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 Introduction

I am delighted to be able to publish this collection
of short stories by my late husband Ed Weyhing. He loved short
stories, reading them and writing them. He had a great voice and he
often read stories aloud to me while I was cooking our meals.

During the spring of 2016, Ed had been gathering his
stories, making a few edits, and planning to publish them in a
collection. He happened to read each of the stories aloud in the
weeks before he unexpectedly died from a stroke.

I am especially happy that Ed had the opportunity to
get his stories into the final form he wanted before he died. I
feel deep pride in the quality of his writing and in the insight,
irony, humor, and compassion he shows in the treatment of his
characters. Those were qualities Ed had in everyday life for which
he was much loved by people who knew him. Not least by me.

Mary Weyhing

August 2017


 The Hundred-Dollar Tip

I figured the old guy was loaded. He lived in one of
these houses doesn’t look like much till you check out all the
wings and additions and sun porches — out each side, the back, and
so on — then you realize you’re looking at three, three and a half
million easy. House I grew up in would have fit in the living room
of this guy’s house.

He was B. R. Winston, some kind of big shot
businessman. Real estate? Wall Street? Junk bonds? Who knows? He
was always on the society pages since he retired to Newport a few
years back. My job was driving him around once a week.

Mostly I drive a cab. But best of all I like the
weeklies. You get to know the people. I drive little old ladies on
their errands, haul rich kids to Providence for their ballet.
Conversations carry over from week to week. The little old lady
tells you her life — her kids, pictures of her grandchildren. And I
do great with kids. Never had a sister, just a little brother. But
I’m good with the girls, too. Teasing them, of course. Keeping them
in stitches. Relationships. It’s the best part of my job.

This latest weekly was different. I figured the old
guy knew something, maybe had some stories. Maybe some ideas about
how I should start my limo business.

As soon as I was introduced to him I gave that up.
First off he couldn’t even shake hands; he barely put up his left
hand. It was a stroke, and besides being paralyzed on his right
side he basically couldn’t talk — not so I could understand,
anyway. For me it was a letdown. How can you get friendly with
somebody who can’t talk?

But I didn’t let that set me back. “All right if I
call you Lefty?” I asked. I couldn’t tell if he got the joke.
Instead, I got this blank look. No sense of humor, nothing.

Also, there was Millicent, the lady who took care of
him. Her I couldn’t figure out. She looked in good shape for a
middle-aged woman. Good figure. A sharp dresser: designer slacks,
expensive silk blouses, suits you wouldn’t believe. Always looked
as if she’d stepped in off Fifth Avenue.

Except for her age, you’d never guess she dyed her
hair. My mother stopped dyeing her hair after my little brother
died. But back when she dyed it — you could tell, believe me.

This Millicent was too young to be his sister. Maybe
his daughter, or his niece? His secretary? A nurse? For that
matter, she could have been a young wife, relatively speaking. He
may have even told me, but I was lucky to catch every tenth word he
said. I had nothing against her personally, it was just her
attitude. She always referred to him as “Mister Winston,” as if I
wasn’t showing enough respect. But I said to myself, Louie, don’t
let it bother you. What does it matter, two hours a week? Hey, I’m
a professional. My attitude was: do your job, get your money. I
still called him Lefty.

She seemed to take good care of him. He was in his
eighties, didn’t seem very strong, but she always had him shined up
top to toe, dressed in these expensive running shoes, some sort of
matching exercise suit. Usually she was ready to go out somewhere
while I drove him around.

Even though the old guy couldn’t talk, the job was
okay. Face it: I like to drive. After all, it’s my life. Even days
off, I’m in my pickup, driving somewhere. I’ve driven all over —
Maine, New Hampshire. During slow times, I take a few days off,
drive down to Atlantic City, take in a show or two, drop a little
change at the tables.

In this case I drove the old guy’s car, a new Buick,
loaded with extras. Leather upholstery. It felt like sitting in a
lawyer’s office. A computerized voice told you everything: The
trunk is unlocked. Or: Fasten your seat belt. And power? You should
have felt it take the upgrade on the Newport Bridge. When you hit
the top, you expected it to keep climbing, right over
Jamestown.

Anyway, she laid it out for me the first day. “He
enjoys riding around,” she said, “seeing things.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” I told her. Fine, lady,
I thought. He enjoys riding, we’ll ride. He enjoys seeing things,
we’ll see things.

I got him in and out of the car, no problem. I
already knew how to stand a guy up out of a wheelchair, steady him
into the front seat. Believe me, I’ve got some experience doing
this. You wouldn’t believe how many invalids I’ve hauled. After I
folded his wheelchair and stashed it in the back she handed me a
brown tweed golf hat. “In case you get out of the car anywhere,”
she said.

I took the hat, but thought to myself, Good Luck,
Sister! She thinks I’m going to get the old guy out? She’s
dreaming! You can believe I didn’t want any of that responsibility.
Maybe I drop him? Then he sues me, gets my license away from me?
That’s all I need!

