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            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      The prophet Joel wrote: 

      
        
        28 And it shall come to pass afterward, that I will pour out my spirit upon all flesh; and your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions:

      

      

      When a man reaches four score and more years, what little mind he has goes back to his childhood and to the mistakes and the victories in his life. 

      This story is not my story, yet parts of it are similar. Parts may be similar to you or to others you’ve known. Or perhaps it is not your story at all … at least not yet. 

      

      ~ Phil Emmert

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      The old man slouched on the porch swing of his home in a quiet suburb. He cradled a Daisy BB gun across his lap. Squinting his eyes against the morning sun, he searched for his elusive foe. 

      His adversaries were the pesky squirrels that were constantly digging in his herb garden and eating most of the birdseed in the feeder. One or two had felt the sting from his trusty weapon and had become more than a little gun shy. The sound of the lever action sent them scurrying to the shelter of the tall oak tree shading the yard. 

      As the morning wore on and the sun warmed his aging bones, Lukas Mahoney nodded off with his chin falling against his chest. He had a boyish smile of contentment on his face as he began to dream … 

      He was at once back in his childhood, in his hometown of Smallwood. The date of June 2, 1947 had been circled with a red crayon on the First National Bank calendar hanging on the kitchen wall. 

      It was the boy’s tenth birthday. His mamma was standing at the kitchen sink dressed in her summer house dress and a worn apron, washing the supper dishes. His dad had just come back inside the house after his evening ritual of reading the paper and smoking his pipe on the front-porch rocker. He commented that it looked like it was going to be a hot summer. “That’s usually what happens after such a cold, snowy winter,” he added to no one in particular. 

      Luke was still a little hurt and miffed that he had not received what he really wanted for his birthday. But he knew better than to whine. In his heart, he knew his folks were probably doing the best they could. 

      His mother had tried to ease his disappointment by baking him a delicious chocolate cake—one made from scratch. It was four layers tall and had ten candles on it. He would be content with his well-intended gifts: a pair of skates and new long pants. Up until this year, he had always received short pants, which he hated. His mother just had a hard time letting him grow up. 

      Luke actually needed the skates, which clamped on the soles of his shoes. His old skates were worn out. These new ones would transport him around town most of the summer. When he wasn’t skating, he mostly ran around barefoot. The family had learned to save on shoe leather during the war. It seemed to just carry over.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Without waking, the old man shifted in the swing and swatted unconsciously at a fly which had settled for a second on his cheek. The scene in his dream suddenly changed like the second act of a play …

      There quickly appeared another little guy in Lukas’ dreams. It was a boy he had not thought of, even in his dreams, in many a year. He was the kid who had lived across the street and was the envy of the other neighborhood boys. 

      His name was Fredrick McBride, but everyone called him Red. He had flaming red hair that hung down across his eyes and freckles so thick across his nose that he actually looked like he had a deep tan on his face. His eyes were as blue as the Indiana sky on a crisp fall morning. He wore a felt cowboy hat and imitation leather chaps, even on hot summer days. He fancied himself to be some sort of Western hero.

      It wasn’t because of his looks or the way he dressed that Red was envied. It was that fancy Daisy Red Ryder BB gun he carried everywhere he went. 

      None of the other boys in the neighborhood could afford such a fine weapon. This was the poorer section of the middle- to upper-class town, the south side. 

      The war had ended, and most of the adult men on the 400 block of Elm Street were laborers. The women mostly stayed home managing the house and children. However, the one exception was Red’s family. They had a maid who cooked and cleaned. Red’s mother was a member of the country club, played bridge with other wealthy ladies, and was involved in various charities. She tended to look down her nose at other folks on Elm Street. 

      The McBride’s had moved into the house across the street just one year ago. Red’s dad was the new plant supervisor at Hoosier Furnace & Air. It was a local factory that made oil furnaces and a newfangled appliance called an “air conditioner” that would cool a whole room in the summer. Or so they said. These appliances were positioned in a window, replacing the old box fan or the rotating fans with which most people made a room bearable in the hot, humid Indiana summers. The only house in the neighborhood that had not just one of these air conditioners but two was Red’s house.

      The kids in the neighborhood cared nothing about the air conditioners or the McBride’s maid. But they sure envied that Daisy Red Ryder BB gun.

      Red carried that air rifle in one hand, and every once in a while, he would shift the weight, and one could hear those little copper balls roll from one end of it to the other—obviously loaded and ready to go. Sometimes he would pull up, squint one of those cold blue eyes and shoot a telephone pole or the side of an outbuilding. The boys could hear the shot strike its mark, and Red would hoot, “I got um.” He never said what he “got” exactly, but it must have been an imaginary bad guy holding up a stagecoach. All the other boys played that same game with pearl-handled cap pistols. Nothing came out of the end of those barrels except smoke that smelled like sulfur.

      The neighborhood boys would harass Red and beg him to let them take a shot, but he just glared at them and shook his head. It was agonizing—they could just taste how delicious it would be to cock that lever action and shoot like the cowboys did in the Western movies over at the Lido Picture Show. 

      Sometimes Luke daydreamed about sneaking over to Red’s house late at night, crawling in a window, and taking that gun. Going up to a streetlight and shooting it till the BBs were gone. But he suspected Red probably slept with it. The only time anyone ever saw him without it was on Sunday morning when he headed to the large, uptown Methodist church with his mom and dad. 

      When Christmas rolled around, Luke more than hinted that he really needed a genuine Daisy Red Ryder air rifle. His mom just rolled her eyes at him, which meant, That’s not going to happen. Just like when his daddy frowned—same meaning. Sure enough, on Christmas morning once again, Luke was disappointed. Mostly clothing—a new coat, leather shoes, a pair of rubber overshoes—and definitely no BB gun. His folks believed in practical gifts. They vividly remembered the days of the Great Depression. The hardships were still stuck in their mind. There was no guarantee that times would always be as good as they were now.

      So all the rest of that winter and spring, Luke just followed Red around hoping he would tire of his weapon, lay it down, and forget what he had done with it. But alas, it never happened. Red loved that BB gun. 

      For almost two years, Luke window-shopped at Cox’s Seed, Feed and Hardware. He wistfully coveted the beautiful black-barrel, walnut-stock Red Ryder air rifle resting in the gun rack behind the counter. His dream of owning such a fine weapon took almost sixty years to fulfill.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      The day of fulfillment came about one day when old Lukas was browsing through Walmart, shopping for dog food. The old man spied an air rifle hanging on the wall behind the sporting goods counter. He could hardly believe his eyes. 

      There it was, beckoning to him … a shiny black barrel, walnut stock, complete with a leather thong. Imprinted on the stock were the words “Red Ryder.” But he imagined he could see his name written all over it. It was just like the one Red McBride had owned so many years ago. 

      The signage next to it said that the handsome air rifle could be his for only $31.99 plus tax. 

      Lukas’ parents had been gone for years. He didn’t have to ask permission. He didn’t have to wait for Christmas or his birthday. Unlike in his childhood, Lukas always had money in his pocket. Pulling out two twenty dollar bills from his bulging, worn wallet, Lukas purchased the dream of his boyhood. The old man forgot all about the dog food as he walked out with that classic beauty in a box, along with a thousand copper shot. He was so elated he felt like he was ten years old again. Lukas smiled to himself as he thought, Don’t tell me money can’t buy happiness.  
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      The old man didn’t change up his routine much since he’d retired. He still arose between five and five thirty, just as he had done for the last
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