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​1—Robert Runs an Errand 
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It began with a casserole—tuna noodle, to be exact.  It’s one of my favorites, but I got confused when Mom called it a “funeral casserole.”  

She explained, “I’ve got an open house at ten, and your father and Gene are at the library.  Take the casserole from the fridge over to Mr. Weatherby and show him the instructions—they should be simple enough.  That poor man has enough to think about now.  And don’t be a pest!  I’ll be home by one.”

Given no choice, I nodded that I understood and would do as I was told.  I figured if I ran over and dropped off the casserole, it would just take a minute or two, then I’d be free to play video games until someone came home and made lunch.  

The only problem with my plan was Mr. Weatherby.  Despite his living next door to us, I hardly knew the man.  What if he asked me questions about the casserole?  I was pretty certain even I could follow the instructions on the Post-it note Mom stuck to the lid: Place in a 350-degree oven for 45 minutes.  And I assumed he’d know why Mom was sending it over.  

So maybe our conversation would be brief, and I could get back home quickly unless I asked Mr. Weatherby my nagging question.  If Mom knew what I was thinking, she’d surely have reinforced the “don’t be a pest” warning.

The reason it was a funeral casserole and the thing I wanted to ask Mr. Weatherby were both a result of yesterday.  Dad made us go to Mrs. Weatherby’s funeral because “The Weatherbys have no family here and Mr. Weatherby needs our support.”  I don’t know if he needed us specifically since practically the whole neighborhood was there, along with some other people I didn’t know.  Afterward, we went to Matt Matthews’s house for a reception thrown together by his mom and some of the neighbors.  

I don’t have a lot of experience with funerals.  Or death.  The only ones I’d ever gone to were for my grandfather and a pet turtle I had when I was eight.

I came home from school one day and found Spunky (that was my turtle, not my grandfather) just resting in a corner of the terrarium he called home (I think he was a him—I never really knew for sure).  He wasn’t moving, and I kept checking to see if he was just asleep, but no.  When Mom came home from work, she took his lifeless body and flushed him down the toilet.  Not really much of a send-off, since I’d barely gotten the chance to know him.  I’d only had him for a week or so.

I didn’t know my grandfather much either, since my grandparents lived down in California, and we only went to visit once.  Mom says there was another time when I was just a baby, but I don’t remember that.  We spoke on the phone a few times on holidays and birthdays, and I got cards and presents, but there wasn’t much else.  I think I knew more about my turtle than my grandfather.

His death was like my turtle’s—it was also sudden and happened while I was in school.  He was out golfing and hooked his ball deep into the woods.  He must have found it because his partner saw the shot he hit from there.

“Nice recovery, Jensen,” he said.  Then he waited by his golf cart for my grandfather to come out.  But after fifteen minutes and no grandfather, they went looking for him and found him lying in the trees, his 7-iron still in hand.

My family flew to Sacramento where Dad rented a car, and then we drove to my grandmother’s place in Stockton for the funeral.  That was my first funeral, and throughout the entire event, the only thing I could think of was that I wished we had done something like it for Spunky.

Mom said that Grandmother was “overcome with grief.”  Actually, what she said was that Gram was a real waterworks.  She cried when we arrived, cried the whole time we were there, and cried through the funeral service, the burial, and the little luncheon they had afterward.  Mom decided it would be better if she didn’t fly back with us but stayed and looked after Gram for a while.  After two weeks she said things were no better, so Aunt Jocelyn, Mom’s sister, volunteered to take over.  She was there for more than a month, and in her words, “The waterworks were still flowing.  I guess grief hits everyone differently.”

So I kinda thought that’s how it worked.  However, when we went to Mrs. Weatherby’s funeral last week, I was surprised to see Mr. Weatherby react totally differently from my grandmother.  He looked a little sad but didn’t cry at all, and if I were any good at judging people by the way they look and act, I’d say his face was showing more relief than grief.  That’s why I didn’t mind taking the casserole because I wanted to ask him why he didn’t seem upset.  At least, not as upset as my grandmother.  

