“For me?” Henry whispered.
Dixie nodded, and this seemed to perk Henry up a bit.
The Judge took his seat.
“All right,” he said.
He rubbed his head and face furiously with both
hands, like he was trying to massage out his frustrations.
“Who should I talk to first?” he asked, directing the
question to Sharon.
“Mr. Kruchuk. He’s the co-owner of the…”
“I know who Mr. Kruchuk is. Why are we talking to
him, may I ask?”
“Because I think he has some information concerning
my father’s ability to distinguish between reality and fantasy.”
Robin bolted out of her seat.
“Judge, please! Mr. Kruchuk is not a psychologist.” The
Judge moaned.
“I’m sorry, Judge,” Sharon said. “Let me rephrase. Mr.
Kruchuk can shed some light on my father’s behavior while
working at the pharmacy.”
“Please, Mr. Kruchuk, come up here and sit next to
me and keep me company, won’t you?”
Mr. Kruchuk rose and sat in the chair next to the Judge.
“This way, I can talk softly, and we can have a meaningful
conversation. Now, tell me, what is Sharon talking about?” the
Judge said.
Dixie listened to Kruchuk explain to the judge about
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Henry’s tenure at the pharmacy. Everyone in the room got a
clear picture of Henry giving store items away without seeking
the proper monetary exchange. They got a little editorial exposé
that carelessly defined Henry’s mental capacity and heard
Robin’s objection again that Mr. Kruchuk was NOT a
psychologist. The Judge reminded Robin that this was NOT a
trial, and thanked Mr. Kruchuk for his insight. Before he was
excused, the Judge allowed Robin to ask questions.
“Was my father keeping a record of the items he was
giving away, Mr. Kruchuk?”
“Yes,” Mr. Kruchuk said. “I believe he was.”
“Do you know why he was keeping a record?”
“Well, according to him, it was because he was going to
pay for the items later on.”
“Thank you, Mr. Kruchuk,” Robin said, then looked
at the Judge as if to say, ‘What’s the big deal?’
As she sat down, Mr. Kruchuk abruptly added, “But at
the rate he was giving away things, Mr. Wolff’s paycheck
wouldn’t have covered the cost of the items.”
Robin smacked the table. “Conjecture. Immaterial.”
“You may go back to work if you want, Mr. Kruchuk,”
the Judge said, groaning.
Mr. Kruchuk stepped down and left the courtroom.
“Judge, I got a very different point of view from Asa Adler
about what transpired at the pharmacy,” Robin offered. “He
was the one who actually hired and fired my father. I would
like him to come in here and give his side of the story.”
The Judge tossed Robin a wide-eyed look.
“All right, Robin. We can do that, but for now, let’s just
play this out my way, okay? Trust me.”
Judge Brady switched his attention to Dixie. He patted
the chair and waved for her to come up and sit.
She got up with the paperback book in one hand and the
Christmas present in the other. Feeling timid and shy, she
slowly walked past the bar and subtly sat the book down on the
table, close to Sharon. Then, she took a seat next to the Judge
and fiddled with the Christmas gift in her hand.
“Is that for me?” the Judge joked. “No. It’s for Henry.”
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She looked at Henry and smiled. Henry smiled back
and held up his present for her.
“Well, that’s nice.” The Judge’s smile seemed genuine,
and this made Dixie feel a little more at ease.
“No need to be nervous, Dixie,” the Judge added. She
nodded and waited for instructions.
“Well, Dixie, it’s nice to see you here when I don’t have
to scold you for breaking any laws.”
The Judge smiled, and then continued. “It’s been said
that Henry has given you money. Something tells me more than
just a kind spirit motivated this act of generosity. I have a
feeling he was cajoled somehow. You want to tell me why he
gave you money?”
“Well, you’re going to find out anyway, so I might as
welltell you the truth.”
“That will be refreshing, Dixie. Why don’t you go
ahead and tell me the truth?”
“I owed money to someone…”
She wanted to say more but couldn’t summon the
courage. She wanted the Judge to help her.
“You owed money to someone. Hmm. And Henry
gave you money so you could pay off this loan?”
“Yes.”
“But he gave you money twice. Three times, I think.
What for, Dixie? Come on, come on. Increase the level of
honesty here.”
“I owed money for drugs, Your Honor.”
“I see.”
“No, Your Honor. I don’t think you see. I’m really
trying to stop doing that stuff. It’s hard, you know. This guy is
waving some really good stuff in front of me and tells me I can
pay later. It’s hard to just walk away. So… I create this
situation where I owe money to a guy who’s not so nice. He can
hurt you real bad, Judge, so I can’t tell you his name on account
of… you know, I’ll get slashed, or something.”
“Oh, for crying out loud,” the Judge said. “I know every
dealer in this town, Dixie. This is not an out-of-towner, is he?”
“No.”
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“Then you’re probably talking about one of three
possible people. Okay. Continue.”
“Anyway, Henry here, he’s the only person in this town
who’ll give me the time of day. He’s the only person I trust. He
helped me take care of my bills, if you know what I mean.”
“Yes, I think I do, Dixie.”
Quite a few seconds went by without anyone saying
anything. Sharon raised her hand like a school kid.
“Yes, Sharon. What is it?”
“Judge, may I ask Dixie a couple of questions?”
The Judge weighed in on whether to allow Sharon
to question Dixie. Given her agenda, she might get to the truth
quicker. So, he allowed it.
“A couple of weeks ago it snowed,” Sharon began. “Do
you remember?
“Yes,” Dixie replied.
“Would you mind telling the Judge what happened that
day, what you saw with respect to Henry’s behavior – the scene
with Danny Petz and the rocks. And if you wouldn’t mind, tell
the Judge also what happened that same day when Henry was
teaching you, Danny and Tommy how to fly.”
Robin bolted to her feet and yelled.
“I’m sorry, Judge Brady, but I have to object. Why must
we listen to this?”
“Robin… nothing’s going to be said here that doesn’t
need to be said. If you want, I’ll allow you to ask a few
questions when Sharon is finished. Okay?”
The Judge looked at everyone at once and spoke to
them all.
“Whatever is said here this morning will remain unsaid
outside these walls. The information here is private. Is that
understood by everyone?”
The Judge looked at each person and got a head nod
from everyone before he continued.
“Good. Now, Dixie, if you have anything to offer, go
ahead and say it.”
“I watched from the curb as Henry and Danny picked up
rocks from Henry’s backyard. Henry loaded Danny’s backpack
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up with rocks, but never put a single rock in his own backpack.
Then, Danny got angry and threw his backpack down. While
this was happening, Mr. Petz came outside and stalked Henry
by the shed. It looked like he was going to beat on Henry, but
he didn’t. Petz just vanished and went back into his house.”
After she finished with the backpack incident, she began
to explain her recollection of what happened at the park –
about Henry jumping off the bench and telling everyone they
could fly.
“Now, I want you to be clear about this, Dixie,” the
Judge said. “Did you hear Henry Wolff say to Tommy that he
could fly? I mean literally, ‘jump-off-the-roof-kind-of fly?’
Dixie looked over to Sharon who was fidgeting with the
paperback book. She was sliding it back and forth, teasing
Dixie. Dixie knew that the answer to this question would have a
chilling effect on the Judge’s decision and it would also be a
deciding factor on whether she would get the two hundred
dollars. There was no wine to confuse her this time. She
thought about lying to save Henry and forgetting about the
money.
“I need an honest answer, Dixie,” the Judge added. She
decided to tell the truth.
Making a break from Sharon’s stare, she tilted her
head down before responding.
“Yes. Henry was jumping off the bench and telling us
we could fly.”
And then, in a sudden burst of energy, Dixie looked
right at the judge and continued.
