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Frank Arcilesi


Chapter 1

"Search the world for the
precious beauty that it holds for you and never abuse it or take it
for granted." That’s what my mother always told me. It was from her
that I learned to appreciate beauty no matter where I found it. She
also cautioned me to obey rules or else they could come back to
kick you hard in the pants if you played loose with them. She was a
big believer in rules and doing what was right, as well as
beauty.

My father on the other
hand was more practical about rules and life. He was
Mr. Logic all right.
Everything had to follow some sort of practical plan for him. He
always said that some rules were just begging to be broken. I
reckon they were both right. But I suppose ultimately that it was
my father’s logic that unknowingly influenced me that fateful fall
of 1958.

In the fall of 1958, Lakewood, Maryland, a
small community forty miles south of Baltimore, was filled with
respectable people doing respectable things. I sure thought I was
respectable, living there with my mom and dad—never thought
otherwise. Back in 1958, rules were stricter for what was
considered respectable behavior, especially in Lakewood, our happy
little quiet community. At least on the outside it seemed happy and
respectable.

I was leading that dutiful respectable
existence with my parents, but somehow I managed to break one of
the big, big rules. There I was marching along on my merry little
respectable trail, not knowing I was about to be swooshed up into
an emotional storm like a flea on a carpet being sucked up into a
big ol’ Hoover vacuum cleaner.

That autumn of 1958, I was
returning for my senior year in high school. In theory, it was a
time for our returning high school senior class to reflect on the
summer that had just passed, and look forward to and plan for
college or the jobs that lay ahead. Like they say, ‘so much for
theory.’

Returning would also mean renewing old
friendships. Many of those friendships would blossom and some would
end, only to be replaced with other more fruitful ones. Some of us
would explore new forbidden relationships—temptations with the
opposite sex. Oh God, just the thought of it seemed seductive and
sinful.

Well, that’s the way it
was for me, James Trenton—the beginning of a strange autumn in
Lakewood. My journey into my senior year began with anticipation of
graduation day, but would take an unexpected detour to another
journey I definitely had not planned to embark upon.
Young and somewhat naive, the experience would
not be easy. I would grow up fast.

It all began with my best friend Jason’s
return from his summer vacation. As fate would have it, he would
not remain my best friend for very long. Events would change that.
He had been gone all summer and would be finally returning as
school began.

His uncle, who had moved to Central Italy
recently, after acquiring part interest in a small vineyard, had
invited him to spend the summer there with him and his wife. Jason
didn’t have to think twice about accepting the invitation. Italy
seemed seductive and far removed from quiet little Lakewood. I
would have gone with him if I could have. Fact is—I wasn’t
invited.

Jason had become my best friend a year
earlier after I had moved to Maryland when my father had been
promoted and transferred here to become foreman at a local factory.
Jason and I hit it off right from the start when we found out we
both loved to build gas powered model wooden airplanes and fly
them.

I didn’t think anything was more exciting
than building a wooden model plane, selecting a gas model engine
for it at the local hobby store, then hooking up the cables and
controls and taking it to the park to let it soar. The only thing
that rivaled it was my passion for American history.

Flying those models was an exhilarating
experience. Jason and I had spent many hours at the park with our
planes and handy tool kits filled with fuel and repair parts,
letting our creations take flight, sometimes with as many crashes
as successful flights.

But crashes were part of the hobby and we
would inevitably assist each other in mending our planes whenever a
flight plan went bad and a plane unexpectedly hit dirt—nose first
followed by a collection of splinters.

That was the beginning of
our relationship. After that we found a lot of other things in
common and became best friends. That’s when it happened—I met his
family—Jason's father Emmett, and Emmett's wife. Jason had no
brothers or sisters.

Jason’s dad, Emmett Dulaney, in his forties,
was a machinist at a local plant. His dad had a medium muscular
build and a ruddy complexion that projected a healthy fit
appearance. He was a simple but serious man who was very strict
with Jason. He wouldn’t even let Jason think about driving until he
was nineteen.

His dad liked to play Boogie Woogie guitar
in his spare time. An old 1950 Chevy pickup truck sat in the
driveway, which he drove to work or when he went hunting, or
ventured out with his friends; but he also liked to walk a lot when
he was in one of his many solemn moods. He very seldom drove his
wife's car, except on special family outings, leaving her to do
most of the other driving.

I listened to his dad play Boogie Woogie
guitar once when I was over at Jason’s house. I was impressed—he
was good. He reminisced afterward about how he used to play in
clubs in North Carolina for small change when he was younger.

When we asked him how the
patrons liked his music, he jokingly told us that he kept an old
pistol that he used for shooting varmints in his guitar case just
in case the customers didn’t like his playing. Then he showed us
his varmint collection—a bunch of dusty stuffed squirrels he kept
in the basement. We all got a big laugh out of that. Jason’s dad
could be fun to be around when he wasn’t in one of his serious
moods, which seemed to be a good deal of the time.

And then there was her—Emmett's wife.
Jason’s mother had died when he was very young—auto accident or
something gruesome like that. Emmett had finally remarried
relatively recently.

Jason called her Carol,
and at first I thought she was his sister—a secret sibling he never
mentioned before or a stepsister—but she wasn’t. Carol had long
dark brown hair and green eyes. She reminded me of Natalie Wood.
Carol was a whole lot younger than Jason’s dad and looked like she
had just stepped out of the pages of a fashion magazine, complete
with a trim figure that was well formed where it needed to be, and
graceful. Carol worked as a real estate agent. Carol was nice all
right, but nonetheless she made me nervous whenever I was around
her for some reason. I never knew quite why—she just
did.

She was pretty and always wore attractive
outfits. Long slender dresses referred to as pencil style dresses
were part of the ensemble for ladies in the fifties and the style
looked great on her. Sometimes she also wore that period’s popular
pleated swing skirts with coordinating tops. There was never a time
when she didn’t look nice. One could spend endless time just
watching her walk. All the pieces blended together into one
coordinated smooth motion.

A gold chain made of small hearts always
adorned her neck. The sides of the chain merged together as they
descended to where she buttoned her collar, and then disappeared
down inside the front of her dress. She never wore it outside. I
always wondered about that mysterious chain. She always smelled
good, too. A fresh delicious sweet but not overpowering scent
surrounded her that seemed to bond all her pleasant qualities
together. I mentally put her on a pedestal.

As for Jason, he had a cocky attitude, but I
liked him anyway. It was a likeable, arrogant attitude. I was glad
I would be seeing him again as the Fall semester began.

I’ll always remember that first day back at
school that autumn. The wind rustled the leaves across the campus
of Haywood High, stopped only by the old, red brick building that
awaited us all for another semester. It was a bright autumn morning
as the returning students gathered on the campus in little groups
abuzz with chatter. The wind served us admirably, as if to usher us
back to that structured existence again after a summer of mostly
unsupervised playfulness.