Everyone in the neighborhood knew the Weatherbys better than we did, even though they lived right next door to us.  That’s because we hadn’t lived here on Glenmar Drive very long, and I’d never spoken with Mr. Weatherby in all that time.  Mom and Dad made an effort to go around and introduce themselves to everyone when we first moved here, but my brother Gene and I just sort of gravitated to the houses where there were kids in school with us, and the Weatherbys didn’t have any kids.  I think I might have waved a few times at Mr. Weatherby when he was leaving in his car and I happened to be outside, but that’s it.

Heck, the only time he spoke to me was after school in October when I was shooting hoops with my new friends, Ox and Matt, in the driveway.  The weather was warm enough to be outside without a jacket, and we had a game of HORSE in progress.  I guess we were making too much noise.  

He didn’t yell at us, but just walked over and calmly said, “Boys, can I ask a favor?  I just got Mrs. Weatherby down for a much-needed nap, and I’m afraid she won’t be able to fall asleep if she can hear you.  Would you mind delaying your game for half an hour or so?  I’d appreciate it.”

Ox was about to say something smart-alecky, but fortunately, Mom was home early.  She came out of the house and said she’d just fixed a snack for us, and it was on the kitchen table.  “Hurry in, boys.”  

When we got to the table, there was no snack.  Mom turned on us and said, “I’ll make something in a minute, but for heaven’s sake, give that woman a chance to rest.  Sit down and be quiet.”  And she gave us a look that meant business.

So we sat. Quietly

I remember Ox saying something about Mrs. Weatherby having been sick for a long time with leukemia.  That’s why I only saw Mr. Weatherby, never her. 

We’d only been in the new house since last summer, when we moved from a much smaller house on 45th Street.  There wasn’t anything wrong with our old house, but this new one was lots bigger, with a two-car garage, a family room, and a huge backyard.  We didn’t have any of that in the old place.  Dad got a promotion at Columbia Sportswear, where he works in marketing—that’s how we could afford the move.  Mom worked in real estate, so she always saw when new houses came on the market.  She and Dad had been itching to find a larger home for more than two years, so when he got his new position with a big raise, and this place came up for sale, they jumped.

The new house had three bedrooms compared to the two in our old place, so the move meant I wouldn’t have to share a room with my older brother anymore.  It meant a new school for me, and there was both good and bad news about that.  The good thing was I no longer had to hear my teachers ask about Gene the Genius.  

“Are you Gene Lincoln’s brother?” they’d ask.  “My, he was such a wonderful student.  So smart.  He’s going places, that’s for sure.”

How could I ever live up to that?  I had enough trouble adjusting from elementary school to the demands of middle school without the added pressure.

The bad news is that changing schools meant an entirely new set of friends—provided I could interest anyone to be my friend.  Fortunately, both Larry “Ox” Oxberger and Matt Matthews lived on our street, were in seventh grade, and didn’t mind when I tagged along the first day of school, though what made them think I could join them as their friend was the basketball hoop in the driveway that came with our house.

Anyway, once Mom was gone, I headed over to Mr. Weatherby’s to run my errand.  It was an unusual Saturday in February for Portland.  Mild, hardly winter-like, and it wasn’t raining, either.  I was thinking I could shoot some hoops later in the afternoon if the weather stayed decent.  I wasn’t really scared about going over, but—what’s that word we just learned for our “word for the day” in English class?  Oh, yeah—I was filled with “trepidation.”  Maybe half-filled, anyway.  I held the casserole carefully in one hand while I rang his doorbell with the other.  

After a few moments, Mr. Weatherby opened the door.

“Yes?  Oh, hello, Robert.”

I was impressed that he knew my name, since he had only met me that one time.  I thought remembering everyone’s name was a skill only teachers learn.  That took away some of my trepidation.

“Uh, Mr. Weatherby, my mom made this casserole for you, for, uh—well, anyway, it’s tuna noodle and the instructions are right here on the lid.”

He made no effort to take the casserole, so I continued.  “Mom says, that is, she wants you to know, uh, if we can, y’know, do anything else, I mean—”

“This is wonderful, everyone doing this for us,” he said.  “Please come in, and we can put this in the refrigerator with the others.”