“But we all knew that he was just faking it. I mean,
everyone knows we can’t fly.”
“Are you sure Tommy knew Henry was faking it?”
the Judge asked.
Dixie didn’t say anything.
She understood the Judge’s point. No one could
possibly know what was in another person’s mind. That was
impossible to know unless you had ESP, or something like that.
She sensed she had just told the Judge something that could
be used against Henry. A glance at Sharon’s face revealed a
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smug smile – a little turn at the corner of the mouth. Dixie
looked over to Henry, and he flashed her a big grin.
She wanted to cry.
Then, suddenly, Robin popped up. “Judge?”
Judge Brady nodded and Robin walked towards Dixie.
“Do you consider yourself a friend of Henry’s?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Is this how you repay the only person who’ll give you
the time of day – the only person who you trust?”
“Robin,” the Judge interjected. “Ask appropriate
questions please.”
“Isn’t it true, Dixie, that you stole Henry’s coin
collection?”
“I did not.”
“Well, the coins are gone, Dixie. And I saw you
fondling them like a tootsie roll, a couple of weeks ago.”
Dixie immediately looked at Henry.
“Henry, I didn’t take your coin collection. I
didn’t. Honest.”
“Honest? Do I need to bring your mother in here to
talk about how you have been honest over the years?”
“All right, Robin, that’s enough,” the Judge finally said.
“Judge Brady, I don’t think you should take the testimony of
an addict and thief seriously.”
“It’s not testimony, Robin. It’s just information. Now
stop it.”
Robin sat down, and the Judge told Dixie that she was
free to go. Dixie watched Sharon slip the money into the book
as she got off the chair. She walked up to the book, hesitated
for a brief second, and then snatched it off the table. As she
walked past Henry, she handed him the gift she had for him.
“Wait, wait,” Henry said.
He fumbled to get his gift for Dixie.
Dixie accepted Henry’s gift, muttered a simple, ‘I’m
sorry,’ and walked to the back of the room to sit down.
“You’re free to go if you want, Dixie,” the Judge said.
“I’ll stay for a little while, if you don’t mind, Judge
Brady.”
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“Suit yourself,” the Judge said and then turned to
Sharon. “I’m assuming there’s more.”
But Sharon didn’t respond.
“I have to be honest with you, Sharon. What you
presented so far doesn’t constitute a case to…”
“I have something else,” Sharon blurted out.
She got up and made a motion for the chair next to the
Judge
“You’re close enough so you don’t have to yell. Talk
from there.”
Sharon sat up, put her hands together and lowered
her head, so the tips of her fingers touched her mouth, as if she
were praying.
But she wasn’t praying. She was thinking.
Sharon’s thoughts were on the choice of words she
wanted to use. She began slowly, picking them carefully. She
said the words softly, describing her feelings honestly.
“Judge, from statements made by my mother, I can tell
you that my father was, at one time, fully capable of handling
life on its own terms. He was functional and charming. My
mother fell in love with Dad when they were in their late
teens. They were both very much in love. Then my father
went to Grenada. He went in a very healthy man, emotionally
and physically. War is terrible, of course, and something
happened to him there…”
“Sharon,” Robin yelled. “Where are you going with
this?”
“Please let your sister talk,” the Judge said.
“My father came home a changed man. Grenada wasn’t
a big deal, but people were killed, and killing people can
change a person, I guess. He had that war syndrome. PostTraumatic Stress.”
Robin stood and yelled.
“SHARON…”
“Robin, please,” the Judge said.
“My Dad,” Sharon continued, “according to my mother,
had a problem drinking when he came back from overseas.
That complicated matters.”
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“SHARON! STOP!”
The Judge picked up his gavel and slammed it down
hard. “Robin. Please. Sit. I’ll have you removed from this
court if I have to. The bailiff is in the next room.”
Robin sat but she looked as if she might jump over the
table and grab hold of Sharon’s neck if she continued to talk.
“We had a brother, Your Honor. I never knew him
because he died when I was really young. Crib death, everyone
thought.”
Robin had her elbows on the table and her hands were
clenched around the back of her head, nursing her stress.
Henry stared straight ahead and his mind drifted while
Sharon was telling this story. He found a quiet, mental place
where there was solace, comfort, and protection. Today, it was a
stone house that could withstand the fiercest of storms. In his
mind, he huddled within its walls, feeling safe for the moment –
his la-la land. He heard the words, as if he were listening from
behind the wall.
“One day in the afternoon, shortly after his discharge
from the Marines, my father came home from a drinking binge.
My mom was doing the laundry down in the basement. My Dad
went upstairs and took Johnny out of his bassinet, brought him
to his bedroom and put him on the bed…”
Henry heard Robin yell and the sounds of a gavel
pounding on the desk. His retreat from reality was becoming
harder and harder to maintain. The mortar between the stones
was loosening and the very rocks providing protection were now
slipping away from their assigned position. As the yelling
continued, the mortar was turning to sand and the stones were
falling, one by one, until, eventually, they provided no protection
at all. He was out in the open. The fierce storm was black, evil,
and pounding against his body over and over and over again in
conjunction with the Judge pound his gavel.
The Judge continued banging the gavel and a piece
of wood went flying into the air. Sharon continued yelling
above the gavel noise and Robin’s objections.
“My dad passed out on the bed, rolled over, and
smothered Johnny to death.”
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With that statement, Robin sat down and grew quiet.
“That’s our secret, Judge. That’s our dirty, little, family
secret!” Sharon yelled.
There was a momentary silence, then Robin yelled
obscenities at Sharon as she stood up and yelled back at her
over the Judge’s gavel.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
Finally, Henry rose to his feet and yelled. “STOP IT!
STOP!”
Within a second, the last ‘BANG’ was heard. The
courtroom turned quiet, and all eyes were on Henry. The Judge
scoured the room with a single glance.
Dixie sat in the back and appeared to be in shock. Robin
held her heart, as if it were beating abnormally fast. Sharon
slumped as if she were exhausted. And Henry? He sat down
and appeared to be the calmest of all.
In the midst of the quiet, the Judge weighed what
Sharon had just said. He sat back in his chair reviewing his life
as it pertained to the Wolff family, rewinding the mental tapes
and going over the many instances of Henry’s weird behavior,
applying new meaning to it.
An inordinate amount of time went by in silence.
“Do you have anything to present, Robin?” the Judge
finally asked.
Robin jumped to her feet and immediately responded.
“Under the circumstances, Judge, I want Asa Adler in here.
I also want Danny and Mr. Petz to join us too.”
“Okay. Go get them. You have one hour. I’m recessing
until then.”
“Judge,” Robin added. “If it’s possible, I want Tommy
Maltin’s view on things.”
“Yes, so do I, but I don’t think that’s going to be
possible today. Go get Mr. Adler and the Petzs. Now.”
The Judge retreated into his chambers, exasperated and
flustered, but absolutely determined to flush out the remaining
details, no matter what kind of story they told.
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CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

ROBIN CALLED Asa and told him what happened in
court. In all the years since their childhood, Robin hadn’t talked to
him in a private conversation, except for their recent luncheon. It was
always a, ‘Hi, how ya doing’, kind of greeting, where neither would
progress beyond the social niceties given by two busy people who
needed to attend to business.
But this phone call was different.
Robin gave him the court details from that morning and
explained that she needed him right away. She told him this request
was a personal one, and her family unity depended on his friendly
testimony.
“If there was ever a time I needed you in my life, Asa, it’s
now.”
Even as she spoke those words, she recognized the part she
played in the past decade of her friendship-neglect. If she had the
luxury of time, she would spill her heart out to him and give him an
appropriate apology for not keeping in touch.
But she didn’t have the time, and she needed his friendship
right now.