I waited near the front entrance by myself
until I finally saw Carol drive up and drop Jason off. After a long
summer I was finally glad to see Jason again. He was a good-looking
skinny kid. Jason was wearing his traditional khaki slacks, blue
shirt, and leather jacket. He had fine features and thick black
hair, worn in jelly-roll style that drew him more than his share of
attention from the female element at Haywood.

He spotted me near the
entrance and yelled out, “Jimmy! Jimmy!” and then ran over to me.
“What’s buzzin?” he asked with that ever-present glint in his eyes
as he tossed his notebook on the ground.

I jabbed him lightly in the stomach when he
approached. “Hey man, you look good. Look at that tan. You been
hanging out in the sun all day? How was your uncle’s pad?”

A big smile broadened across his face. “Are
you kidding?! I didn’t want to come back. It was a blast! Those
people know how to live. All they do is eat and drink wine.”

“Exactly where were you
all this time anyway?” I quizzed.

“Ever hear of a place
called Tuscany?” he asked as he ran the palms of his hands along
the sides of his head making sure his hair was properly in
place.

“No, never heard of it.
Sounds like it should be part of Alaska.”

“Don’t get juvenile on me.
It’s a place in the middle of Italy. I was about twelve miles south
of Florence."

"Okay, now I know where you were. I know
where Florence is."

"Well they have all these neat vineyards
there. That’s where my uncle’s is. My uncle showed me all about how
you make wine on this vineyard he owns.”

“Did you taste any of it
and get drunk or anything?” I jokingly asked.

“Nah, you don’t drink wine
in a vineyard, you just sip it, swish it around your mouth and then
swallow it,” he said, making peculiar wavy motions with his mouth
and jaw. “It shows you’re sophisticated and that you know
everything about wine.”

“Okay then, did you sip
any of it?”

“Yeah. My uncle let me sip
a little of it a few times, but you know what?"

“What?”

“It tasted awful the first
time I tried it. Like a can of my dad’s turpentine mixed with grape
juice. I guess you can get used to it after a while.”

I laughed. “Well, I guess you’re just not
sophisticated enough to appreciate it.”

“Guess not, Jimmy, but I’d
like to own that vineyard anyway and live in one of those Italian
palazzo’s, or whatever they’re called. That’s the life—sipping
wine, eating spaghetti and watching them dark headed ladies walking
around barefoot.”

“Palazzo, huh? You’re
getting too sophisticated for me.”

Jason’s attention suddenly turned
instinctively back to the parking lot as a white ‘57 Chevy Bel Air
pulled in. He knew what it meant. It was Doctor Crenshaw’s car. He
was dropping off his daughter Amy. The doctor always looked after
her as if she were a precious gem that could escape from the
jewelry box into untoward hands. Apparently he hadn’t looked into
the box for quite some time—the gem was long gone.

Amy was Jason’s latest hot chick to watch,
or at least she was when school adjourned back in the spring. She
wasn’t on the cheerleading squad, but she could have been. She was
a well-stacked little blond who had anointed herself with a
self-proclaimed pedigree.

The girl was a
little stuck-up,
as we used to say. Her dad was important in the community and I
guess she thought it applied to her too, by default. She was a
piece of plastic as far as I was concerned—a piece of plastic
walking around in nice clothes posing as a real human female. I
knew better. She ranked behind a gray alien as far as I was
concerned.

That day she was dressed in a red skirt,
white blouse, and her hair was neatly combed back and tied into a
long ponytail at the back. She definitely wasn’t my type but Jason
had the bug for her. There's no accounting for taste.

She took long strides and swayed her hips as
she walked by us. She smiled at Jason but apparently thought I was
a new statue the Haywood authorities had erected on the lawn over
the summer. “Hey Jason,” she said.

“How ya doing Amy?” Jason
said as he put his hands in his pockets and bounced on his toes a
little like a marionette whose puppeteer had developed a shaky
hand. “You look nice today.”

She put on this fake little smile as if she
were surprised that he had uttered such a statement. “Well, thank
you. You’re sweet,” she said as she gently cocked her head to one
side—something she must have practiced in the mirror many times.
She needed more practice to suit me.

I pulled Jason back by one shoulder out of
range so she couldn’t hear, but she had started to walk away
anyway. “Oh God, what a phony. What do you see in her?”

Jason had a stupid smile
on his face as he watched her walk away. “I think I’m in love with
a divine creature. She’s an angel and I’m the sky she flies
through—so close, yet so far.” He poked me in the ribs with his
elbow. “She’s a hot little doll, too.”

“You’re in love
with Miss Plastic? I’d rather marry a can of Play Doh.”

“Says you,” he said, not
taking his gaze off the walking piece of putty.

We both laughed as he
picked up his notebook and I nudged Jason toward the entrance. As
we approached the double doors that would lead us back into a more
structured existence, I made a big gesture with my arm, motioning
Jason in. “Welcome back to Palazzo Haywood.”

Well, that was the beginning of the school
year for us. We made it to homeroom class, reestablished old
acquaintances and proceeded to our new classes. It was the year we
were introduced to modern art and calculus, both subjects lacking
any coherent logic or practicality for me in my everyday existence.
I relegated both to ‘waste of time’ status.

In time I would begin to see less and less
of Jason as he solidified his relationship with Amy—which I also
relegated to ‘waste of time’ status.

But everything was fresh and new on the
first day back. We were preoccupied with learning new teacher’s
names, new seating arrangements, getting the rundown on the new
students as best we could, engraving our names and strange sayings
on our new notebooks, and trying our best to find new and clever
ways to hide our chewing gum from the teachers.

Finally, that first day back mercifully came
to an end as the three o’clock bell paroled us all to the freedom
of the outside world, tethered only by the restrictions of our
parents, which some of us were very good at avoiding.

I managed to drag Jason
away from Amy as he was leaning on her locker and getting the last
bits of what he thought were clever sayings in for that day. It was
a sickening effort to win over Miss
Plastic’s rubberized
heart. My ability to pry him away from the plastic creation was
already starting to diminish.

Once outside we romped through piles of
leaves on the campus and then raced each other across the street to
the drugstore. There we bought some candy bars for the walk home
and then made plans for the weekend. I was partial to Clark Bars. I
did my best thinking while eating Clark Bars.

We both lived in a typical
residential area about a mile and a half from the school. The
mostly rambler style homes there looked pretty much the same, save
for the landscaping theme each owner had decided to execute on the
property, and the make of car in the driveway. Jason and I lived
about five blocks away from each other and it normally took us
about twenty-five minutes or so to walk home from
Haywood.