He pointed toward the kitchen, and though I never meant to stay, I headed that way.

Once Mr. Weatherby closed the front door (after all, it wasn’t that warm outside), he came up behind me as I entered the kitchen and took the casserole from me.  He set it on the counter, then went over to a drawer where he got out some masking tape and a Sharpie.  He wrote the date and our name, “LINCOLN,” on a piece of tape and stuck it on the lid before opening the fridge.

When he opened the door, I saw what looked like a hundred casseroles like ours.  There were all sorts of containers and Tupperware and stuff stacked on every shelf.  He stood there, looking inside, trying to find a place for our casserole.  Then he took out a couple of plastic containers, set them on the counter, and then pushed our casserole in their place.

“Excuse me for a moment,” he said and took the containers with him out through another door that led to his garage.  He was gone for a minute and then came back without the containers.  “We’ve got a freezer out there where I’m storing the surplus,” he smiled, “though it’s getting crowded out there, too.  You folks have been mighty good to us these past few weeks.  Mighty good.”

It hit me then that he kept saying “we” and “us” even though now it was just him, with his wife dead and all.  And that reminded me about what I wanted to ask him, but before I could say anything, he said, “Say, do your parents let you drink coffee?  I know a lot of young people are into those fancy lattes and syrupy drinks.  I’ve got some on the burner—do you want some?  I’ve got cocoa too, and I could make a mocha-like thing if you’d like.  I’m not supposed to drink too much coffee anyway.  How do you take it?  Come on, we’ll have a cup and a chat in the living room.”

Before I knew it, he was heading for the cupboard.  He took out a red and black pottery mug and set it next to the coffeemaker.  My folks aren’t keen on me drinking coffee, though I’ve snuck a couple of white chocolate mochas at the Peet’s shop after school.  

“I’d better have some cocoa, please,” I said.  Then, feeling more trepidation slip away, I changed my mind.  “You could put in a little coffee, I suppose.”  After all, he said he wasn’t supposed to drink much, so it was like I was helping him.

“OK, coming right up.  Make yourself comfortable on the couch.”  

As I plopped onto the couch, he went to work in the kitchen and emerged a few minutes later with the red & black mug filled with a wonderful-smelling brew, along with a plate of cookies of some sort.  

“Hope you like molasses cookies,” he said.  “Made ‘em last week and don’t want them to get stale and go to waste.  Haven’t eaten but a few since—well, since the other day.  It’s been kind of a zoo around here.”

He sat in an old brown-and-tan-plaid La-Z-Boy recliner that looked to be as old as he was.  He took a cookie, and just as I was about to ask him my question, he jumped up. 

“Napkins,” he shouted and ran off to the kitchen again.  He came back with a pile of paper napkins with a picture of two old women drinking from large bottles with something about “making happy hour last longer” written below the picture.  He sat down again and pulled a handle on the side of the recliner, and the chair reclined back, and the footrest popped up.  He sat back in the chair and, for the first time since I came, he looked at ease.

Truthfully, I was starting to feel the same.

“Now,” he said.  “What should we talk about?  Oh, here.”  He reached over to a side table and extracted a couple of cloth discs.  He handed me one of them.  It had coffee beans printed on one side and wine corks on the reverse.  “Coaster for your mug,” he said.  “Janet made them out of some old quilting fabric she had.  She always had scraps of this and that from her quilting and made the most imaginative things with mere scraps.  Quite a talented woman.”

He paused, took a sip from his coffee, and added, “Such a shame you didn’t get to know her.”  He stopped, and for a moment I saw a look of sadness cross his face, almost as if he were about to cry.  But then he said, “And a shame she didn’t get to know you, but I’m not going to let the opportunity pass me by, so tell me all about yourself.  What are your favorite subjects in school?  You’re in seventh grade, right?  Do you participate in any sports?  Music?  Hobbies?  I know you like basketball because I see you and your friends playing in the driveway.  What else?”

