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			Author’s Note 

			Iwas very fortunate and privileged during the worst of the pandemic. I was in the safest state in the country, and I didn’t have to work outside the home. I spent my time in my old Victorian in downtown Montpelier, Vermont, and at my cabin on a lake north of here. 

			Before Covid-19, I wasn’t home a lot. I was out all the time, telling stories, listening to stories, in restaurants every single night. A novelist, a college president, and a relentlessly social extrovert. Suddenly, I was alone. My daughter and her mother live a block away, and I saw them every single day for a few hours. But otherwise, it was just me, on my front porch in fair weather. 

			They say a good Irishman should be able to get a story out of a trip to the post office. Covid-19 stole so much. But one of the things it couldn’t steal was the power of stories. It turns out that stories sometimes find us. They are all around us if we are open to them, if we believe in magic, if we listen, and if we invite them into our lives. 

			The short vignettes that follow are all ones I told on social media during the pandemic as a way to feel less alone. The response they got suggested to me that maybe more people should hear them. I hope they make you laugh, smile, wonder, and bring you a measure of joy. 

		

	
		
			Neglected Gardens 

			Afall day and I was on my porch writing when a woman in her late sixties came down the street, saw me there, walked over and introduced herself. She used to live in my house. I didn’t buy it from her—there was a couple here for three years in between. I’ve owned this place for four and a half years now. She and her husband had lived here for twenty-eight years. The house came with incredible, elaborate gardens that, as I discovered in talking with her, were her life’s work. I don’t garden. In fact, I barely see plants. I spend too much time in my head, I told her. I’ve hired people to help me with them on and off since I’ve been here, but no one with enough focus and time to fully bring them back. 

			She said, well, that’s why I’m here. This is going to sound weird, she said. But your neighbors tell me you’re a laid-back guy. Would you mind if I worked in these gardens again? I’ll stay out of your hair. It gives me peace, she said. We live in a condo now. A half mile away. The only thing I miss is the gardening. 

			That would be amazing, I said. 

			You sure? 

			Absolutely. 

			It’s not weird? 

			It’s only weird if we make it weird, right? 

			The weather the next bunch of days was a gift. Unseasonably warm for this time of year. I was able to write again on my porch. And all day long, from early morning till dusk, she was out there, eight feet away or so, tearing apart these beds, planting new things, designed for next spring. At times we told stories about our lives but mostly we worked. She would ask me to look at things and she’d say, I’m thinking of doing this....

			And I finally said, you know what? Consider this your canvas. You’re an artist. Do what you would have done if you still lived here. 

			She smiled broadly at this. Okay, thank you; you sure it isn’t weird? 

			No, it’s amazing. 

			And the best part was all day long people stopped by to say hello to her, neighbors who remembered when she lived here. There was the moment before they saw me where you knew they thought she had lost her mind. Maybe someone should be called since she hasn’t lived here in a long time? 

			Nah. Just new friends making art together.

		

	
		
			Neighborhood Boy #1 

			With the change in the weather, I’ve been writing on my front porch for the last week or so. I sit out with my laptop and tea, and my novel and I watch the neighborhood move past. There’s this one neighborhood kid I admire. He’s seven. The reason I know that is because he told me. He stopped on his bike in front of my porch and said, hey, Tom, guess what? 

			I said, what? 

			He said, I’m seven. 

			I said, this just happen? 

			Yesterday. 

			Happy birthday, buddy. 

			Thanks, man, he said. 

			That’s what he said. Thanks, man.

			But the reason I admire him is not that he’s seven. It’s how awesome he is on a bike–seriously, he’s elite. He jumps over curbs. 

			He does wheelies. He goes ripping down the streets with no hands. He stops on a dime. Sometimes he’s on a scooter or a skateboard. He does jumps. He’s reckless. If he’s by himself, he rides hard. If he’s with a friend, sometimes they play pretend games, occasionally with squirt guns. I see him in the morning. I see him in the afternoon, and I see him at night. He’s always outside. Maybe he’s on a phone or video game other times but it can’t be much. He’s like a 1970s kid, though he wears a helmet. He reminds me of me, of my brothers, of a youth when we were free-range, when my mother literally rang a distant bell to tell us to get home, not a buzz on a phone in our pocket. 