Sometimes though, it would
appear—the blue and white Fairlane, that is. It was a 1957 Ford
Fairlane Five Hundred. I never knew when, or if it would appear. It
just came from nowhere, or it didn’t. The Fairlane might be waiting
at the school or it might intercept us somewhere on the way
home.

The Fairlane belonged to Carol. It was an
attractive two-door blue and white hardtop with gold and silver
trim along the sides. Polished chrome hubcaps and wide whitewall
tires set off the wheels. It seemed to float when it rolled,
somewhat like Carol.

The car was reminiscent of
the one Robert Mitchum drove in Thunder
Road. It had a bent eight as we called a
V8 back then. Whenever I see a 1957 Ford Fairlane today, I think of
two people: Carol and Robert Mitchum.

“We can save the shoe
leather today, Jimmy,” Jason would say whenever the Fairlane
appeared.

I always got a bit nervous then for some
reason. I would get in and slide into the back seat while Jason sat
up front with Carol. I would always call her Mrs. Dulaney despite
the fact that she looked like a student herself.

“Hi guys. How’d it go
today?” she would ask.

I was a shy kid,
especially around women, and never quite knew what to say to her.
Luckily Jason would respond with some bit of fact or trivia from
the day’s events. By the time they had gotten thirty seconds into
their conversation, the scent of her perfume had gently reached
me.

I didn’t know much about
perfume. All I knew was that it had to be expensive because it felt
as if it so easily dissolved into me, and also made my stomach
quiver a bit.

I wouldn’t feel comfortable again until she
would pull into the driveway of Jason’s house and let us out to
fool around and be ourselves once more. Jason and I would then
spend some time together before I made my way to my house, had
supper and hit the books for a while. Afterward I was allowed to
watch TV for a bit before going to bed to start the whole routine
all over again the next day.


Chapter 2

Things were pretty normal
for us as we entered the new school year. Then on a Monday, a
couple of weeks into the school year, it happened—Jason hit pay
dirt, at least as far as he was concerned. I figured it was more
like falling into mud. In a break before our last class for the
day, Jason pulled me aside by our lockers and told me that Amy had
invited him over to her house after school to do some
studying.

“Bull!” I said. “She’s
just playing with you. Don’t go over there. She collects guys like
a dog draws fleas, and then she chucks them, just like a flea. You
wanna get chucked like a beagle flicking a dumb flea? Jason the
flea. I can have it posted on your locker: ‘This is the flea’s
locker.’ That’s what you’ll end up being. Are you a dope or
something?”

Jason just turned away and threw some books
into his locker, then began to primp himself in the mirror he had
attached to the inside of the door. “Never happen. Don’t have a
cow, Jimmy. You know something? I think you’re jealous.”

“Jealous?! Of that blond
rubberized ding-a-ling?!"

Jason finished combing his hair in place and
turned to me. “Cool it. She is one hot doll and you know it.”

“Yeah, yeah. She’s hot all
right. So is hell, but I don’t want to go there. Get with it,
Jason; she’s as phony as they come. Why don’t you go out with
Charlotte Williams? She’s cute. Has a neat smile and personality.
Real nice hips too, now that I think of it.”

“Go away. You mean that
brown haired little mouse? You go out with her if you think she’s
so neat.” He closed the locker door. “Look, Jimmy, I know you’re
always looking out for me and I really appreciate it. But Amy’s
real cherry and I wanna go out with her. Get it? Be a pal, huh? Now
let’s get to class and get this dumb history lecture over with. I
got a hot date ahead of me.” With that he sauntered off ahead of
me.

I shook my head and banged
my fist against the lockers thinking what a fool he was. I could
almost see that sign I’d have to post on his locker. Then I
grudgingly and slowly followed him to class, taking one last look
back at his locker, visually centering an imaginary sign on his
locker. I changed the lettering from 'flea' to ‘fool’ before
turning back around and then moved on.

And so at three o’ clock I
found myself standing in front of the school entrance watching
Jason rendezvous with his new delight. I guess he thought his life
was about to happily change as he gleefully walked off with her.
Little did I know that it wasn’t his life that was about to change.
As I watched them slowly walk away, a clock started ticking. It
wasn’t one I could hear, but nonetheless a clock started
ticking. It had
begun. My season of turmoil had started. I just wasn't aware of it
yet.

They both briefly looked back at me standing
there as other students were brushing by me. Jason gave me a wave
and a smile while Amy just glared at me as if to ward off an
unwanted dog. At least finally there was some recognition and I
didn’t feel like a statue anymore. Holding hands, they walked off
together in the opposite direction from which Jason and I normally
headed.

“Looks like your buddy’s
got himself a lady friend,” I heard from behind me.

The familiar voice was that of Mr. O’Malley,
the school custodian, holding a bag of leaves and a rake as he
walked up from behind, snaring debris and leaves with a quick
downward motion of the rake hand. O’Malley was an unpretentious
balding man in his late thirties. I had immediately taken a liking
to him when I first met him. Mr. O’Malley was cool. You could
always count on him for some sage advice without any frills or
nonsense attached to it.

“Hey, Mr. O’Malley. Yeah,
he’s got a lady friend. He could have done a whole lot better
though.”

“Well, everybody’s got
different tastes, Jimmy,” he said crunching down on the newly
deposited snatch in his bag. “He thinks she’s the most wonderful
thing that’s walked on the face of the earth. At least right now he
does, and you don’t.” He shrugged his shoulders. “That’s what makes
this old world go around Jimmy. Count on it—nobody agrees on
everything.”

“What do you think of her,
Mr. O’Malley?” I asked.

“I’ve learned to mind my
own business and stay out of things. I’d better not say.” He
laughed then, not a mocking laugh, but rather a soothing expression
of his kind-hearted personality. “Jimmy my friend, I know you’re
going to find yourself a real nice lady yourself soon. You’re a
good-looking fella. There’s a nice young lady out there somewhere
just aching to go out with you. Don’t worry about your friend. He’s
gotta take care of himself. Worry about yourself, son.”

“Thanks, Mr. O’Malley. You
should be a teacher here. You make a whole lot more sense than some
of the others,” I said.

O’Malley started walking
back into the school, but turned back quickly toward me. “No
thanks, Jimmy, I don’t need the stress. The job I got is just fine.
I go from this point to that point. I take care of business here,
then I move on to another point and take care of business there,”
he said, waving his rake toward the building. “No problems, no
stress.” He pointed at me with the rake. “You take care of
yourself, son. Check with you later, Jimmy.”

“See ya, Mr. O’Malley,” I
said as he walked into the building whistling Danny Boy.

I turned away and began my journey home. As
I walked, feeling alone, I thought that maybe this is the way it is
when you’re growing up. Everybody starts moving in different
directions and you just have to make the best of it. My newfound
philosophy didn’t make me feel any better and didn’t last very
long. By the time I had walked two blocks, I abandoned it for a
more realistic approach, one closer to Mr. O’Malley’s advice about
worrying about myself.