I hadn’t expected that.  I’m not sure if it was the coffee in my cocoa, but in the next forty-five minutes, I had three cups of coffee/cocoa, and I told him my life story, or at least all of it up to now, all twelve years’ worth.  How I hated being compared to my brilliant brother, how I liked art and history the best and geometry the worst, and what my friends and I did after school.

“We’re all pretty much into video gaming,” I told him.  “Ox has an Xbox, and Matt has a PlayStation.  We switch back and forth between Matt’s house and Ox’s.  And then sometimes they come over to my place, but I don’t have a system, so we mostly talk and shoot hoops when it’s not raining.”

I suddenly remembered the time Mr. Weatherby came over to tell us to play quieter, and I got embarrassed.

I don’t think he noticed, because he smiled and said, “I gotta be honest with you—I like seeing kids like you outside.  I know I’m old-fashioned, but staying cooped up inside all the time while hooked up to those video games seems like such a waste of time and energy.  You’re not getting outdoors in the fresh air.  Can’t be healthy for you, and—well, I suppose I shouldn’t say anything.”

“Anything about what, Mr. Weatherby?”

“I imagine you call him ‘Ox’ because of his name, but he is a kind of, well—Ox-like, isn’t he?  Big...and strong, too, I suppose.  Does everyone in your group have a nickname like that?”

Now I really got embarrassed.  It was only recently that the guys stopped calling me Robert.  When I first met them at school, they asked if I went by Bob or Bobby or Robby or some other variation, and I said, “No, it’s Robert,” and that was that until last week in gym class.  They found out I was one of the fastest runners in our class, so they started calling me ‘Rabbit’ or ‘Robert the Rabbit’ at school.

I am certain I would never have told Mr. Weatherby any of this if he had not said, “My real name is Carlton, but I always thought that sounded so formal, so everyone except Janet calls me Carl.  She said Carlton was more dignified than just Carl, and then in the last week before she passed, she told me about a former boyfriend of hers, long before we met, who treated her poorly.  His name was Carl, and she said she always hated that name, but she loved me and always thought of me as Carlton just to distinguish me from her former beau.”

He got that look in his eye again, and so I burst out, “And sometimes the guys call me Rabbit ‘cuz I’m a fast runner.”

He laughed at that and said, “Ox and Rabbit.  That’s good.  But what about Matt?”

“Oh, he’s just Matt.”

He got a funny look on his face and said, “That’s a funny nickname.  Just Matt.”

“No, not Just Matt.  It’s just Matt.”

He let out a little chuckle.  “I like that.  Just Matt.  Here are my friends: Rabbit, Ox, and Just Matt.  Hi, Just Matt.”

He laughed harder.  “Or, you could call him ‘Double Matt’ on account of him being Matt Matthews.  But I like ‘Just Matt’ better.”

We both cracked up at that.  Then I noticed that we had eaten all the cookies, and the time had flown by.  It was past one o’clock, and Mom was certain to be home by now and no doubt worrying about where the heck I had run off to.

“Listen, Mr. Weatherby, I—”

“Call me Carlton, please.”

“OK, Carlton.  Thank you for the cocoa, but I gotta go.  Mom expected me to be home when she got there, and she’ll be wondering where I am.”

“All right, but don’t be a stranger, Rabbit.  Stop by anytime.”

I assured him I would, though I wasn’t sure what else we’d talk about.  It wasn’t until I was out the door that I remembered that I never asked him my question!

When I got home, Mom was waiting, as I expected.  And she was angry, which was also as I expected.  

“Where have you been?” she cried.  “I sent you on a simple errand and expected you’d be back long ago.  I waited and waited.  No note, no phone call, nothing.  Explain yourself, young man.”

By now, some of the caffeine had worn off, but I was still able to blurt out, “I was over at Mr. Weatherby’s house and gave him the casserole like you asked me to, but then he invited me in and gave me cookies and cocoa and wanted to talk, and he asked me about myself and I told him, and we ended up talking all morning.  I didn’t mean to, but he insisted.”