After Robin explained the crisis, he said he most certainly
would come to her aid, and he would gladly pick up Mr. Petz and
his son.
He promised he would be there for her within the hour.
Dixie watched Henry from the back of the court
while he sat by himself at the table, staring at the cracks in the wall. She
felt extremely sad for him and responsible for what just happened. She
got up and approached him. He looked at her, smiled, and patted the
chair next to him. She took a seat and held his arm.
“You haven’t opened the present I gave you,” Dixie said.
Henry looked at the gift, which he held in his hand.
“It’s not Christmas yet.”
“Oh yeah, right,” Dixie said.
She didn’t know what else to say to him. She felt dirty
carrying the two hundred dollars in her book. So, she just sat there.
There were a hundred things she wanted to say but she didn’t know
where to begin. She remembered Henry’s lectures about saying what
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was in your heart and using the right words, so she searched her
heart.
“Merry Christmas,” she murmured.
“You too, Dixie,” he said, smiling at her. “Well, what do
you think of me now?”
“I didn’t know what love meant... until now.” There was a
long pause, then she said, “I’m so sorry for being a real bitch.”
“Tsk, Tsk,” he said while pointing to his mouth.
Dixie smiled and watched him fidget with the gift. She
thought for a moment about the price he had paid in life for his
drinking. Now that she knew how his son had died, it was apparent
to her that Henry had a special knowledge about addiction and the
expense people pay for their excesses. The emotional and spiritual
bottom he eventually hit must’ve been dark and lonely. She may not
have fully understood what he was going through, but she
surmised that the edge of his reality was filled with escape routes
and exit doors whenever life got to be too much for him. Drugs were
her escape route. Booze was his... way back then.
And now, la-la land.
She sat there with him, feeling sorry for herself and angry at
the same time for not suspecting the magnitude of Sharon’s deceit.
She should’ve known the lengths she would go to get her own way.
Dixie didn’t see the total picture when she spoke to Sharon. The
individual stories seemed harmless. But she saw that her own
testimony was crucial to Sharon’s plot of betrayal.
Dixie saw a vulnerable soul through Henry’s eyes, and a
sadness she had never seen before. He looked at the gift in her hand.
“You haven’t opened your present either,” he whispered.
“:No.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s not Christmas yet. Because I don’t want to
cry. Because I don’t feel… like I deserve a present from you. You
forgive too easily, Henry.”
He took a long, deep breath, held it briefly, and blew it out
quickly. Then, he stared off into space. Dixie sensed it was time to
leave because he looked like he wanted to be alone. She got up
and moved to the back of the room.
Sharon looked at Henry and he casually returned
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the gaze, smiling with his eyes. The look on his face stung Sharon like
a dagger.
He loved her.
He truly loved her, unconditionally.
Today was just too emotional, Sharon thought.
She had lived her entire adult life hiding the secret that
Henry killed her brother because he was a drunkard. Mom told
lies, conspired, and the doctors easily concluded that it was crib
death.
But Robin heard Mom and Dad fighting that night.
Words were flung around carelessly, in a household where
Robin was hiding by her parents’ bedroom door, listening to the
secret that was being concocted. Robin heard everything, knew
everything, and eventually told it all to Sharon when she got older.
Mom found out her girls knew the truth soon enough. That’s when
it became more important than ever to hide the secret and let
everyone think that Dad’s weird behavior was due to other reasons,
not the least of which was the sudden, blameless death of his only
son.
Mom was the conniver, Sharon thought.
But for the first time, she saw her father as a victim. He
went through the horrors of war and drank heavily to cope when he
came home. He didn’t cope very well though. Still, Sharon
deduced that it could be argued he drank because of the posttraumatic stress, and Johnny died because Dad drank, thus linking her
brother’s death to the war.
A casualty of war.
But no such argument would be presented. The world
would be given a much more socially acceptable reason. That was
fine for Mom, Sharon thought. But keeping the secret was awfully
hard to do for two adolescents reaching puberty.
But they did it.
They kept the secret... until now.
Henry felt like a new person. The secret had
paralyzed him and the family for all these years. Now, he felt a
great relief in his heart. He felt like he had been paroled from jail,
like a monkey was taken off his back. He looked at Sharon and
saw a pain in her face.
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“Thank you,” he yelled over to her. “For what?” Sharon
asked.
“For freeing me. For freeing us.”
And with that, Sharon broke down and cried. Robin
walked into the courtroom and Sharon quickly recovered, wiping
away her tears.
Asa Adler, Danny and Mr. Petz followed behind Robin and
she pointed to the front row where they could sit.
Danny stood by Dixie. She had her head bent down,
staring at a present she had just opened.
“Wasuuuuuup,” Danny whispered, trying to get her
attention.
When she looked up, he saw tears streaming down her
face, and was startled. Danny looked around the room and became
aware that something momentous was going on. He saw everyone
frozen in somber dispositions, like a painting on a wall that depicted a
mysterious and fateful historical moment, like The Last Supper.
There was much more going on here than met the eye. He queried
Dixie with the raise of his eyebrow, but she wouldn’t look at him.
That’s when he noticed the paperback next to Dixie and saw the
money sticking outof it.
“What’s going on,” he whispered. But Dixie didn’t answer.
She took the book and ran out of the courtroom.
“Sit here, Danny,” Robin pointed to the seat next to his
father.
Danny quickly did as he was told just as the chamber door
bolted open. Judge Brady went straight to the bench and sat down.
“Okay, Robin,” he said. “Let’s be quick and to the point.
Who do we talk to first?”
“Asa Adler, Judge.”
***
HENRY LOOKED in the back of the room and saw
Dixie was gone. Henry also noticed the gift he gave her was opened
and left on the seat with the Christmas wrapping crumpled next to it.
Rising from his seat, Henry started to leave.
“Where are you going, Dad?” Robin blurted out. Henry
didn’t respond.
He just tapped Robin on the arm and kissed her on the
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head. Then, he walked over to Sharon, knelt next to her, and kissed
her on the head as well.
“Go find that car-guy, Sweetie,” he said. Sharon didn’t
respond. She couldn’t. The lump in her throat was too big.
Tears welled up in her eyes. She tried to talk but nothing
came out of her mouth. Henry surmised the lump in her throat had
been there a long time. Her affections for the car- guy had always
been her secret anguish.
“Go find him, sweetheart,” Henry said. “I gotta go.”
Henry got up and headed for the exit.
“No, Dad. You can’t go,” Robin yelled.
“Henry!” the Judge yelled. “Where are you going?”
“I have to find Dixie,” he yelled back, already halfway
down the aisle.
“Why?”
Henry turned and looked squarely at the judge. “Because
she’s losing hope, Judge.”
He stood there waiting for the Judge’s verdict. The Judge
nodded and smiled. “Go, Henry. What needs to be done this
hour can be accomplished without you.”
Henry turned to leave, but before exiting, he bent down and
picked up Dixie’s gift she had left behind, a new CD – her favorite CD
in the whole world – the one Jason had broken.
Henry bolted out of the courthouse building in a hurry. The
journalists were gone, and it was just him, alone. He looked up and
down Main Street, but there was no sign of Dixie. So he sat down
on the steps, and consumed a large gulp of air.
He looked at the Dixie’s gift for a moment. Then, he reached
into his pocket, pulled out Dixie’s unopened gift to him. He looked
at it, and put it back into his pocket.
***
THE JUDGE TURNED to Robin. “It’s all right. We
can get what we need without him.” Then he looked at Asa and
tapped on the chair mext to him. “Step right up, Asa,” the Judge
said, waiting for him to take a seat. “You have no problem if I ask
you a few questions,do you?”
“That’s why I’m here, Judge Brady.”
“Good. Now, Asa, I need you to tell me why you hired
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Henry in the first place, then, tell me why you fired him. In that
order.”