I decided that if Jason was going to be a
dummy, then he deserved what he got. At least I warned him. That
was the best I could do.

I turned defiantly to go
back to the drugstore to buy two Clark Bars, the normal one for me,
and another, which I would have given to Jason if he hadn’t been a
dummy and gone off with Miss Plastic of
1958.

I must have taken two steps before I froze
because that’s when I saw it approach from a side street—the Ford
Fairlane. I always loved that car. It’s just that the driver always
made me nervous.

I thought seriously about hiding behind a
tree for a moment, except it was too late. “Crap,” I said aloud.
“Now I’ve got his so-called stepmom to contend with, too.” Life was
going downhill fast, I thought. All I wanted to do was eat those
two scrumptious Clark Bars, which suddenly seemed far away, go
home, eat supper, and watch TV. Anyone could see that Jason wasn’t
with me. Did I have to explain it to her?

As the car pulled along side of me I managed
to put on my best phony smile. Amy would have been proud. I opened
the passenger side door and ever so sweetly said, “Jason went home
with Amy to do some studying. We’ve got a test next week and she
knows the subject real good.”

She looked at me and
smiled. “Amy, huh?” There was just something about the way she said
that—like a puff of soothing spring wind coming through the window,
gently parting the curtains.

“Yeah, guess he’ll be home
sometime later.” I started to shut the door.

“Guess so. Well, get in
Jimmy. I’ll take you home.”

I just wanted to be alone. I especially
didn’t want to be with someone who made me nervous. “Thanks,
anyway. Don’t bother, I can walk.”

“No trouble at all. Get
in, Jimmy.”

I took a deep breath
knowing I had to get in and struggle with my nervousness. As I got
in and sat up front with her, I wondered what on earth I could talk
to her about. Hopefully, I thought, she’ll drive fast and I won’t
have to say very much.

We drove off down Central Avenue and it
didn’t take long for that perfume to sink into me again. It had a
creamy sweet quality to it that registered on my senses, always
with the same effect. There went my stomach again.

Thankfully she spoke first. “What’s the test
on?” she asked, quickly glancing over to me as she drove. I had
always thought her green eyes had this perky quality to them as
sometimes they widened and danced slightly as she spoke, depending
on the topic. They were definitely perky on this day and they were
definitely green.

“Calculus,” I said grimly,
hoping I wasn’t going to be put through an inquisition.

She pushed the hair on the right side of her
face back behind her ear revealing a long dangling earring, which
almost touched that mysterious chain around her neck. “Oh,
calculus,” she said with a tone of familiarity.

“Did you study it, too?” I
inquired.

“More like suffered with
it. I got through it all right, though. It wasn't that long ago so
I still cringe thinking about it.”

I was surprised that she didn’t try to give
me a rah-rah speech about how it would enrich my life, or
something, “It doesn’t make any sense most of the time,” I
said.

She laughed. “I know the feeling. Didn’t
make much sense to me, either.” She was wearing one of her long
dresses, white with a blue print pattern on it, with lacy cuffs on
the sleeves. A gold charm bracelet was on her right wrist with
small diamond shaped gold plates hanging down, jingling every now
and then as she drove.

“I guess I’ll get through
it, too, somehow,” I added, hoping I was keeping up my end of the
conversation.

She glanced over toward me. “So Amy’s an
expert on it, huh?”

“Yeah. She does good in
math.”

“You don’t approve do
you?” she asked with this slight knowing smile on her
face.

“Of what?” I
wondered.

“Of Amy.”

I looked out the passenger
window so as not to look at her directly when I answered. “She’s
okay,” I said.

“Ah huh. Sure. Jason’s
talked about her and I met her once. So now tell me what you
really think about her,”
she said, obviously noticing my insincerity.

I turned toward her and stared at her for a
few seconds, contemplating whether to give her my real opinion like
she asked for. Well, why not? She asked for it. What was she going
to do, kick me out of the car? So what? Then I could get those two
Clark Bars I craved and enjoy them. “I hate her plastic guts,” I
blurted out.

She laughed out loud. “Well, that’s a direct
and concise analysis."

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be. I don’t
particularly care for her myself. Jason will learn.”

“Learn what?” I
asked.

“She’s all fluff and no
sparkle.”

“What?”

“All fluff and no sparkle.
That’s what my dad says about people like her.”

The phrase favorably repeated itself in my
mind. I liked it. That was Amy all right. “That’s funny,” I said.
“All fluff and no sparkle.” We both laughed and for the first time
I noticed that I didn’t feel nervous around her anymore. I actually
had an ally and she had down to earth thoughts.

I glanced down at her shiny black open-toed
shoes as she pressed down on the accelerator. The Fairlane had a
big V8 engine and I momentarily amused myself by wondering if she
ever punched it when she was by herself just to see what it would
do. Then I figured maybe she wasn’t quite that with it.

As we approached the next cross street she
slowed down. “Mind if we take a detour? I need to get some
groceries.”

“Fine with me,” I
said.

She turned right on Oliver Street, her
bracelet jingling away, and drove two blocks to a small strip of
stores between two residential blocks. The small parking lot in
front of the stores was crowded, so she parked across the street at
the curb.

“Coming?” she asked as she
opened the door and saw that I was just sitting there. “I know you
like this car, but I don’t think you want to wait here by
yourself.”

“Right,” I said, wondering
how she knew I had a fondness for the Fairlane. I got out and
followed her across the street to Nelson’s grocery, a small store
in the center of the shopping area. I had never been there before
but I figured it was one of her regular stops.

We went in and I followed behind as she
walked over to the dairy case to pick up a bottle of milk and a
carton of eggs. Then she gracefully swept down another aisle. To my
surprise she stopped suddenly, turned around and thrust the milk
and eggs into my chest. “Hold these,” she said. I barely managed to
stop before I ran into her, yet somehow held onto the items being
launched in my direction.

Quickly turning back around, she moved up
the aisle snatching up two loaves of bread, a box of cereal and a
bag of sugar without breaking stride. I kept my distance in case
she decided to make another sudden stop, but she didn’t, heading
straight for the counter instead.

An older woman in her sixties awaited us
behind the counter. “How are you today, Mrs. Dulaney?” the woman
asked as we put down our items on the counter.

“Just fine, Mrs.
Nelson.”

“And just who is this good
looking young man with you today?” Nelson asked.

“Oh, this is Jason’s good
friend, Jimmy.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said
as I studied her. She was obviously an owner, probably with her
husband, wherever he was.

Nelson put the index finger of her right
hand up to her chin, moving it back and forth in pensive thought.
“Young man, you remind me of someone for sure, but this old brain
can’t quite pull it out right now. But you definitely remind me of
someone.”

