
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Connections

	Stories of Unexpected Encounters

	 

	Susan Helene

	 


[image: Image]

	Wordwooze Publishing

	wordwooze.com

	 

	© 2025 by Susan Helene

	All rights reserved

	 

	Without limiting the rights under the copyright reserved above, no part of this book may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise—without written permission from the author or publisher. The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book via the internet or any other means without permission is punishable by law. Your support of the author’s rights is appreciated.

	 

	Cover by Margaret Loftin-Whiting

	 

	This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to any persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

	 


 

	Dedicated to the memory of my parents, George and Sally Schneider

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Acknowledgments

	My writing has been honed and enriched by the many people who contributed their observations, constructive criticism, and their time to read these stories during their development. Thank you to my beta readers, the Leisure Village Writer’s Workshop, editors, friends, and family who supported and encouraged me to continue my creative journey with this second collection.

	Special thanks go to Bruce Schneider, Anne Wolf, Adrienne Cardan, Susan Newcomer, Barbara Mathis, Eileen Young, Laura Perkins, Sheila Brent, and Nancy Mahoney for their literary advice and encouragement.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Publication Acknowledgments

	“The Sixty-First Day”, previously published in the journal Montana Mouthful, Volume 3, Issue 3, October 2020. Rights retained by the author.

	 

	“The Rose”, previously published by California Writers Club in the anthology Survival: Tales of Pandemic, October 2020, Second Place Award. Rights retained by the author.

	 

	“Going Down?”, previously published in the Aquila Review, Fall 2023. Rights retained by the author.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Dusty’s Dilemma

	Dusty Roeper leaned back against the humming gas pump. He glared at the illuminated “CLOSED” sign across the tarmac in the window of the darkened mini mart. He was tired, cold, and hungry. He lowered his eyes to the three quarters that lay in his hand. Three quarters and a fifty-dollar bill, useless. He’d spent his last twenty on gas. He’d had no choice. The gas pumps at this gas station/mini mart prohibited any bill larger than a twenty, and credit cards were only accepted inside. He avoided credit cards. Too many stories on the rodeo circuit of credit card woes. He set out from Las Vegas with half a tank after dinner the night before. He’d hoped to get to Bullhead City and check out the rodeo venue before his competition arrived. It didn’t take him long to realize that was a mistake. His old gas-guzzling Ford F-150 truck would not make it to Phoenix, and the landscape was arid and bleak. When he’d seen the sign to Searchlight, Pop. 565 with the blue gas pump sign nailed to the upright support, he’d heaved a sigh of relief and taken the turnoff. If there was a town, he didn’t see it in the predawn light. But true to the sign, there was a gas station right off the exit. If only he could get some grub and be on his way.

	Pink clouds in the sky announced the coming of dawn. Not too soon for Dusty. The night desert air was chilling. He pulled the collar of his denim jacket up against his ears and walked across to the store. It was 5:42. The 6-10 Mini Mart didn’t open until 6:00. He cupped his hands around his eyes and pressed them to the window. A dim light illuminated rows of snacks stretching down the length of the store. On the back wall he could make out the coffee station, a small round table with two chairs, and a glass-enclosed refrigerator. What he would do for a cup of hot steaming coffee now.

	He turned around and scanned the highway. 5:45 and not a car in sight. He fervently hoped the mini mart employee would not be late. He began to pace back and forth, trying to keep warm.

	He heard a strange clicking sound behind him. A young girl on a bicycle rounded the building. At least, he guessed it was a girl. The figure that dismounted was bundled in a bulky ski parka with a fur-lined hood, obscuring the face. The figure moved into the light streaming from the gas pump island, and Dusty confirmed it was a young girl. She locked the bicycle to a jutting pipe, pulled a large insulated bag from the bicycle’s basket, and moved toward the door. Something about her high cheekbones and delicate chin stirred the snippet of a pleasant memory he couldn’t place.

	The girl removed her bright red gloves and fished a ring of keys out of her pocket. “You must be freezing, mister.”

	“You got that right. Hope that coffee’s ready.” He held the door as she swung it open and followed her into the store. Warm air redolent with the aroma of freshly brewed coffee promised salvation from the cold. She selected a key from the ring and inserted it into a gray electrical panel and flicked up a line of switches. The store was bathed in the harsh light of two rows of fluorescent lights. Dusty blinked several times until his eyes adjusted.

	The girl moved behind the counter and removed her parka. “You’re in luck. It’s on a timer. Should be ready lickety-split.” She ducked behind the counter, reappearing with a bag labeled “Salted Pretzels. Keep Frozen until Use”. She busied herself hanging the pretzels in the warmer. Dusty stood waiting, hoping to catch her eye.