Asa was quick to tell the Judge why he hired Henry. It was
because of family ties, and that was what Asa told the Judge. But it
was harder explaining why he fired him.
“You see, Judge, Henry was giving away things, but I
didn’t realize what was really going on. I just saw the dollars in the
register were not going to balance when the receipts were tallied. I
could offer no defense for Henry’s behavior to my partner. I felt I
had to have a reason and I had none. So, I fired Henry and told him the
reason I was doing it was because he was giving away items for
free.”
“Okay, Asa,” the Judge said. “I got that part of the story
fine. But I need to know something. You may not be able to tell me
this, and that’s fine if you can’t, but I need to know why Henry
was giving things away. I need to get a better understanding of his
motivations. Can you help me with that?”
“I’ll try, Judge. Henry was keeping a tab of what he was
giving away and he said he was going to pay for it out of his salary.
Like I said before, that was unacceptable to me and I fired him. But
then I asked him why he gave these things away, and what he said to
me is probably the best way I can answer your question, Judge.”
“What did he say, Asa?”
“He said, ‘Because it was the right thing to do’.”
Asa paused for a second, then repeated himself. “Because it
was the right thing to do! Well, Judge, that made me think. What IS
the right thing to do? I was more intimidated about what my partner
would think than doing the right thing. I couldn’t stop thinking about
Henry’s words. Finally, I started to think about this town, and how it is
divided into haves and have-nots. The people on the south side, Your
Honor, give me the most business, to be honest with you. I make a
lot of my money off of them, and it finally occurred to me –
what’s the harm in giving a little back to the community,
especially if they need critical items, like formula for an infant.
How important is that? Very important, wouldn’t you say?”
Asa looked at Robin and smiled. Then Asa leaned into the
Judge and smiled. “I don’t know what’s going on with this
Tommy Maltin thing, Judge. I mean, I read the papers, and it
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doesn’t look good. All I know, is that Henry has opened my eyes.
He helped me realize what the right thing to do is. But,
unfortunately, I didn’t get it until after I fired him.”
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CHAPTER FIFTY

HENRY SAW Wheezy wheeling a cart in front of her.
She stopped and rummaged through a sidewalk garbage can. She
picked out two aluminum cans and tossed them into the cart.
“Wheezy,” Henry yelled to her. “Have you seen Dixie?”
Wheezy took a quick, deep breath and held it for a
second. She waved two one hundred-dollar bills in the air.
“Look what Dixie gave me.”
“Where did she get… never mind. Do you know where she
went?”
Wheezy’s breathing became more asthmatic and raspy
sounding. All she could do was point down Main Street to the east as
if she were throwing darts.
“Down there somewhere,” she managed to spit out. “In one
of those… alleyways… I think.”
Henry started to head east, but turned first and said, “I’m
sorry to hear about Joe.”
Wheezy continued to push the cart.
"He’s better off where he is,” she said with her back to
Henry. “And Mr. Wolff, sir?”
“Yes.”
“Thank you… for the money… you have been giving…
me.”
Henry nodded, wishing he had more time to spend with
Wheezy, but he couldn’t. Right now, he had to find Dixie. He
eyeballed Wheezy from head to toe and then smiled at her.
“How would you like to spend Christmas with my
daughter and me?” he asked.
Wheezy looked down at her shoes and clothing, then
reached into her pocket and took out the two hundred dollars.
“Will you help me pick out some new clothes?”
“You stay there, Wheezy. You let me find Dixie and we’ll
all go shopping for some clothes for you. I’m real good at doing
that.”
Then he turned and bolted down the street to continue
looking for Dixie.
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***
DANNY HAD WATCHED the proceedings with Asa
very carefully. As he watched Asa step down from the chair and
return to his seat, he wondered what the Judge was going to ask
him.
“What am I going to tell the Judge?” he whispered to his
father.
“The truth,” Charles Petz said. Danny thought for a second.
“The truth about what?”
“Okay, Danny,” the Judge said. “Your turn.”
“Don’t worry,” Charles said. “Just answer his questions.
And whatever you say, I won’t be angry. I promise.”
There was a strange comfort in his father’s words. He felt
close to him for the first time in a long time. But the Judge scared
him a bit and this was Danny’s first time in a courtroom. He felt
somewhat threatened. Everything seemed so official and sterile. He
hesitated, unsure of himself, but his father tapped him on his
shoulder.
“It’s okay, son. Just tell the truth.”
Danny felt calmness with that touch, and those words. For the
past few days, he had been building a feeling of trust with his father.
His dad had stopped drinking and, although it wasn’t perfect in his
household, things were starting to get better. Danny proceeded with
caution and sat next to the big man with the black robe.
“Now, Danny,” the Judge said softly, “I would like to know a
couple of things. Let’s start with Dixie. Do you know Dixie?”
“Yes.”
“Well, she says that a few days ago, she saw you and Mr.
Wolff, Henry, your neighbor, picking up rocks in his backyard. Can
you tell me about that day?”
“Are you going to do anything bad to him?” Danny asked.
“No, Danny. We’re not going to do anything bad to Mr. Wolff.
We want to do what’s right.”
Danny hung on the Judge’s words and wondered if doing
right meant Judge Brady would do harm to Henry. He also
suspected the Judge might ask him something private, a question
about his father’s behavior, maybe, or about his mother whom he
didn’t want to talk about.
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“Danny, I’m just curious. It was mentioned that you and
Henry were picking up rocks in Henry’s backyard. Do you
remember that day?”
“Yes.”
“You and Henry had backpacks on, and you were putting
the rocks into the backpacks, right?”
“Yes.”
“Tell us about that.”
Danny looked out to his father and Mr. Petz nodded to
suggest that Danny hold nothing back from the Judge.
“Well, Henry had a lot of rocks in his yard, and he asked
me to help him pick them up. So, I helped him. It wasn’t a big deal.”
“Did you go out there specifically to help him?”
“No,” Danny said.
“Why were you out there in the first place, then?”
Now Danny knew what his father meant about ‘truth’. If he
told the truth, he would have to say something bad about his father.
He didn’t want to do that. He looked over to Robin. She was sitting at
the table, fidgeting with a pencil.
She smiled and nodded.
“Dad and I had an argument…”
Danny looked to his father again. Mr. Petz nodded for him to
continue.
“I ran out of the house and I saw Henry. That’s when he
asked me if I’d help him pick up some rocks in his yard.”
“Okay,” the Judge said. “Then what?”
“We did a lot of talking. I told him I missed my mother and
hated my father.” Danny looked to his father. “But I don’t hate you
now, Dad.”
Mr. Petz smiled and waved him on.
“I told Mr. Wolff I hated school, and I wanted to run
away. I told him… a lot of personal stuff.”
“What happened then, Danny?” the Judge asked. “He told me
I should moon a funeral procession.” Laughter filled the room.
Danny felt proud he was able to make everyone laugh. He
forgot how stupid that sounded when he first heard it.
“He really said that?” the Judge asked, laughing a bit
himself.
320

“Yeah. But I think he was just trying to make me feel
better. He was good at that. I think he said stupid stuff just to get a
reaction. I don’t think many people understand that about him.”
“Yes. I agree, Danny. Continue.”
“Well, we started picking up rocks. I picked some up and
put them into my pack. Henry was picking up rocks too and kept
on putting them in my backpack as well. He kept on doing it until
my backpack got so heavy, I took it off and threw it on the ground.
Then, I cursed at Henry, called him a moron and a jerk and told him
that I hated him, too. But I didn’t mean it. I was just mad.”
“It’s okay, Danny. What did Henry do then?”
“He knelt down and kind of looked at me, you know, deep in
the eyes. When he looked at me he made me feel things, you
know?”