A smile came to Carol’s face as she knew
what Nelson was fishing for. “He looks like a young Fess Parker,
doesn’t he?”

Mrs. Nelson’s eyes lit up. “That’s it—Davy
Crockett. You look like the actor who plays Davy Crockett on TV,
that Fess Parker fella.”

I looked skeptically at both of them. “Is
that good?”

Carol glanced toward Mrs. Nelson and gave
her a wink before turning back to me. “That’s good, Jimmy. That’s
real good.”

Mrs. Nelson laughed. “You listen to this
young lady. That sure is real good.”

Carol laughed along with Nelson. “Amen, Mrs.
Nelson.”

Mrs. Nelson totaled up the items and put
them into a paper bag. “That’ll be eight dollars and thirty-nine
cents, my dear.” She looked up at me and shook her finger at me.
“Young man, you study hard and take up a good profession like
engineering so you can earn a lot of money and not have to work so
hard like me and Benjamin.” I figured Benjamin was her husband,
wherever he was—probably in the back room wondering why he hadn’t
gotten an engineering degree.

Carol quickly looked my way and winked, then
handed over the money she had just taken out of a small purse she
had pulled out of her dress pocket. “I’m sure Jimmy will give your
good advice a lot of thought, Mrs. Nelson.” Then she gave Nelson a
quick wave with her hand. “See you next time.”

“It was nice meeting you,
Mrs. Nelson,” I said as I quickly dove for the bag of groceries
before Carol got to them.

“Aren’t you the
gentleman?” Carol remarked as I swept them away from her imminent
grasp.

“No problem.”

She smiled. “Thanks,
Jimmy. That’s something Jason will never do, nor his father, for
that matter.” I followed her out, assuming my position behind her
like a newly acquired puppy in training.

As I followed her through
the parking lot and across the street, my thoughts instinctively
turned to Miss Plastic of
1958. With all of Amy’s practiced
gyrations she couldn’t hold a candle to the person who gracefully
tracked ahead of me. There was absolutely nothing practiced or
unnatural here. It was like watching the gait of an elegant wild
animal in the wild showing its poise and grace without even trying
or knowing it was being watched.

The bright sun glared off the white trunk of
the Fairlane when we approached the car. She opened the trunk and I
leaned in and put the grocery bag down. As I pulled back out, the
sun was directly on her face. I stared at her momentarily, taking a
mental picture, not knowing exactly why, but just capturing that
image of her in the sun. It was an image I couldn’t interpret at
the moment for some reason, but it clicked and registered into
memory.

“Is something wrong?” she
asked.

“No, I was just noticing
how bright the sun is here.”

She slammed the trunk lid down. “We’d better
get going.”

We got back into the Fairlane and she made a
U-turn heading back down the way we came on Oliver Street. As she
wheeled the Fairlane around, the charms on her bracelet began to
jingle again. They sounded more like a wind chime, a sound that
almost seemed recognizable, but not quite a melody I was familiar
with.

“So tell me, is Mrs.
Nelson on to something?” she asked. “You’ll be heading to college
soon. Does engineering capture your fancy, Jimmy?” She laughed and
tossed her hair back with a quick snap of her head, the earring
swaying back and forth over the mysterious chain.

“No, not
really.”

“Well, what would you like
to do to earn your fortune in life then?”

I looked out the passenger window
contemplating her question before I answered. “Guess I’d like to be
a teacher.”

“Wow, that’s a noble idea.
And just what would you like to teach? I guess we can rule out
calculus, or anything like that.”

“History,” I said without
giving it a second thought. “American history.”

She took her gaze away from her driving
momentarily and looked over at me with a quizzical look on her
face. “Why American history? Most people would think that would be
a dry subject.”

“Not me.”

“That’s interesting. Tell
me what the fascination is.”

“You really want to know?”
I asked.

Her eyes widened with sincere interest.
“Sure I do. Tell me.”

“Oh, I guess it all
started when my parents took me on a trip to Gettysburg when I was
small.”

“Gettysburg, huh? I’ve
been there. It’s an interesting place, and Pennsylvania is so
beautiful, especially in the summer and fall. But what struck you
about Gettysburg?”

“I don’t know. It’s hard
to explain. Just a strange feeling I got just being
there.”

“What kind of feeling?”
she asked, as she swung back onto Central Avenue.

“Well, it’s like the
people who lived back there in Civil War times were still there but
you just couldn’t see them. I swear I could almost feel them. It
was a strange feeling.” I laughed. “I told my dad that it felt like
I was walking around a bunch of ghosts I couldn’t see. Well, my dad
gave me the strangest look, and then he just pulled me aside on the
street we were walking down and said I should never call them
ghosts. Said that was sort of disrespectful.

"He said they were real, and they’d always
be real, but there was only one way I could see them and know them.
Then he told me the secret to bringing them back so I could see
them. He’s a real straight talking, no nonsense kind of guy, my
dad.”

“Okay, so tell me. What
was the secret, Jimmy?”

“He said they wouldn’t
come back unless I really wanted to find them and what they were
all about. He said the reason I could almost feel them was because
they left their mark in life. They were part of history, he said,
and someone had written down what they were like and what they did
because it was important that we never forget them.

“My dad said it was up to
me to bring them back to life. ‘You just go to the library, Son,
and you'll find them all there.’ That’s what he said. ‘Just pull
those history books down from the shelves and they’ll all come back
to life for you, plain and simple,' he said. So that’s what I did.
I've been doing it ever since. They seem real when I do. Guess
they’re all my heroes now: Lincoln, Grant, Franklin, Jefferson,
Barton. They come back to life for me just by reading about them.
Anytime I want to.”

“Your dad was right. They
never died in one sense. You’re very wise to understand what he was
trying to tell you. It shows you care about people and our history
and what made us what we are.”

“Does it?”

“Yes it does. So tell me,
why are they your heroes? You know, some of them weren’t
perfect.”

“Yeah, I know. That’s why
I like them. Some of them took a licking, but they weren’t plastic
like some people I know, and they stood up for something—right or
wrong. They didn’t run away, and I guess that’s what counts isn’t
it?”

She reached up and gently pulled the locks
of her brown hair back behind her ear again as she had done
earlier. “That’s what counts, Jimmy. That’s what really
counts—standing for something and not running away. I’m impressed,
Jimmy. You have a certain insight. I can tell just by being around
you.”

As I listened to her, it struck me that I
didn’t know why I was telling her all this about myself. It wasn’t
something I had shared with anyone before, but then again, it
didn’t bother me that I had shared it with her. I had discovered
that she was easy to talk to and I had actually felt good in
expressing my opinions to her. More importantly, she was listening
to me and seemed really interested in what I said.