She stood there with arms crossed, frowning.  Finally, she said, “Well, maybe he was feeling lonely, but Robert, you’ve got to let me know where you are when you leave like that.”  Then she came over to me by the door, because I hadn’t moved since she started yelling, and put her hand on my shoulder.  “It’s a nice thing you did for him.  I’m sure he appreciated it.  How did he seem?”

“How did he seem?  What do you mean?”

“Well, he’s been through so much, taking care of her all that time, and now the funeral and everything.  It’s demanding for someone that old.  You remember what your grandmother was like when your grandpa passed away, don’t you?”

Boy, did I, but I didn’t say anything about that.  What I did say was, “Yeah, and that’s what I forgot to ask him about.  He didn’t seem that sad at the funeral, and he seemed OK today.  Really chatty, although to be honest, I did a lot of the talking, but that’s because he kept asking me a lot of questions and I sorta felt obligated to answer.  Then we cracked some jokes and got to laughing, so I guess he seemed OK.  And no, before you ask, I was not a pest.  I even used a napkin and a coaster for my coff—uh, my cocoa.”

“Well, if you ever go over there again, be sure to remember your manners like you did today, OK?”

“OK, and he said I shouldn’t be a stranger and could stop by anytime.”

“I’m sure he just said that to be nice.”

“No, I think he really meant it.  That’s what he said: stop by anytime.”

“Well, we’ll see.  Maybe you can go over with your father sometime to see if there’s anything we can do for him.”

I was glad that she left it kinda open for me to go back and see Carlton, and especially glad she didn’t notice I almost spilled the beans about drinking coffee over there, though I bet I could convince her that I just couldn’t say no because he insisted, or something.
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2—Carlton Has Another Conversation
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Carlton watched Robert leave and had just landed back in his recliner when he heard her say, 

“Well!”

“Well, what?”

“That was something.”

“What was?”

“I don’t think you’ve been as talkative as that in months.”

“No, I suppose I haven’t.  Are you mad?”

“On the contrary, I’m quite pleased.  I admit that I wasn’t the best conversationalist of late, so I’m glad for you.  You appeared to be enjoying yourself.”

“I was.  Wasn’t sure what to expect, but I was just trying to be friendly, and the boy just kind of took off on his own.  Then time flew by.  I hope I didn’t bore him.”

“I don’t think so.  He seemed happy enough.”

“Could have been the cookies.”

“No, I’m pretty sure it was you.

“Maybe.  I hope I didn’t keep him too long and get him in deep with his mom.”

“Why?”

“Well, then maybe he won’t want to come back over and talk more.  Sorry I hadn’t interacted with him much before this, but, well, you know.”

“I do.”

“I hope he does come back; he’s a good kid.”

“Carlton, we both know that hope is not a plan, don’t we?”

Yes, yes we do, dear.”

“So, what are you going to do about it?”

Carlton didn’t respond right away.  He picked up the empty cups and the cookie plate and carried them to the kitchen.  He rinsed out the cups and was about to put them into the dishwasher when he heard her voice again.

“That reminds me; did you put their name on the casserole?”

“Didn’t you see me do it?”

“Actually, no, I didn’t.  I wasn’t paying much attention in the beginning because...well, because I was getting adjusted to being up here, and I didn’t think much was going to happen.  Caught me by surprise.”

“You said, ‘Up here.’  That’s a relief.”

“Well, I assume that’s where I am.  There aren’t any signs, unfortunately.”

“What’s it like?”

“It’s not like they say at all.  It’s clean, bright, lots of light, quiet...”

Carlton waited for more.  It wasn’t forthcoming.

“What else?  Dear, are you still there?”

“Yes, sorry.  I guess that’s about it.  Or that’s all I’m allowed to say.  Oh!  I can see you, of course.”

“That’s good, I guess.”

“Oh, I won’t haunt you if that’s what you’re afraid of.”

“No, that wouldn’t be a problem.  I’d love to have you around again.”

“We’d both like that.  So, what about your problem?”

“My problem?

“Seeing the boy again.”

“I think I have an idea.  Just watch.”
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3—Robert Helps Out
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Sunday afternoon turned out mild, just like Saturday, and Dad suggested he, Gene, and I go over to see Mr. Weatherby “just to check in.”  I told Dad he said it was OK to call him Carlton, but he blew that off.