“I think I know what you mean, Danny. What did he say?”
“He congratulated me for throwing the pack off my
back.”
The Judge threw Danny a quizzical look. “Why was that,
Danny?”
Danny knew he had to continue now, because the Judge
would freak out or forever ask questions until he was satisfied. Danny
remembered Henry’s lectures about choosing the right words. He
sensed Henry’s teachings had a broader use than just curbing foul
language, so, he reached down deep and decided to tell it like it
was... From his heart.
“Henry told me that in real life, I was trying to carry the
world on my shoulders. He said I was carrying things that didn’t
belong to me and I should throw them on the ground, just like the
backpack.”
Danny raised his hands to his face and began to cry. He
loved Henry for talking to him and making him feel better. And he
told the Judge that. He loved Henry for making him laugh; for helping
him not to curse; and for helping him to love his mom and dad.
“Well, well,” the Judge said, sitting back in his big chair.
“That’s an epiphany, Danny. Thank you.”
Right after the Judge spoke, Mr. Petz rose and asked
permission to speak. Charles admitted to the Judge he had not been a
good father to Danny, but that he intended to change that – to
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change his behavior. And he credited Henry for this new-found
spirit.
“On the day in question,” Charles said, “I smacked
Danny. He ran out of the house and went to talk to Henry. Danny
used to run to him a lot, and I hated that. I hated Henry because I
thought Danny loved him more than me. On that day, when I saw
Henry putting rocks in Danny’s backpack, and I saw Danny throw
his pack down, I snuck out to the shed in Henry’s backyard with
all intentions of knocking him out. Then something incredible
happened, Judge. I heard Henry tell my son that he was the only
person in Henry’s life that gave back more than Henry put in. Henry
said Danny had a spirit in him that he hadn’t seen in anyone. He
said Danny was a precious soul, and he told my son to forgive me
because I had a lot on my mind. And then he told my son his mother
loves him, and not to think for one second she left Coalsville because
of him. Danny asked him how he knew that for sure and Henry told
Danny because he was the only person Henry knew in this world
who could look him in the eye and see his soul. He said that he was
one of the most precious creatures he had ever met, and he was
sure his mother knew that. Henry told Danny to have patience with
me, and that I would come around simply because he knew I was
going to do the right thing. He just needed patience.”
Charles wanted to say more but he had a lump in his throat,
and he couldn’t. So, he just sat back down.
***
DIXIE MOANED from the beating she just took
from Jason. She laid on the ground in one of the alleyways, while
Jason stood over her, kicking her repeatedly.
“Where’s my money,” he cackled, over and over. “Why
don’t you get it from your sugar-daddy?”
Jason raised his arm, his fist clenched, and just as he
cocked his elbow to hit her, Henry grabbed his wrist from behind
and spun him around.
Dixie looked up and before she could say anything, Jason
backed off. She watched these two men stare at each other for a few
seconds. Jason never liked people looking him in the eyes. She had
noticed before when he and Henry spoke to each other, Jason had a
hard time looking him in the eye. She tried to get a better look at
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Henry to see what kind of spell he was casting on Jason, but her
neck hurt, and she couldn’t move very well.
“Well, take her,” Jason said. “She’s all yours.” And then he
left abruptly.
Henry sat down next to Dixie. “Are you okay?”
“I feel just ducky.” She paused for a second or two and
held his arm. “What the hell just happened?”
“Hell,” he said. “Did I just hear you say hell?”
He chuckled, and then Dixie laughed too, but the laugh
quickly turned into a groan from the pain.
Dixie went to say something but stopped. She tried to find
the right words, but none came to mind.
“I’m so sorry for what I said in court,” she said after a
minute.
“Shh. You told them what you saw.”
“But I did it for money, Henry. I took money to testify…”
“Don’t worry about it. Here… you forgot this.”
Henry handed her the CD. She chuckled.
“What’s so funny?” he asked.
“Did you open your present yet?” Dixie asked.
Henry reached into his pocket and pulled out the gift she
gave him, still unopened.
“Why did you leave the CD on the bench?” Henry
asked.
“Open your present,” Dixie commanded, “and then I’ll
tell you.”
Henry opened the present and took a long, hard look at it.
There, in the box, was the 1913 twenty-five-cent piece he had been
seeking for a very long time. Then, together, they both laughed.
“I sold my CD player and my ankle bracelet to buy that,”
Dixie said.
“And I used my coin collection to buy the CD,” Henry
added.
They both laughed together.
“You see,” Dixie said, when she could talk again, “I told
you I didn’t steal your coin collection.”
Henry kissed the coin and put it in his pocket. “I’m going to
start the collection all over again.”
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Dixie rubbed her CD, held it to her chest, and then leaned
her head on his shoulder.
“You remembered this is my favorite CD.”
***
JUDGE BRADY WANTED to get the hearing
over with, so he stood up and addressed everyone.
“I guess that’s it, folks. It’s been a very enlightening day,
and no one leave town.”
Before the Judge banged his gavel for a call to closure,
Mrs. Maltin walked in with Tommy who appeared healthy except
for the cast on his right arm.
“Your Honor,” Mrs. Maltin snapped. “I don’t know if I’m
too late, but I heard that you were going to pass judgment on Henry
Wolff. I think Tommy has something to say before you do that.”
The Judge motioned for everyone to sit back down.
“Okay, Tommy,” the Judge bellowed. “Come over here so I
can sign your cast.”
Tommy walked over to the bench. Judge Brady took a pen
and signed the cast.
“Okay, Tommy. Sit over here and let me hear what you
have to say.”
Tommy sat next to the Judge and told a story about an
afternoon of fun and games.
“It was snowing hard, so our afternoon included a
snowball fight with the forces of good coming to my rescue to defeat
the forces of evil.”
Tommy told the Judge how the leader of the good guys
convinced everyone that they could fly, if they wanted to. The Judge
stopped Tommy from talking because he wanted to be very clear
on this topic.
“Now, Tommy,” the Judge said, “did Mr. Wolff tell you
that you could really fly, you know, like a bird?”
And the Judge flapped his elbows into the air.
“Oh, no. Don’t be silly. He told us he was being
simmballick, or something.”
“Symbolic?”
“Yes. That was the word he used.” Tommy continued his
story. “Mr. Wolff said I can do anything I wanted if I just put my
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mind to it. He pointed to a plane in the sky and said we can even
fly. And then I said, ‘Someday, I am going to fly. I’m going to be a
pilot.’”
“I’m very glad you told me this, Tommy.” The Judge
looked to Mrs. Maltin. “I guess this means you’re not going to file a
suit against Mr. Wolff.”
“That’s correct, Judge,” Mrs. Maltin said. “In fact, I was
hoping Henry would be here. I think I owe him an apology.”
“Good, good,” the Judge said. “But there’s one thing I
don’t understand, Tommy. Why did you jump out of your barn?
That doesn’t make too much sense to me after hearing what you
just told me.”
“I didn’t mean to jump. My mom called me for dinner and
when I turned to come down, a big, huge rat scared the heck out of
me.”
“A raccoon, Your Honor,” Mrs. Maltin corrected. “We’ve
got raccoons in the barn.”
“Yeah, a raccoon,” Tommy said. “He ran in front of me. I
got real scared so I just started running and running. I just ran out of
the barn without thinking. Pretty stupid, huh?”
The Judge wanted to laugh.
“No. Not stupid. Silly, perhaps. And I guess we all have
done some silly things in our life, Tommy. You’re not the only one.”
***
HENRY LAUGHED as he tried to help Dixie on her
feet. “This is a fine predicament we’re in, Ollie.”
Dixie moaned as she tried to put pressure on her foot. “Who’s
Ollie?”
“Who knows?” Henry said. Dixie hobbled a couple of steps.