I glanced over at her and smiled as I
wondered why I had never noticed this facet of her personality
before. She winked and smiled back just as the Fairlane slowed and
we pulled up to 1264 Barrett Place—my home.

The ride I had dreaded had
been pleasant and had actually come to an end faster than I wished.
I no longer had my cravings for the Clark Bars and could not have
cared less any longer about Jason and Amy. It was a peculiar but
welcome feeling. It felt as If I had just spent time with a regular
girl at school. I had relinquished that feeling of cold anxiety
toward her, for another warmer one.

“I bet you're going to be
a marvelous teacher, Jimmy,” she said softly as I reached for the
door handle.

“Maybe some day. Guess I
got other things to do for now.”

“Guess so,” she
said.

I turned toward her before I got out and
pointed to her wrist. “I like that bracelet. It’s neat.”

“Thanks. But it makes a
lot of noise sometimes.”

I smiled at her. “I don't know about that. I
reckon that’s the best part.” I opened the door and got out, then
leaned back in. “Thanks for the ride.”

“Jimmy?”

“Yes.”

“Your secret’s safe with
me.”

“What secret?”

“About your heroes. You’ve
never told anyone about that before have you?”

I looked down momentarily reflecting on what
she said, then back up at her. “Guess not.”

She smiled. “You know, my parents did give
me a first name—it’s Carol in case you didn’t know.”

“I know what it is. Always
did. Thanks for the ride—Mrs. Carol Dulaney.”

She shook her head. “You know what I
meant.”

I snickered slightly. “Thanks for the ride,
Carol.” Well, I had managed to call her by her first name even
though it was a bit difficult to get out.

“Sure. No
problem.”

I closed the door on the Fairlane and
watched her move off in the direction of her house. As the Fairlane
disappeared from sight, I turned toward my house. For now, it was
time to go in, have supper, then hit the calculus text and try to
make sense of a senseless subject. It was only the first challenge
of many that I would have to face.


Chapter 3

The next morning I met
Jason at our lockers before class.

“So how was the hot date?”
I asked as he dropped his lunch into the locker and I heard
something crunch—definitely not his ego.

He had that same stupid smile on his face
that he had on the first day of school. “Couldn’t have been better.
And don’t give me any of that stuff you gave me yesterday.”

“Just looking out for you,
Jason. Just looking out for you, but I guess you’ll learn in
time."

“Learn what?”

I smiled. “That she’s all fluff and no
sparkle,” I said as I pulled a stick of Doublemint gum out of my
pocket and offered it to him.

He eyed me suspiciously before taking it.
“What did you say?”

“You heard me—all fluff
and no sparkle.”

“Where did you get that
corny line, anyway? George Sudlow, I bet. Sounds like something
stupid he would say.”

“No, it wasn’t George. It
was a friend.”

He slid the stick out of its wrapper, wadded
it up and popped it into his mouth. “Yeah, well tell your friend
it’s stupid anyway.”

“I’ll give your advice a
lot of thought, Jason,” I said with a smirk on my face, remembering
what Carol had told Mrs. Nelson.

“You do that, Jimmy,
‘cause I don’t care what anybody says about Amy.” He put his arm
around me trying to be friendly. “Jimmy, you’re my best buddy, but
don’t freak out on me about this thing.”

“You don’t have to worry
about that, Jason. It doesn’t bother me anymore. What is, is. No
use worrying about stuff like that.”

We walked off together to
class, and in fact it didn’t bother me anymore. I figured he would
learn what Amy was, just as Carol had said.

For the next three days I watched Jason and
Amy pass notes to each other in class, exchange lovey-dovey looks,
make small talk and giggle to each other. I just shook my head and
ignored most of it. And at three o’clock I would engage in the same
ritual—stand by the entrance and watch them walk off together
thinking that Amy probably wouldn’t even remember his name in a few
months. The flea would get flicked eventually, I figured.

Then I would go across the street for my
Clark Bar and walk home. I was getting used to this quiet
reflective walk home. The trees were turning their glorious colors
and there was nothing to bother me except calculus and art, both of
which I put out of my mind as best I could.

I followed the same routine for the rest of
the week. That weekend was occupied with helping my dad around the
yard, studying and reading. Most weekends went by quickly—this one
seemed to have a rocket on it.

On Monday I picked up where I left off,
ignoring the defective duo, keeping to myself and then walking home
by myself. The solemn walk home was something I was actually
looking forward to—an invigorating thoughtful trip home, especially
with the crispness starting to saturate the air. About two blocks
into my homeward journey and after kicking through my fifth pile of
carefully raked leaves, my shoestring snapped. Served me right for
messing up somebody’s handiwork.

I kneeled down by the curb to get it back
into one piece and functional again, ready for more delightful
piles of leaves to demolish. Just as I was tying it back up again I
noticed something blue out of the corner of my eye.

I looked up and saw the fender of the
Fairlane slowly coming to a stop just in front of me. I stood up as
the Fairlane came to a stop, the passenger door right in front of
me. My mind went blank for a few moments not knowing what to do as
I stood erect and stared at the door. I didn’t feel nervous,
though. That was unusual.

I opened the door and said, “Guess you know,
Jason’s not here.”

“Guess so,” she said.
“Guess he’s with Amy again.” She was wearing a blue dress with a
white scarf loosely tied around her neck and the always-present
chain. The melodic bracelet was missing, though. "Looks like you
lost your best friend. I’m heading over to the Arundel. Care to
join me?”

The Arundel was the local
ice cream parlor about a block and a half away. It featured
twenty-two different flavors of ice cream that must have come down
from heaven, and an exquisite variety of sherbets that must have
come from the same place. I had become an aficionado of their
orange sherbet and indulged myself by having it every time I went
there with my parents. They had a special fondness for the place,
having spent many pleasant afternoons there on dates before they
got married.

The old place didn’t have a jukebox, so it
wasn’t a favorite after school hangout, but their sherbet was the
best around and I loved the easy-going atmosphere and old
décor—almost like being back at the turn of the century.

“Sure, I’ll join you,” I
said without even thinking about it, and got in.

She must have cleaned the Fairlane that day
because it was immaculate. The Fairlane had a blue and white
interior, and she must have spent a lot of time cleaning it. In
fact, the whole car looked like it had just been driven off the
showroom floor.

“So how’s calculus?” she
asked as we pulled away from the curb.

“Same. Bad.”

“So how’s Amy?”

“Same. Bad.”

“Stability is good
sometimes, Jimmy.”

“Guess so.”

“Guess so,” she echoed in
a slightly deeper voice, obviously trying to imitate me. Then we
both laughed as she hit the gas a little harder and we were on our
way to the Arundel.