	Sensing his presence, she looked up. “Something I can do for you, mister?”

	“Yes, miss. I could use some help. I only got seventy-five cents and a fifty, and I see you don’t take fifties. Could you make an exception? I’m mighty hungry.”

	The girl’s cheerful expression dissolved. “I’m sorry, but I got less than a hundred in the cash register, and if I break your fifty, I won’t have enough small bills for the morning rush. The truckers here don’t use credit cards. But hey, help yourself to a cup of coffee on me. I’m expecting the regulars soon, and someone’s bound to have change for you.”

	“Thank you kindly.” Dusty tipped his Stetson and headed toward the coffee urns, pleased to see the green lights signaling that the coffee was ready. He poured a cup to the rim and took a large gulp, welcoming the steam that warmed his face. He refilled the cup, snapped on a plastic lid, and walked back to the front counter.

	The young girl filled a clear plastic bakery display with homemade pies, cookies, and muffins. Dusty inhaled the sweet smells of the baked goods. He truly hoped some cash-rich trucker would come soon. He surveyed the empty parking lot through the glass door. No such luck.

	“You here all by yourself this early in the morning?”

	The girl looked at him suspiciously. “Why?”

	Dusty sensed her discomfort. “Didn’t mean to alarm you, miss. Just that you look awfully young, and there’s some bad characters come out at night.”

	The girl smiled. “I’m not as young as you think. Nor helpless neither. I’m betting you don’t want me to prove the second part.”

	“No, siree!” Dusty smiled.

	The girl held her left hand up, showing a thin gold band. “I’m a married woman with a three-year-old son.”

	She turned to the counter behind her, picked a photo off the wall, and placed it flat on the counter. Dusty watched her hand flit across the photo.

	“That’s my hubby, Rob. He manages the Piggly Wiggly, and he’s only 26! That’s my son, Bobby, Jr. That’s me, Jackie, and that’s my mom, Lola.”

	Dusty leaned in close to the photo. “Your mom works here also?”

	Jackie nodded. “Mom bought this place for a song when the previous owner retired. I think he had a crush on her. Mom saved up and bought a cute little bungalow on Olive Street. We all live together. She painted it blue with green trim—hers and my favorite colors.”

	“What about your dad? He passed?”

	“Don’t rightly know. Mom met him when he was stationed at Fort Collins. Went off to war and never came back. Mom tried to find him but not being married, the army was less than cooperative. Maybe he’s dead, maybe alive. Mom says I’m her keepsake, so she’ll always remember how he made her feel. She never even looked at another man after D.J. Were you in the service?”

	Dusty nodded absently.

	“Maybe you knew him? His name was D.J. Roeper.”

	Dusty pretended not to hear the question. There was no doubt now. This girl was his daughter. And Lola? She was here … HERE! He could knock on the door of that blue house, but then what? Dusty felt a chill run down his spine. He stared at the picture. Realizing he was taking too long for a casual glance, he handed the picture back to Jackie. She rehung it on the wall. He needed to think, to regroup. He remembered the table and chairs in the back of the store.

	“I’ll get out of your way. I’m gonna sit myself down right there at that little table in the back, if you don’t mind. Some cash-rich trucker comes in, you give me a sign.”

	He strode to the back of the store and swung his leg over the low-backed chair, careful not to spill his coffee as he sat down.

	“You a cowboy or something? You look like you mounted a horse, not a chair.”

	“Good guess, Miss Jackie. Just did the National Finals Rodeo in Las Vegas. Headed down to Bullhead City. They got a good one at the Mojave Crossing Event Center. I’m a bull rider.”

	“How’d you do?”

	Dusty stood up. He pointed to a large silver buckle engraved with a pair of horns and the words National Finals, Las Vegas. “See this here big ol’ silver buckle? Won me second place.”

	He swung his leg back over the chair, tipped his hat, and sat down. As Jackie headed back toward the counter, Dusty watched her walk away. The way she held herself erect, her feet toed out slightly, her long neck and narrow shoulders, and her broad hips which swung slightly more than seemed necessary with each step, reminded him of Lola. And Lola was here, nearby. It would be so easy to see her and yet so hard. She’d have questions, and he had no good answers. The war changed him; reamed out his soul, or so he thought. Yet knowing she was alive and so close brought back feelings of longing. He wanted to feel her in his arms. To hear her laugh.