			The other night a wild storm came through town. I knew my own fourteen-year-old was out with her friends. I wrote her mom and she texted me back and said, I’m picking her up. Phew, I thought. I was on my porch. The rain was torrential and sideways. I looked out and this kid ran by, barefoot, t-shirt and jeans on, and I yelled at him, you’re crazy! 

			He stopped. The rain matted his hair. It was dumping. He said, my mother told me to. And then he laughed with his head to the sky and let it wash over him.

		

	
		
			Cinderella 

			Acouple of years ago I was on a book tour. Book tours, at least for me, tend not to be glamorous affairs. My first night I read in a strip mall bookstore near Providence, Rhode Island. Four people were there, one of which was my young recent college grad niece. The only book sold was the one I bought for her. I slept in a Holiday Inn next to the airport and all night I listened to jets taking off and landing. 

			The following night I was reading in Westerly, Rhode Island, down by the coast, and my assistant had booked me a room at some nearby inn. I took my time driving there. It was February and so there was no traffic on the coast. It was a surprisingly seasonal day, though, no snow anywhere, and temperatures in the high forties. After a little bit of trouble, my navigation system led me to the inn where I was staying. It was a gorgeous spot, on a cliff looking out at Narragansett Bay. Beautiful old place that must be incredible in the summer. When I pulled into the sandy parking lot, I was the only car. No sooner had I parked, than an earnest young bellboy was next to my window. When I stepped out, he said, Mr. Greene? 

			Yes. 

			We’ve been expecting you. Can I get your bags? 

			Sure, I said. 

			I opened the back and gave him my suitcase. The two of us walked toward the front door. When we got there, and opened it, it was like when the Queen of England returned to Windsor Castle. 

			There was a staircase leading up to the lobby, and lining it, on both sides, was everyone who worked at the hotel. A gauntlet of waiters and bellboys and maids and chefs in their whites and their toques. I had never seen anything like it. As I walked through them, they said to me, Mr. Greene, welcome, sir. Welcome, Mr. Greene. Thank you, I said. Over and over. 

			At the front desk, the gentleman said to me, Mr. Greene, we understand you like champagne. We have for you today a perfectly chilled bottle of Veuve Clicquot. Might we pour you a glass while you check in? 

			You might, I said.

			What follows is a great show around it, a brief presentation of the bottle, followed by a young waiter popping it into a towel then pouring it in a flute before handing it to me. 

			Mr. Greene, the gentleman said. We have upgraded you to the Ocean suite. We hope you enjoy your stay. 

			This place is great, I said.

			Well, thank you, sir.

			They bring me up to this extraordinary room, banks of windows on both sides. One that looks out to the wide Atlantic Ocean. The other, to a tidal river.  Huge clawfoot tub elevated on the ocean side. On a desk, in intricate calligraphy, are directions to the bookstore and back. I had been in the room for five minutes when there was a knock on the door. A woman was standing there with a large piece of slate. On it were elaborately crafted desserts, one an edible gold nest filled with tiny chocolates. 

			The chef understands you like sweets, she said. 

			I do indeed, I said. 

			That afternoon I walked around the extraordinary grounds, checked out the ocean views. Everywhere I went, staff greeted me. Looking good, Mr. Greene!

			Feeling good, Jimmy! I called back. 

			The pièce de résistance though was the call I got from the front desk a little before five. We have for you, Mr. Greene, to drive to your reading, a brand-new BMW 740, if you’re interested. We can provide you with a driver or if you’d like you can drive it yourself….

			I’ll drive it, I said. 

			I went to the reading. Great crowd. Probably fifty people. I read and answered questions, signed books. The car was insane. Hugged the coastline. I pushed it more than I should, but most likely I would never drive a car like this again. 

			When I got back to the hotel, I asked at the front desk, is the restaurant still serving dinner? 

			Oh, yes, they’re expecting you, he said. 

			I was the only one in the restaurant. They had already decided what they would serve me. No menu. There were local oysters, then a buttered poached lobster and sea bass, and then a molten chocolate cake. A beautiful
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“An ideal collection for reading by the fire on a cold night.”
—Publishers Weekly
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