“My ankle. I can’t walk on it. I sprained it really bad.”
Henry picked her up and carried her. As he walked with Dixie in
his arms, she blurted out of nowhere, “Work like you don't need the
money.”
“Love like you've never been hurt,” Henry retorted.
“Dance like nobody's watching.”
“Sing like nobody's listening.
“Live like it's Heaven on Earth,” Dixie finished just as Henry
began walking across the street.
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Out the corner of his eye, he caught sight of a truck
breezing down Main Street at a fairly fast clip.
He stumbled slightly.
The truck was coming too fast. Realizing that he wasn’t
going to make it across the street in time, he tossed Dixie out of the
way. The tires screeched, skidded and bounced across the Main
Street pavement as the driver jammed on his brakes. Dixie let out a
blood-curdling scream.
And then, there was silence.
***
THE JUDGE WAS talking to Robin and Mrs. Maltin
about how things turned out for the best. Tommy would need some
healing time, but he’d be okay soon.
“I really do owe your father an apology,” Mrs. Maltin said
to Robin.
Just as she said this, Wheezy surged into the courtroom. She
was breathing in and out loudly, wheezing and straining to get the
words out in between the gulps of air.
“There’s… been… an accident... Mr. Wolff got hit… by a
truck… Come… quickly…”
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CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

COALSVILLE CHANGED over the past year since
Henry died. The town expanded the park, which spanned
across two blocks and crossed over Main Street onto the south
side. This allowed residents from both sides of town to use its
facilities without claiming any special rights because of its
geographic location. The park included a swimming pool,
several basketball, tennis, and volleyball courts, and crazy
objects that children liked to climb and swing on.
The park attracted the youth from the entire town
without any incidences of discrimination. One thing that can be
said today is that the best basketball players do live on the south
side of Main, and the best tennis players live on the north
side. At first, the children picked the teams based on turf
prejudices, and a territorial dominance developed, but as
friendships and trust grew, teams were picked based on the
equitable distribution of talent.
That’s how it is today.
The drive for victory has become a personal drive
for excellence rather than a desire for geographic dominance,
and that has made all the difference on how the children
perceive each other these days. In the beginning, the volleyball
players were mostly male adults. Eventually, as women and
children got more involved in the game, volleyball became the
rallying point for the neighborhood: a time for fun and
relaxation where people of all genders, sizes and ages could
have fun and forget about the daily stresses of life.
The people in town perceive that their children have
higher self-esteem, and the statistics show crime is lower. A
Harvard study states one of the reasons for a lower crime rate
across the country was because of an increase in the number of
people who attend a place of worship, which happens to be up
over the past year in Coalsville. Biggest jump in twenty-five
years.
A committee sprang up over this past year dedicated to
the goal that all people in town should have a roof over their
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heads and three meals every day. A large mansion on the
north side of Main Street was converted into a halfway house to
accomplish this goal. This house shelters and feeds the
homeless and, in addition, the committee tries to find them jobs
in the community if they are able to work. In return, the
residents of the shelter must take part in the upkeep of the
house: cooking, cleaning, and gardening. Those who find jobs
are required to do the laundry on the weekends or handyman
jobs around the house if they demonstrate such skills. Everyone
is required to keep his or her own rooms neat and clean.
Wheezy currently works in this house and leads a team of five
maids.
***
JUDGE BRADY HAS DONE some very important
things for the residents of Coalsville this past year. In addition
to being one of the committee members of the halfway house,
he started a program that called for a moratorium on
indictments and prosecutions against all drug users and dealers;
a no-fault time period where no charges would be levied if
these backsliding citizens stepped forward and told all. In some
cases, the program helped previous offenders get their
records expunged. They had to provide attrition to the Judge
and volunteer for, and successfully complete, a three-month
rehabilitation program.
The Judge founded the rehabilitation program, but it is
now under the administration of a private organization, which
solicits support from hundreds of wealthy citizens of
Pennsylvania. What makes this charity special, besides having
over two million dollars in its coffers, is that doctors, nurses
and therapists are dedicating their time and skills to rehabilitate
these unfortunates. In addition, local transportation and utility
companies, like the telephone company, donate their services,
making this program one of the most comprehensive and
unique charities in the country. It has caused such a national stir
that a California county just passed a charter to establish a
similar program modeled after the one in Coalsville. In fact, a
national television news magazine recently finished shooting
two hundred hours of video about this charity, and they are now
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in the post- production stage of producing a five-hour special.
Part one of the special is slated to air during sweeps week.
***
JASON – the man who caused people in town to
lock their doors at night – changed dramatically after Henry
died. The way Jason tells the story today, something
transcendental happened to him in the alleyway just before
the accident. When Henry looked him in the eyes on that fateful
day, Jason saw a loving expression on his face, as if Henry was
forgiving him for what he was doing. In that instant, he felt
bankrupt, emotionally and spiritually, for a lifetime of
wrongdoing, and he had an extraordinary need to take stock of
his life. Jason tells people today that it was as if this act of
forgiveness pushed out the cowardice and fear that were his
guiding forces in everything he did. Initially, Jason took
advantage of the moratorium and rehabilitation programs, and
started the process of healing. He got a job at the hardware
store at the end of town where he works today. He goes to
Narcotics Anonymous meetings five times a week and he’s a
mechanic on the side. Jason knows that this journey of sobriety
is not easy and is going to be a life-long endeavor. He says
whenever times are tough and temptations are strong, he
remembers that look on Henry’s face, which helps him find the
courage tocarry on.
***
MRS. MALTIN WROTE a new book during this past
year. After years of fighting writer’s block, she wrote a
complete novel in one month; a story that focused on a boy
who was grieving over the death of his father. The boy became
listless and lost his zest for living. There was a wizard, the
next-door neighbor, sort of a strange old man who performed
miracles in secret while he observed the people and needs
around him. This wizard had special talents, not the least of
which, was being able to fly. The unusual neighbor taught the
boy tricks and wizardry things and, more importantly, he taught
the boy how to love and how to let go. He showed the boy that
he was carrying the world on his shoulders when he didn’t have
to. Mrs. Maltin’s publisher is amazed at the ‘new voice’ she
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exhibited in the novel and is absolutely ecstatic over the fact
that it has been on the NY Times best sellers list for the past six
months.
Mrs. Maltin and Charles Petz have become good friends
and are now dating. This is generating an unusual amount of
interest in some people who go to the new park to talk and
gossip. Mrs. Hodges, the woman with bulging eyes, leads the
pack on this matter, and suggests they should marry soon, or
else people might have questions about their chastity and
morality.
***
TOMMY MALTIN’S ARM HEALED quite nicely.
He played baseball in Little League during the summer and
swatted the ball so confidently that his 400-batting average was
tied for second place in the league. Tommy grew four inches
during the year and, when he went to school that September, he
was big enough that the bullies who once picked on him are
now seeking his friendship. Tommy is taking a unique interest
in military battles, especially the great battles of the Civil War.
He wrote a book report titled, ‘The Southern Military Strategies That
Almost Won the Civil War’ and got an A+ on the report – the highest
mark in the class.
***
ASA ADLER DIDN’T WANT to be partners any
longer with Mr. Kruchuk, so he made him a buy-out offer for
the business. Much to Asa’s surprise, Mr. Kruchuk wanted out
of the business and took the offer. Considering the mortgage
payments he owed and the cash flow of the business, Asa
offered him five hundred thousand dollars – a most generous
offer that was accepted.
One of the first changes Asa made as the sole
proprietor of the pharmacy was establishing payment options.
People could now put items on a tab and pay monthly if they
wanted. Some of his customers were poor, and there was no
escaping the fact that there would be times they wouldn’t be
able to afford items of necessity. Some of those items, arguably,
would not be emergency items, like toothpaste and deodorant,
but items such as baby formula and diabetic’s insulin would be.