	A large man in a yellow parka and a black knit cap came through the door pushing a dolly loaded with cases of soda. A blast of cold air blew down the aisle, startling Dusty. The man strode purposely down the row, pushing the dolly ahead of him and making a beeline for the refreshment center. He made swift work of unloading the hand truck and stacking the cases next to the refrigerated section. Nodding at Dusty, he poured a large cup of coffee. Ripping open four packets of sugar simultaneously, he turned to look toward Jackie.

	“Got any of your mom’s pecan pie left?”

	Jackie reached under the counter and placed a covered pie tin on the counter. “Well, hello to you, Gary. I’m fine. Thanks for asking. I have two slices left from yesterday. Mom made strawberry rhubarb for today.”

	“Only two pecan? Guess that will have to do. I’ll take ’em both. Throw one of those plastic forks in the tin, and I’ll set right here and eat it. That is, if you don’t mind, mister?”

	Dusty gestured to Gary to take a seat. Jackie brought the pie over, and Gary pulled out a wad of bills. Dusty’s stomach growled.

	Jackie smiled and gave Dusty a nod and a wink. “That’ll be $2 for the coffee and $6.50 for the pie. Reduced ’cause it’s a day old.”

	Gary handed her a $10 bill. “Keep the change, Jackie. Feeling rich today.”

	“You rich enough to have change for a fifty for this nice cowboy here?”

	Gary unfolded the bills in his hand. “Tens and twenties do, or you need some smaller bills?”

	“That’ll be great. Most grateful.” Dusty quickly pulled his billfold out and passed the fifty across to Gary. Now in possession of three tens and a twenty, Dusty knew exactly what he wanted. “Rhubarb pie, you say? I’d love a slice. I’ll get me some more coffee, too.”

	“Make it a big one, Jackie. I can hear his stomach growling from here.”

	“Sure thing, Gary.” Jackie turned back toward the front counter. When she returned with a generous slice of pie, Dusty handed her a ten-dollar bill.

	“I’ll get your change. It’s $4 total. Coffee was on the house.” She turned to go, but Dusty stopped her with a gentle tap on her arm. She turned.

	“I’ll take two of those giant original flavor slim jims to go. That’ll bring it to $8 or so. The rest is for you.”

	“They say that cowboys are real gentlemen. Thank you, kind sir.” Jackie leaned over and shoved two of Gary’s soda cases further back under the coffee station. She walked down the aisle and disappeared behind the counter out of Dusty’s line of vision.

	“Name’s Dustin but I go by Dusty. Much obliged, Gary. I was in a real bind there.” Dusty extended a hand and watched it disappear into Gary’s.

	Conversation flowed easily between the two men. Gary serviced the Coca-Cola route, running day trips along the 95. Summers were busy. There were campsites to supply and lots of thirsty tourists stopping at convenience stores like Lola’s along the route. This time of year was slow, and Gary would make a few deliveries and be on his way home before dark. He wanted to know everything about Dusty’s rodeo competitions. Dusty, normally a man of few words and not one to brag, worked hard to satisfy Gary’s curiosity.

	“You ever done the rodeo in Bullhead City?”

	“Headed down that way now. It’s one of the few indoor arenas. Winter rodeos are not many, and a man’s gotta eat.”

	Gary scraped the last bits of pecan pie off his plate. He leaned back and patted his ample stomach. “You got that right. Maybe I’ll catch it this year. What’s your last name? I wanna be sure to see you ride that bull.”

	Dusty leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Dusty Roeper.”

	Gary burst out in laughter. “Your parents sure had a sense of humor. You hear that, Jackie? He’s a cowboy and his name’s Dusty Roeper. Ain’t that a kick?”

	“Sure is, Gary.”

	Dusty felt her stare before he even turned. She was leaning forward, elbows on the counter, Their eyes met. She knew. And she knew that he knew. His mind in turmoil, Dusty needed time to think and figure out what to do. He cleared his dishes from the table, rose, turned, and deposited them into the trash can next to the coffee station.

	“I ought to hit the road, Gary. Gotta check into the hotel, go to the arena, and see what’s what. Like to look over my competition too. The bulls, I mean. Again, much obliged.”

	Gary smiled and nodded. “Weren’t nothing. You take care now. I’m surely gonna try to see you ride, Mr. Dusty Roeper.”

	Head down, Dusty quickly strode toward the door. He tipped his hat as he passed Jackie.

	Jackie held out the two giant slim jims. “Hey, D.J., forget something?”

	Dusty turned. He could feel the color rise up his neck. She had called him D.J. and he had responded. Feeling unsteady, he returned to the counter. She leaned forward and said in a low voice, “Turn right out of the parking lot. Olive Street is the second street on the left. Twelve Olive Street. Blue with green trim.”