The Arundel was located between an Esso gas
station and a beauty parlor, in an old building that was once a
drugstore in the early thirties. There was plenty of parking in the
lot surrounding the buildings. She parked the Fairlane safely in a
corner of the lot, and I got out trailing behind her again, a
position that was getting familiar to me now, and definitely not
one I disliked.

Inside the old building the walls were
painted a peach color and there were small round tables fashioned
in a red and white theme, with graceful wrought iron legs and
matching chairs for the patrons to use while they indulged
themselves with their favorite desserts. A large colorful sign
behind the counter with colorful depictions of the products,
advertised all the delights available to the Arundel customer.

“What do you want, Jimmy?”
she asked as we approached the counter and the clerk awaited our
request.

“An orange sherbet cone
please,” I said.

She nodded. “Well, okay then, one orange
sherbet cone coming up. My friend here will have an orange sherbet
cone,” she announced to the clerk, “and I will have a vanilla
cone—both large with two scoops.”

After the clerk had
produced the cones and she had paid for them, she led me to a table
in the corner where we sat down with a supply of napkins she had
grabbed from the counter. The place was about one third full of
customers.

We both started in on our cones. The orange
sherbet was as good as it ever was. After a few licks and bites
from the cone, I was feeling good, and a little playful. “Thanks
for the cone, Mrs. Dulaney,” I said just to see her reaction.

She had torn into her cone, licking and
crunching on it. “Oh, you’re quite welcome, Mr. Trenton. Is there
something else I can get you, Mr. Trenton? Just speak up, Mr.
Trenton. Don’t be shy, Mr. Trenton…..”

That was my name all right, but I felt I was
being attacked by it so I put my palm out toward her in surrender
fashion. “By the way, did I thank you for the cone, Carol?”

That immediately stopped the onslaught. “No
problem, Jimmy. Anytime.”

“So you like vanilla?” I
said, trying to get the conversation back to normal.

“Yes, very much. And do
you always have orange sherbet?”

“Yep, always,” I fired
back. “So what’s to like about vanilla? Seems kinda plain to
me.”

Well, that set her off again for sure. She
had been licking and crunching away but she stopped and those
sparkling green perky eyes lashed out a piercing stare at me.
“Vanilla is not plain, Jimmy. That’s an oxymoron.”

“A what?”

“Oxymoron. Contradictory
terms describing the same thing. Like saying something is hot and
cold, or an answer is right and wrong—impossible, ridiculous. There
is nothing plain about vanilla and describing it as such
contradicts its very nature."

“Right. Oxymoron. Well, if
it isn’t plain, what is it?”

She passed her fingers
over the cone in a wavy motion. "It’s exquisite, creamy, velvety, a
delight for the taste buds. In short, it’s almost
magic.”

“Magic, huh? I never
thought so.”

She resumed her attack on the cone. “Well,
then, you would be at odds with one of your heroes.”

“Who?” I
wondered.

“That would be Mr.
Jefferson,” she said nonchalantly.

“Thomas
Jefferson?”

“Yep. None
other.”

“You’re
kidding?”

“I never kid about
vanilla, and besides I’m more knowledgeable about it than you are.
After all, I passed calculus and you have yet to accomplish that
feat. I’m surprised, Jimmy. There appears to be a gap in your
historical knowledge.”

I could tell she was just
being playful and toying with me, and I was beginning to enjoy it.
She widened her eyes and looked at me. “Mr. Jefferson introduced the vanilla
plant to America and he had his own special recipe for vanilla ice
cream. Among other things, he was a gourmet.”

I ignored the calculus
remark. “Are you telling me that Thomas Jefferson,
one of our founding fathers, had a thing about vanilla?”

“You got it,” she said
taking another crunch out of the cone. “He had a big thing, as you
refer to it, about vanilla.” Then she stuck out her tongue and
licked the side of her cone, her mouth making a purposeful humorous
slurping sound as she did.

After she got her face away from the cone I
said, “Well, did he used to get ice cream on his nose like you just
did?”

Her face contorted a bit. “That’s really
funny, Jimmy. Now hand me that napkin over there.”

I handed her a napkin and she wiped the ice
cream from her nose.

“Is it gone?” she
asked.

“Yes, all
fixed.”

“Okay, where was
I?”

“You were telling me about
the gaps in my historical knowledge,” I offered.

She quickly brushed her
hair behind her ear as she had done in the car. “That’s right,
and no he didn’t
get ice cream on his nose. Don’t make fun of me, Jimmy. I’m giving
you some valuable information here.” Then she made that slurping
sound again as she licked the side of the cone. I struggled not to
laugh out loud. “And you know what else, Jimmy?”

“What?”

She kept licking the cone
and didn’t look at me. “You have orange sherbet on your sleeve,”
she said, and then stuck out the napkin that I had just handed
her.

I blinked slowly, then looked down at my
sleeve, which did indeed have sherbet on it. I reached out for the
napkin, which she still had dangling in the air, took it and
whisked away at my sleeve quickly, several times. “Okay, so we’re
even now, but I still don’t know if I believe that Jefferson stuff.
How come I never read anything about that before?”

“Because they don’t put
everything in the history books.”

“Why not?”

“‘Cause they just don’t,”
she said.

“Why not?” I
insisted.

She took a deep breath, contemplating the
answer. “Sometimes the people who write the history books want to
make Jefferson, or whomever, look like a big hero, so they leave
out some things that might detract from that image. He’s just a man
like any other man who did some great things, and some not so great
things, but that’s not how they always put it down.”

“I’m not sure I like
that.”

“What?”

“Not putting it down the
way it really was.”

“Maybe someday it’ll
change.” She raised her cone and licked the bottom of it, just
intercepting some ice cream before it dropped off the
bottom.

I was becoming fascinated with how she could
go from being poised and elegant to being playful and funny. “Okay,
I’ll take your word for it, but I’m going to look it up later
anyway.” I was to find out later that her facts were completely
accurate. In fact, in the historical archives is a preserved
document in Jefferson’s own hand—a recipe for vanilla ice
cream.

“You do that, Jimmy. Check
it out.” With that she made that slurping sound as she attacked her
cone again.

That was it. I couldn’t contain myself and I
just broke out laughing. The clerk, who had been wiping the
counter, just froze in place as he looked over to see what was
going on in the otherwise quiet establishment.

Carol just quickly turned her head toward
him and stuck her tongue out. That made me laugh even harder, and
then some of the other customers turned around. Carol just sat
there meekly as if she hadn’t done anything at all, until they all
turned back around.

I felt my face turning red but it hadn’t
bothered Carol. She sat there, composed and graceful as if we had a
front row seat at the opera. After watching her a few moments, I
realized the elegant animal had returned to our presence—that
poised look possessed her again.

“You’d better finish your
cone,” she said as she finished hers. “I’ve got to get you home.
Your mother will be worried about you.”