“You should respect your elders, Robert.  You’ll call him Mr. Weatherby because that’s his name and you should respect that.”

“But he said—”

“I don’t care what he said, you be respectful.  Pretty soon you’ll be wanting to call Mom and me by our first names.”

Naturally, Dad getting on me was the signal for my brother Gene. “I can see it now,” he sneered. “My goofy brother is calling his teachers by their first names, then Mom and Dad.  Heck, he’d even call the President ‘Don’ like some idiot.  Which you are, Robert.  Just shut up and do the right thing for once.”

Arrrggh!  I hate my brother!  And no wonder.  No matter what the situation, no matter who we’re with, he always finds a way to make fun of me and make me look stupid—well, less than intelligent.  And I know Dad won’t say a word about it because he never does with Gene the Genius.  Perfect Gene.  All A’s in everything, destined to be some corporate executive or world-famous scientist or something excellently special.

Unlike me, where they’ve set the bar much, much lower.  Like: “Don’t be a pest.”

We headed over to Mr. Weatherby’s house and saw his car pulled out of the garage and parked in the driveway.  The garage door was still up, and we could hear music coming from inside.  It was that old-fashioned stuff Dad says was popular with the hippies back in the sixties, though Mr. Weatherby sure didn’t look like a hippie.  Hardly any hair, for one thing.  Nothing “far out” about him for sure.

He was wearing jeans and an old denim shirt with the sleeves rolled up.  He was a bit red in the face, but I don’t think he was embarrassed.  It looked like he had already carried half of the house outside and set the contents down on the floor and on top of some tables or something.  I couldn’t tell what they were exactly because there were canvas tarp covers over everything, then all the stuff from inside on top of the tarps.

I saw books, dishes, clothing, and some kitchen stuff.  There was a sewing machine (the only reason I knew what it was is that I saw Mom haul one out of the closet when we moved and put it in another closet in the new house) and some other equipment I didn’t recognize.

“Hey there, neighbors,” Mr. Weatherby said.  He had a stack of paperback books in his hand, which he set down next to a bunch of other books.

“Hello, Mr. Weatherby,” Dad said.  He made a sweeping gesture around the garage with his hands and said, “What’s all this?”

“Oh, just getting stuff ready for folks to look through and take away, Boyd.  Tell Lena to come over later once I’ve got all the books out.  She can pick through anything she wants, though they’re mostly romances and fluffy cozy mysteries, and I’ll have some stuff from the kitchen, too, if you need anything.  If you don’t take them, then the books are headed to the library for their sale, and Goodwill gets everything else.  Except all that over there.”

He pointed to boxes and stuff I didn’t recognize sitting on the covers.  “Janet’s Fiber Club gets first crack at the quilt rack, loom, sewing machine, fabrics, and all the accessories that go with it.  People always asked us why a couple with no kids insisted on a three-bedroom home.  The answer was simple—Janet needed two of them for all of this!”

He chuckled as he made his way over to one of the piles.  “There’s gotta be enough fabric here for a dozen quilts.  And thread, and all these scraps.”  He pointed to a couple of large black trash bags, which looked very full and very heavy.

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Dad asked.  “I mean, this is all so sudden—”

“Not sudden at all, Boyd.  I’ve known this day was coming for some time now.  Didn’t know when, exactly, but knew it was coming.  Janet and I even talked about it, maybe a couple of months ago, when we both knew that—well, knew there was no hope.  She wanted this stuff to be used—put into hands that would make good use of it.  I spoke with a couple of the fiber ladies at the reception, and they assured me everything would find a loving home.”

We walked around the garage and followed Mr. Weatherby to the back corner.  “I’ve got some odds and ends in here.  Again, anything you see, just take it.  There’s some old exercise equipment she had: dumbbells and some stretchy cords, knick-knacks, stuff I’ll never use or need—”  

His voice trailed off as he wandered over the items, looking at them, picking up an old mason jar filled with shells, then another one filled with marbles.  “The stuff you collect for so long.  I envy people who can travel light and move around the country.  Imagine having to haul this stuff from house to house like some folks do.  That reminds me, Boyd—do you still have any boxes left over from when you moved?  I know it’s been a while.”