	She released her grip. Dusty, speechless, turned and hurried from the store, feeling his legs might fail him.

	With a shaking hand, he fed a twenty and a ten into the gas pump slot.

	His eyes watched the traffic speeding by on the freeway, but his mind was somewhere else. Left was the freeway to Bullhead City. Right was a trip into his past.

	How could he explain?

	He’d been broken and weak.

	He couldn’t let Lola see him like that, pity him. He wasn’t the man she’d loved anymore. She deserved better.

	 He chose the life of a rodeo cowboy. It suited him. His recalcitrant manner was interpreted as strength. A man of few words fit the image of a fearless bull rider. But he was getting older now. He’d be forty-six in a few months, and he felt it in his bones. Bones that had been bruised and broken over the last twenty years. The younger riders took to calling him “Pops”. He didn’t mind so long as he beat them. Nothing like seeing their faces when “Pops” bested them.

	Still, Lola was here, right down the road.

	Should he take the chance? Would she recognize him? Welcome him? And if she did, what then? Settle down and do what?

	A car pulled in behind Dusty’s truck and honked the horn, startling him. He realized he’d been blocking the pump the whole time. Replacing the gas hose in its cradle, he fished the truck key out of his chest pocket and got in the car. He pulled away from the pumps and headed toward the road, pausing at the exit.

	In the mini mart, Jackie stood anxiously watching Dusty leave. As the truck turned onto the road, she smiled. Fishing her cell phone out of her pocket, she hit the speed dial.

	“Mom, are you dressed?”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	Things

	She hesitated at the door. It had taken her a year to put the key in the lock of her parents’ small bungalow. It had been seventeen years since she’d last been in this house. She shook her head. It was time, time to accept that they were gone at last. Time to take care of things. She reached past the half-open door and ran her fingers up the wall until they found the light switch and flicked it. The hall light seemed harsher than she remembered. Stepping inside, the smell of her father’s cigar smoke assailed her. She covered her nose.

	She had stayed too long, living here with her parents. She watched with envy as her brother, Peter, left at eighteen to join the service. He was six years her senior. He was adored. Bonnie was an accident, and they let her know it. She saw the disappointment in her parents’ eyes. Bonnie had problems. She was defective. They didn’t miss any opportunity to point out her failings. Bonnie was too shy and recalcitrant. Couldn’t she smile more? Why didn’t she have any friends?

	The executor of the estate told her that her parents left her nothing. The house and its contents were her brother’s. Peter, the perfect son … until he wasn’t. He came back from Afghanistan with two gifts: shrapnel in his shoulder and an opioid addiction. He didn’t want the house. He wanted money, needed money. So, Bonnie bought the house and all its furnishings, in cash, knowing that money might kill him. She had buried him within sixteen months. There was no funeral.

	She looked around the living room. Her mother went on a decorating spree when Bonnie was in grade school and never updated it. She inched her way between the high-backed easy chairs, running her hands along the round tacks lining the upholstered arms. She paused at the kitchen door. A thick layer of dust coated the counters and yellow Formica table. She took three steps into the room, leaned over the table, and wrote: FREEDOM.

	She smiled a crooked smile. Today she would free herself from her past and plan her future.

	Today she only needed to deal with one room before putting her plan in motion. She turned down the narrow corridor to her bedroom. Her name in pink letters rimmed in gold declared Bonnie. She turned the knob, opened the door, and stepped inside.

	Pale pink walls accosted her. A canopy bed and matching white dresser wore a layer of dust. She glowered at the pink bedspread and curtains. She hated pink. She fought her mother for black or gray, not frilly, girly pink. But no, Bonnie was a girl, and a girl’s bedroom should be feminine. She wrenched back the hateful pink curtains. The morning light streamed in. She had always loved the morning light. Daylight meant opportunity. It shined on the closet across the room and beckoned to her. She obeyed. There were no clothes in the closet. The shelves were filled with shoe boxes stacked six high. She smiled and remembered.

	As soon as she could walk, she started collecting things. The park sandbox was a treasure trove. Her first find was a bent spoon. She spent hours massaging the spoon’s smooth bowl and stroking its handle, her finger following the decorative edging. In time, her sandbox collection included, among other things, a wheel from a Hot Wheel, a cracked sand pail, and a multicolored shoelace. At six, she outgrew the sandbox. She began to take a circuitous route home from school. She meandered past a gas station, a plumbing repair shop, and a lamp store. She discovered that returning repair trucks often unloaded damaged parts into the dumpsters behind the businesses. These were gold mines of intriguing things. Sections of encrusted pipes, lamp parts, burnt-out bulbs, broken car side mirrors, and circuit breakers were among her finds. They were damaged, just like her. She cherished each find.