I crunched and gobbled down the last bit of
my cone as I watched her take one of those new Max Factor frosted
lipsticks, and a mirror out of her purse. Like an artist she
blended fresh color back into her lips until they had that fresh
frosted look again.

As she put the lipstick
and mirror back into her purse she caught me staring at her. “Don’t
tell me you’ve never seen a girl do this before?”

“Actually, I was thinking
the opposite,” I said. “I was thinking you look like one of those
girls on TV in those lipstick commercials.”

“Well, thanks—I think.
That was a compliment, wasn’t it?”

I scratched the back of my neck. “Kinda, I
guess.”

“Kinda, huh? Well, let’s
kinda get out of here and get you home.”

We both rose and once again I trailed right
behind her out of the shop into the parking lot.

After taking only a few
steps onto the lot she stopped and turned around. “Why do you
follow behind me like that? I feel like I’m leading a slave
around.” She pointed to the ground next to her. “Why don’t you come
up here next to the plantation owner? I promise I’ll only whip you
if you do something silly, or say ‘kinda’ again."

I put my hands in my pockets and just stood
there defiantly looking at her.

“Well!” she
exhorted.

“Know what?” I
asked.

“What, slave
person?”

“You’re funny.”

Carol pointed at the ground next to her
again. “Come up here.”

I obediently joined her there for the walk
back to the Fairlane.

On the way back home, the Fairlane was
running low on gas, so Carol pulled into a Texaco station. She
rolled the window down when the attendant walked up.

“What’ll you have?” he
asked.

“Put in six dollars of
High Test, please.”

He went to the back, unscrewed the cap and
started pumping the gas. While it was filling he came up front to
clean the windshield. His eyes never left Carol as he wiped the
windshield, probably leaving more dirt on the glass than was there
to begin with. His eyes swept all over her, up and down, taking in
every inch, as if she were a commodity to be examined for all the
fine features it offered the buyer. I twinged a bit as I followed
his eyes moving over her.

Although she tried not to show it, I could
tell she was not very comfortable with his detailed examination.
Finally he went back and finished pumping the gas, then came back
up front for his money. Carol handed it to him and quickly shut the
window. We drove back out onto Central Avenue.

After mulling over what had just happened
for a few moments, an inner uneasy emotion compelled me to ask the
question: “Did that bother you?”

“Did what bother
me?”

“You know, the way he was
looking at you.”

“Don’t worry about it,
Jimmy.”

“That was sick. Didn’t it
bother you?” I asked again.

“It bothered me, but it
happens. Nothing you can do about it.”

“Carol?”

“Yes, Jimmy.”

“Don’t come back here
again.”

“It’s all right, Jimmy.
It’s really nice of you to worry, but it’s okay.”

“I mean it,” I
insisted.

“Okay, I won’t come back
here again.”

“Promise?”

“I promise. I won’t come
back here again.”

“Maybe I could buy you a
big St. Bernard and he could sit up here and watch over
you.”

She smiled. “That would be interesting, but
I’d probably be spending a lot of time cleaning up hair. They shed
a lot, you know.”

“Maybe so.”

“I’ll be just fine without
the dog. Thanks for the thought, anyway.”

A few minutes later Carol pulled up in front
of my house. “Well, we made it”, she said. “Have a good night,
Jimmy. And work on the calculus.”

“Wait here a minute,” I
said.

“Why?”

“I’ll be right back. Don’t
leave.” I ran into my house, up to my bedroom and opened my closet,
quickly pulling down something from the shelf. I had purchased a
small stuffed bear for a donation drive we were having at school.
It was a Christmas bear about eleven inches high with golden fur, a
white mouth, and white tipped ears and paws. Around its neck was a
red and green scarf.

I ran back down to the Fairlane, opened the
door and sat it down on the passenger seat.

“Well, what is this?”
Carol asked.

“It’s a bear,” I
said.

“I know it’s a bear. It’s
adorable,” she said reaching down to adjust its scarf.

“That’s Fred,” I said,
quickly giving him a name off the top of my head.

“Why is Fred here? Is Fred
visiting?”

“No, he’s
staying.”

“Why are you leaving Fred
here with me?” she asked with a puzzled look on her
face.

“He’s a special bear with
special powers. While you’re in this car he can protect you against
evil service station attendants and other creeps like
him.”

“Oh, I see. That is a
special bear.” She leaned down next to Fred’s ear. “Welcome aboard
Fred, but you may have to sit in the back.”

“That’s okay. Fred doesn’t
mind where he sits.”

She looked over at me with a gentle smile on
her face. “Thanks, Jimmy. I’ll keep Fred safe, too. It’s getting
late for Fred and me. I have to go.”

I gave her a wave. “See
ya, Carol.” I closed the door and watched her drive off with Fred
in the front seat. Sure, the bear wasn’t real, but it was a symbol.
It made me feel better that I had left it with her if just to
remind her to be careful and not to go back to that place
with Mr. Sicko.
After I watched her drive out of sight, I went into the
house.

“Jimmy, is that you?” my
mom yelled out from the kitchen.

“Yeah, it’s
me.”

“It’s about time. Well,
come on in and have supper,” she yelled back.

I put my windbreaker in the closet, my books
on the sofa, then walked into the kitchen where my dad was already
seated reading his paper.

“You’re late, Son,” he
said, without looking up.

“Sorry,” I said as I slid
into my chair and quickly pulled it up to the table as my mom was
finishing setting the table. She put plates of pork chops and
mashed potatoes in front of us and then got a large bowl of salad,
which she had previously prepared, from the counter.

“Looks good, Margaret,” my
dad said as he put his paper down and tossed it onto the counter
behind him. He stabbed his pork chop and started slicing away and
eating before I could pull my plate up in front of me. Dad never
wasted time when it came to eating. Wasted motions and wasted time
were not parts of his repertoire.

“That was Mrs. Dulaney I
saw in that car driving off, wasn’t it?” my mother inquired as she
daintily started slicing her pork chop, in contrast to my father’s
forceful attack. “Did she drive you home?”

“Yeah, that was her. She
drove me home,” I said, biting into a slice of pork
chop.

“I met her at the
drugstore a few months ago. She’s very nice,” my mom
added.

“Yeah, she’s nice,” I
said.

“Dresses real nice, too,”
she continued.

“Who’s that Margaret?” my
dad inquired without looking up from his plate.

My mother quickly snapped her head around
toward my father whose head remained bowed. “Mrs. Dulaney, Henry.
Pay attention.” Turning back toward me, she remarked, “I didn’t see
Jason in the car, Jimmy.”

“He wasn’t there. He’s off
with his girlfriend Amy, so she just drove me home,” I
said.

“Who’s Amy?” my dad asked,
paying
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