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Asa gave away those items gratuitously to people who couldn’t
afford them. Strangely, Asa exhibits a new energy for life, a
new confidence in himself, and a new reputation among the
townspeople. Customers from all over the county flock to his
store as his reputation for putting people’s welfare above profit
gains momentum.
Oh, and his newfound confidence has allowed him to
ask Robin out on a date. Robin accepted. They have been
dating for two months now.
***
WHEEZY WAS PICKED UP as a vagrant during
the cold spell right after the holidays last year. Judge Brady
gave her a choice. She could either stay in jail for 180 days, or
she could live in the halfway house. She chose the latter, and the
halfwayhouse has become her home. And, as mentioned before,
she leads a team of five maids in cleaning the house. Wheezy
also sees a psychologist twice a week, and together they have
uncovered some interesting traumas that she experienced as a
child. For example, there was an incident where her mother left
her in a garbage can where Wheezy almost starved to death.
The garbage men found her, and she was placed in a foster
home. In fact, she was in seven foster homes before she ran
away at the age of sixteen. She kept that part of her life a secret
all these years, and still finds it hard talking about it. But she’ll
continue to work with her psychologist, and if the progress of
the last six months is any indication of her growth potential, the
shrink seems to think that she’ll be out on her own working for
a living at a real job in about a year.
Wheezy is being treated for her chronic bronchitis.
She can breathe normally now, and she doesn’t make any
noises before speaking. People still call her ‘Wheezy’ anyway.
***
MR. PETZ RAN out of money and got a job as a
financial analyst in New Jersey. He’s going to AA meetings
frequently and hasn’t touched the hooch in just about a year.
He and Mrs. Maltin enjoy each other’s company very
much, and Charles has even talked to Mrs. Maltin about getting
married sometime in the near future. Mrs. Maltin has not said
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yes or no. She needs more time.
***
DANNY GETS along very well with Tommy and
acts like a protective brother whenever they get together. He is
also seeing a child psychologist and is working very hard to
understand why his mother abandoned him. He’s trying not
to internalize his anger anymore. Although he still feels sad
over the fact that his mother fell off the face of the earth, he
finds solace in writing little notes to her in his journal whenever
the sadness becomes overwhelming.
Danny is doing better in school and has pursued an
interest in acting. He tried out for the school play, and the
drama coach has very high praises on his natural ability for
‘sense memory’; a method acting term applied to actors who
can do things on cue, like laugh or cry hysterically, or feel cold
to the bone even if the theatre lights are roasting him. The coach
recruited him into the class play, Romeo and Juliet. He’s playing
Romeo and the teacher thinks he’ll do just fine, although he
misses his cues every once in a while.
***
ROBIN ROUGHED it out this past year. Besides
losing both her parents within a month of each other, she was
diagnosed as being in the early stage of breast cancer when she
went for a check-up at the beginning of the summer. The
doctors told her they are confident they have caught it in time
and there’s nothing to worry about. She was lucky that she
came in when she did to have the test, which she took because
her dad asked her to and for no other reason.
Robin reconciled with Sharon and their relationship
seems to be on the mend. She has also opened her life up to
other things, like finding a love interest. Nothing more to report
on that front because neither Robin nor Asa are talking
about their relationship. But, if anyone wants to know more,
they just need to go to the park and talk to Mrs. Hodges. She is
just full of information.
***
MRS. SWANSON is sitting in the front row of an AA
meeting right now. She’s waiting for the meeting to start even
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though she’s very early. She’s extremely proud of her daughter.
Today is Dixie’s one-year anniversary of being sober. This is
Mrs. Swanson’s first time at an AA meeting. During this past
year, she has been very skeptical about Dixie’srecovery program
because she found it hard to believe Dixie reached bottom this
time and was truly seeking order and temperance in her life.
She had been involved in too many of Dixie’s cycles, and
didn’t want to celebrate her daughter’s recovery too early. But
she has watched Dixie carefully and noticed her daughter not
only went to ninety meetings in ninety days, but she also
stopped cursing and was able to manage her anger like a mature
adult.
Mrs. Swanson is watching her daughter make the
coffee. Dixie looks at her and smiles. Mrs. Swanson smiles
back, and from the bottom of her heart, she is thanking Henry
for this miracle.
AND DIXIE? Well, she’ll be standing at the podium
shortly, in the basement at St. Anthony’s, and she will talk
about her sobriety – about where she’s been, ‘the now’ and
where she’s headed. Mr. Petz is helping her set up the cookies,
coffee, and the pamphlets, and helping unfold the chairs. He’ll
probably put in a few extra rows since this is an open meeting
and there will be more people than usual coming to hear Dixie
speak. Dixie always brings in a crowd and gives testimony that
is rich with gratitude. People like hearing her talk. There’s
something about her honesty and ability to communicate that
draws a crowd.
Dixie goes to AA mostly because the sobriety is better
there – more people have been clean for a longer period of time
than Narcotics Anonymous. Occasionally, she goes to an out-oftown NA meeting just to keep her memory green about her
drugs of choice. She avoids the local NA gatherings mainly due
to the fact that Jason goes to those meetings and, well, she’s
just not ready to deal with him yet. They haven’t reconciled and
Dixie’s sponsor has suggested the two of them should have
sufficient sobriety before they go to the same meetings.
Dixie’s heart is filled with gratitude as she sees her
mother talking to people in the front row. This is a Christmas
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Eve afternoon meeting and she’ll be spending tonight with her
mother. She can’t remember how long it has been since they
spent Christmas Eve together.
It’s almost time to start the meeting and, as usual,
there are a lot of people outside smoking cigarettes, networking
withother addicts, and having their ‘mini-meetings’.
Dixie is also doing well as far as her other
responsibilities are concerned. She’s finally fulfilling a promise
to her grandfather and is going to night school at Northampton
Community College.
She’s taking cooking classes.
She loves cooking – an interest that was lost over the
past several years.
Dixie spots Jason walking into the room. Their eyes
meet and he walks over to her. She feels intimidated, maybe
even angry. Dixie looks for her sponsor, but she hasn’t arrived
yet.
“Hello, Dixie,” he says.
“Why are you here?” she asks.
“I heard that you were celebrating tonight. I hope you
don’t mind… but if you do, I’ll leave right now.”
“What do you want me to say, Jason? There was too
much between us. Too many bruises.”
“I really would like to make amends…”
“Now? I don’t think now is the right time.”
“You’re right. It’s not a good time. I’ll go.”
He turns and leaves. As he gets halfway across the
room, Dixie yells for him to wait. He walks back to her.
“My sponsor’s not here yet, or else I would ask her what
to do. But I just asked myself, ‘what would Henry do’ and you
know what message I got?”
“What?”
“He says you’re still a jerk, but I should forgive you
anyway.”
They laugh, having their moment, albeit without a hug.
“Mr. Petz needs help with the chairs,” she says. “Why
don’t you give him a hand.”
Jason smiles and walks over to help Charles set up for
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the meeting as Dixie walks outside to hustle the people in.
The meeting will start soon.
SHARON has had an interesting year. She still
works at the Clarion Collection Agency. In fact, that’s
where she is now.
Of course, she doesn’t have to work anymore since all
the assets of the Wolff estate have been divided equally
between her and Robin. She just hasn’t been able to tear herself
away from the daily routine of getting up in the morning and
following a structure in her life. Well, actually, that’s half her
story.
It’s close to one PM on the day before Christmas and
everyone has left Clarion, except for Sharon and her boss.
This year was a good year for the company, and for Sharon.
She won the ‘big kahuna’ prize as the person who collected
the most money for the agency.