	A showerhead, the holes crusted over with white mineral deposits and plumber’s tape dangling from its neck, supplanted the spoon as her favorite. She obsessed over the concentric circles of holes radiating out from the center. She compulsively counted them circle by circle:

	1,2,3,4,5

	1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8

	1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13

	1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21

	The showerhead lay on a red towel on the bottom shelf. She picked it up and ran her finger over the holes. She slid the mode selector up and down, back and forth, reveling in the clicking sound. She smiled, remembering how this repetitive behavior had alarmed her parents. It was the incessant clicking of the mode selector that she was sure drove them to buy her a Barbie camera for her eleventh birthday. She knew they hoped she would leave her bedroom and maybe, just maybe, interact with the world.

	Her mother watched anxiously as Bonnie opened the shopping bag and peered in.

	“It’s pink.” Bonnie pouted and closed the bag, shoving it toward her mother, who declined to take it.

	Her mother shook her head and crossed her arms. “Take it outside, Bonnie. You can take pictures of all the wonderful things you see: interesting people, pretty flowers. And I know you love watching the squirrels. I bought film so we can load it. You can start today!”

	Bonnie’s fascination with squirrels stemmed not from enjoying their antics but from watching to see if they might fall or be killed by a stray dog. So far, she had been disappointed. Nor was she interested in pretty things which she thought weak and girly. She was fascinated by objects that did something, were useful, or had been useful. An idea began to form in her mind. She reached into the bag, grabbed the box, and clawed at the offending plastic cover. Frustrated, she threw it on the floor. Her mother quickly retrieved it. With the help of the kitchen shears, she liberated the camera. She loaded a roll of film and thrust it at her daughter. Bonnie grabbed it and retreated to her bedroom. Her mother stared at the closed door and sighed.

	The showerhead was Bonnie’s first picture. She polished it with a red towel from the linen closet. She bunched up the towel on the windowsill and rested the showerhead on top. She sat in a chair facing the window and waited, watching how the afternoon sun reflected off the polished showerhead. Two hours and 19 minutes later she was satisfied. She aimed and clicked.

	The camera became her constant companion, tucked into the outside pocket of her backpack. She left early for school and was late getting home. Once out of sight of school, Bonnie unpacked the camera. She counted up to the number in the film window, pausing at each number and nodding her head before moving on, remembering each picture and their order.

	In a few days she had filled her first roll of film and went with her mother to have it developed. Bonnie studied the photo kiosk. She picked up a red one-day processing envelope.

	Her mother selected the yellow five-day processing envelope and handed it to Bonnie. “Five days is fast enough, Bonnie. I’m not going to pay extra just because you’re impatient.”

	She began to fill out the form. Bonnie’s eyes narrowed. She turned and walked away, returning moments later clutching a plastic-wrapped denim photo album.

	“No, Bonnie. If you want me to buy you more film, you must put that back.”

	Bonnie glared at her mother, ripped off the protective plastic covering, and ran out the door. This drew the attention of the cashier. The formerly bored clerk watched with amusement as Bonnie pressed her face against the display window and lifted the album above her head. Mrs. Elder was appalled.

	“Ma’am, you’re gonna have to buy that now. She’s opened it. Can’t sell it, ’cause it’s used. We got a sale on a three-pack of film. Might want to take advantage if that little girl of yours is planning on filling that album.”

	Mrs. Elder sighed. “I’ll take a three-pack of film and the album, of course.”

	Ever the economical one, she hid the film in her purse, hoping to slow down Bonnie’s consumption. Anger and embarrassment consumed her. Ignoring Bonnie, she walked past the child to the car. Bonnie skipped after her, relishing her mother’s discomfort.

	For the next two days Bonnie paced the living room, camera hanging from her neck, showerhead in hand, rapidly clicking the mode selector and reciting the hole count:

	1,2,3,4,5

	1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8

	1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13

	1,2,3,4,5,6,7,8,9,10,11,12,13,14,15,16,17,18,19,20,21

	Her mother suggested Bonnie turn her attention to the reliable and quiet bent spoon. Bonnie shook her head violently.

	On the third day, in desperation, her mother gave her a new roll of film, and her father showed her how to load it. She bolted from the house, leaving her exhausted parents and her beloved showerhead behind. She found it in the garbage later and
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