“We do have a few,” Dad said.  “Gene, go over and grab those old boxes from the back shelf behind the—you know where I’m talking about?”

Gene must’ve known because he was out of the garage before Dad even finished asking him.  I felt a bit left out, so I volunteered, “If I can help you pack boxes when he gets back, I will.”  And because Dad was looking at me, I added, “Mr. Weatherby.”  Gotta get points when you can.

Mr. Weatherby nodded and said, “OK, it’s a deal.  Let’s first move those book boxes into the car.  Let me pop the back open,” and he moved to the rear of his SUV and lifted the hatch.  “Just take the boxes there on the table saw and put them in the back here, and then the ones from the workbench.  Those can go in the back seat.”

As I moved to grab a box, Dad said, “I didn’t know you had a workshop in here, Carlton.”

I almost dropped the box I was carrying when I heard Dad use Mr. Weatherby’s first name.

“Oh yeah, though I haven’t touched it in a while,” Carlton said.  “Before we retired, we had two cars.  When we sold one of them, that freed up room in here, and I decided to fill it since Janet laid claim to the extra bedrooms.”  He made that chuckling noise again and continued.  “I’m pretty sure I haven’t used anything in here since you folks moved in.  I used to make quite the racket, back before—well, I used to make a lot of stuff for Janet and her group.  Her quilt rack is homemade, and that rolling cart—I’ve made a few of those for some of the other ladies, too.”

“That’s pretty cool,” Dad said.

“Yeah, I’ve always been an ‘action-guy’—I need to stay busy, doing stuff, or I’ll get bored and go crazy.  When I first retired, I knew I needed a hobby, so I got the workshop.  And then when Janet was sick, that—well, that gave me something new to do.  It wasn’t pleasant, but it kept me busy, and being busy meant less time to worry.”

I had taken one box off what might have been the table saw, though I wouldn’t know a table saw from a jigsaw from a seesaw.  We didn’t have any shop classes at my old school, and I signed up too late for any electives this year.  I was hoping in eighth grade—

Just then, Gene came back with four boxes.  “There are three more boxes on the shelf, and there are some that need to be taped together, too.  Oh, and I already asked Mom about the books, sir, and she says thank you, but she’s already way behind in her reading.”  

Of course, he’d say “sir.”  What a suck-up.

While I silently stewed over Gene’s gallantry, Mr. Weatherby was lifting boxes off the workbench and showing Dad his workshop.  “I had a nice setup in here.  Had to move a lot of it so I could haul all this out here, though.  I do hope to get back to doing some projects soon.”  He looked lovingly at his table saw.  “Though I need to get this sharpened before I try to use it.”  He hesitated as if he were trying to remember something.  “Now that I have the time.  You do anything like this, Boyd?  Need to borrow a router or orbital sander?  I’ve got ‘em all.”

“Actually, no, I’ve never had time,” Dad said.  “But I’ve thought about it.”  I saw a wistful smile cross his face.

“How about you boys?” Mr. Weatherby asked.  “Either one of you take shop class in school?  Get your hands dirty and breathe sawdust?”

“They call it ‘engineering’ now, sir,” Gene said while carrying another box to the car.  “I myself am taking computer programming.”  Mr. Weatherby gave him a funny look.  “Coding,” he continued.  “I plan to study computer science in college.”

“What about you, Robert?” Mr. Weatherby smiled at me.

“I’m hoping to take it next year when I’m in eighth grade,” I said, and not to be outdone, grabbed another box to load and added, “Sir.”

“You know,” Mr. Weatherby mused, “If I had it to do all over again, I’d have gone to school so I could be a teacher, and I’d have taught shop classes.  Teach kids how to make things.  Nothing better than the aroma of fresh woodcuts, the feel of smooth pine, the delicate layering of coat after coat of varnish on a fine piece of walnut.  But working for the phone company was just







​

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
‘sanovelb

N

by,






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