“Sharon,” Fred Clarion says, “I’m going now. Still have
Christmas shopping to do. I thought you had an appointment or
something.”
She looks at her watch.
“Oh, man,” she says. “I’m going to be late. Damn.”
Before she has a chance to put on her coat, Fred Clarion
tosses a folder on her desk.
“No one has been able to crack this one. Not even
Derrick. He tried to put on his squeeze play, but there was no
‘timbuuurrr’. Maybe he’s losing his touch. Anyway, see what
you can do. You don’t have to do it today, though. After the
holidays. We’ll give the lady a break, right?”
Fred laughs, as if he really believes he’s doing a good
deed by waiting.
“I think I’ll stay here for a few more minutes,” Sharon
says. “I have some personal things I need to do. Merry
Christmas, boss.”
“Merry Christmas to you also, Sharon. Don’t stay too
long.”
Fred is halfway out the door when he says, “Lock up
when you’re done.”
Sharon opens the folder Fred just gave her, searches for
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a phone number and picks up the phone. She quickly dials. A
soft-spoken woman answers and Sharon listens to the tone of
her voice. She listens for signs of the lady’s disposition,
something to help her with a lead-in statement.
But the lady is silent.
“Mrs. Caldwell. My name is Janice from the Clarion
Collection Agency.”
“Oh, God. Today! You’re calling me on Christmas
Eve?
Don’t you people have any conscience? Shame on you.”
Sharon laughs. She’s cornered someone with spunk.
“Well, that’s just it, Mrs. Caldwell,” Sharon says. “I
don’t want shame on me.”
Sharon’s laughter seems to irritate Mrs. Caldwell
even more. She starts to curse and is ready to end the
conversation.
“Mrs. Caldwell, please don’t hang up. Hear me out.”
Sharon looks down at her folder.
“I see that you owe five thousand dollars on a car
loan, and you haven’t been able to make a payment in over six
months. I’m calling you, Mrs. Caldwell, to tell you…” Sharon
hesitates, not quite sure whether Mrs. Caldwell is still on the
line. “Are you still there, Mrs. Caldwell?”
“Yes. Why are you doing this? I just buried
Chapman yesterday, and I’m really grieving right now.”
Sharon looks in the folder and sees that Mrs. Caldwell
is single.
“Oh, Mrs. Caldwell, I’m so sorry. Who is Chapman?
Arelative of yours?”
“No! He’s a German Shepherd.”
“Oh. I’m so sorry,” Sharon says.
“You can stick your sympathies where the sun don’t
shine.
Say what you have to say, and then leave me in peace.”
“Okay. Fair enough. I’m not calling to harass you. I’m
calling to tell you that you have an anonymous benefactor. He’s
paid your bill in full. You don’t owe us anything any longer.”
The silence is almost musical to Sharon. She wishes she
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could see Mrs. Caldwell’s face.
“Your bill has been paid, Mrs. Caldwell. And when the
holidays are over, I’ll make sure this payment gets registered on
your credit reports. They put your name on the report real
quick, but they sure take their time taking your name off, you
know what I mean?”
“Is this a joke or something?”
“This is no joke, Mrs. Caldwell. I assure you.”
“Oh, I’ve had such a bad time this past week, you
wouldn’t believe what happened.”
Mrs. Caldwell then begins talking non-stop and
Sharon lets her talk on for a bit. She seems so happy, and
Sharon feels obliged to listen for a while. Sharon waits for Mrs.
Caldwell totake a breath and then speaks.
“Well, Mrs. Caldwell, I really wish you a nice holiday.”
Sharon has to hang up on her because Mrs. Caldwell
won’t stop thanking her for this act of kindness, and she really
has to leave.
Quickly, Sharon reaches into her purse, pulls out her
checkbook and writes out a check in the amount that Mrs.
Caldwell owes. Sharon staples the check to a closeout form and
writes in the status line the bold letters: ‘PAID IN FULL’.
“Merry Christmas, Mrs. Caldwell,” she whispers as she
puts on her coat to leave.
Dixie is standing at the podium at the AA meeting,
already well into her testimony about the early years of her
drug and alcohol abuse. She decides to filter her story today and
not talk about her struggle to come to closure on the issue of
who her father is. She figures that her mother would be too
embarrassed if she spoke about those feelings. Maybe she’ll
talk to her mother soon about that issue. It’s one day at a time
on that one.
Dixie notices Sharon sneaking in and taking a seat in the
back. She nods to her and smiles. Sharon smiles back, taps her
chest, and mouths the words, ‘I’m sorry I’m late.’ They have
become very good friends this past year.
“And then a friend lent me a helping hand,” Dixie
continues. “I really didn’t know Henry while growing up. I’m
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told it was quite a treat if you did. But I got that privilege last
year. Our friendship really started right after he heard me say
the word ‘turd’.”
Dixie pauses. She has to because everyone is laughing.
“He asked me what I meant when I said ‘turd’ and I tried to
explain whatever I was trying to say. I forget now what the
issue was, but he got me thinking about using the right words
so I could be understood by other people. After a while, he got
me thinking more of where I wanted to go with my life. Oh, I
was going places, all right, but it was nowhere any sane person
wanted to go. And then, Henry died.”
“I thank God every day for having him in my life and
for helping me find these rooms and you people. He helped
me realize that I have a forgiving, loving mother who has taken
a lot of ‘crap’…”
Dixie looks up to the ceiling.
“Ooops! Sorry, Henry.” She looks back down to her
mother. “You’ve experienced a lot of bad behavior from me,
Mom, and I thank you for hanging in there.”
Dixie watches her mother cry in the front row.
Considering the many times she had made her mother cry in the
past, this time is the first time she feels good about it. There
isn’t a single twitch in her face as she continues to talk. For a
second, she thinks about Henry’s secret. Since the courtroom
incident last year, no one has mentioned it at all. Not Judge
Brady, Robin, Sharon, or Dixie. In Dixie’s heart, she knows
Henry has found peace and is looking down at her right now
with pride.
“Before I sit down,” Dixie says as she takes out a paper
from her back pocket and unfolds it, “I’d like to read you
something I wrote about Henry Wolff and this town. It’s not
long, but it took me two weeks to write it.”
She takes a deep breath, then starts reading.
“No one can measure the value Henry brought to the
people of Coalsville. It would be too complicated to measure
something like that. How can someone put a value on
encouragement or inspiration or living life by good example?
How can anyone correlate one man’s accomplishments this
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way? It’s impossible, of course.
“All that can really be said is that Coalsville is a better
town because of Henry. People are better people because of
him. They believe in themselves and have more hope today that
their dreams will come true. They can do pretty much anything
they want, if they work hard at it. They might not be able to fly,
but they can certainly become sober, be more mindful of the
less fortunate, and maybe even be inspired to write a book, or
inspire somebody else to write a book.
“The people of Coalsville believe the children who
are born into this town have more opportunities to prosper than
other places. Over time, people will forget Henry. A boy or a
girl might grow up, become president and tell stories to
historians about where they came from. One of them might say,
‘I’m a native son or daughter born on the south side of Main
Street in an obscure town in Pennsylvania called Coalsville.’
“And no one will ever know that embedded in that
statement is a story of how one person made a difference to so
many; of how his goodness spread far and wide like the
ubiquitous wind and how life for so many improved
immeasurably, for his constituents and for all generations to
come, not because this good Samaritan had money or status
or political influence, but because he saw life through the eyes
of a child.”
Dixie folds the paper and puts it in her back pocket. She
doesn’t hear the applause or see the tears as she walks over to
her mother and sits down. For the past year, she has felt
responsible for Henry’s death. For the first time since then, she
finally feels free of this guilt.
Her mother opens her arms to her, and they hug.

THE END
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