That first day I took him over to the mall. There’s
this drive-up Foto Stop. Girl named Wanda works there. You hand her
your cellphone and two minutes later she gives it back with 12
copies of any picture you want on a greeting card. Last year I sent
out 12 Christmas cards with me as Santa Claus. I swing through
there in my cab sometimes, sit and talk to her till I get a call.
If somebody comes up behind me, I just circle around the mall till
they’re finished.

I thought: He likes to drive, we drove to the mall.
He likes to see things, he can see what a beauty this Wanda is. I
wondered if that had any effect on him, if he even noticed, you
know, girls and all. Anyway, it was pretty obvious the old guy
couldn’t talk, wouldn’t be telling anybody where we went, what we
did or didn’t do.

The next week was sunny, the Wednesday before Labor
Day, and I knew there’d be girls down at Easton’s Beach. I drove
the old guy down there, pulled right into the parking lot, into the
handicapped space. Swear to God, every college girl in New England
was down there. We just sat there, took it all in.

Surprised the hell out of me when the old guy said
something. “Sea gull,” he said. Did he say it? Or did he just make
a noise? I don’t know. But he leaned forward against the seat belt,
pointed up and out the windshield of the car with his left hand —
no question what he meant.

There was a good breeze blowing. Up above sea gulls
just hung there in the air stream, white wings out, not moving a
muscle. Funny how you go somewhere, you see something, but don’t
really notice it? I suppose I’d forgotten how the sea gulls hung up
there so still. And big! These were some big birds, hovering
right above us, big white wings spread out. Every now and then they
moved a feather or two and changed positions. Other than that they
just hung up there, sitting on that breeze like they were waiting
for something. Waiting for summer to be over? Who knows?

The old guy seemed to like it, sat there in the
front seat not saying a word, just looking up at them, out at the
waves. I think he liked the whole beach scene — the breeze, the sea
gulls, the girls.

With his money, he probably had any girl he wanted,
during his time. I wondered what it was like the first time you saw
a really good-looking woman, realized it didn’t have any effect on
you? Of course I didn’t say anything to him about it.

When I started the car to leave, the sea gulls broke
formation, swooped this way and that, some diving straight at the
car. The old guy got agitated, and I had to calm him down. “Hey!
It’s okay!” I told him. But believe me, I was spooked too.

Next time out was the Wednesday after Labor Day. We
went back to the beach. The start of school wiped out the crowds,
plus it suddenly cooled off. Even though it was a good day, only a
few cars were scattered around the lot. The only people in the
water were a couple of surfers in wet suits. There was a good surf,
a pretty stiff off-shore wind.

The sea gulls were hanging up there again. They
assume every car driving into the parking lot is eating junk food,
and ninety percent of the time they’re right. They eat a certain
amount of shellfish, but they prefer food people leave. Which would
you rather have, half a double cheeseburger or a couple of raw
clams, full of sand? After Labor Day, when the people thin out, the
food gets more scarce, and the sea gulls get a little desperate.
Any scrap of food and there are plenty of takers, dozens of them
swooping down at once.

We pulled up to the beach, and the old guy started
saying something. It caught me by surprise, he was so quiet the
first two times we went out. I couldn’t understand a word of it. I
thought it might be about the sea gulls. “Look at those suckers
hanging up there, Lefty,” I said, but that wasn’t it. He kept
talking, if you can call it that. It was more like noises than
words. Sometimes sort of a moan, but not like pain, more like he
was getting my attention.

For all I knew, he had to go to the bathroom, was
about to have a seizure, whatever! I tried to say something to calm
him down. “Good waves out there today, Lefty!” I said. I didn’t
know if he understood it or not, or what he understood, or if he
understood anything. Still he kept up his talking. I started
hearing some of the sounds repeated, though what they meant is
anybody’s guess. Rrrrhhhhennigg, he’d say.
Drremminn.

That day there weren’t more than a dozen people on
the beach, mostly mothers with little kids. Almost straight ahead
of us a guy was trying to get going on a sail board, but every five
yards he flopped over. I joked about it, but the old guy wasn’t
interested. Instead he just got louder.

I looked around the beach, wondering what to tell
him, wondering what to do next. Meanwhile the old guy started
moving a little in his seat. His right hand was paralyzed, but he
crossed his left hand over and put it on the door handle. Then I
knew.

“Hold on, Lefty!” I said. “No way!” I tried to
explain we couldn’t get out. “In that wind?” I said. “You see that
sand blowing sideways?” He was quiet for a few seconds. “Some other
day,” I told him. “Some day when the weather calms down, we’ll give
it a shot.” I figured that might not be till next summer, which was
fine with me.

He seemed a little exhausted. I’m not sure if he
resigned himself, or just ran out of gas. Anyway, that shut him up
for the day. I would have liked to help, but you’ve got to draw a
line. This time a dozen sea gulls swooped around us as we headed
out of the parking lot.

When we came back Millicent talked friendly. “Did
you gentlemen have a good ride today?” Believe me, I never
volunteered anything. I thought, she’s so interested, let the old
guy tell her.

The next Wednesday it was raining when I picked him
up. He seemed pretty frail, seemed to have gotten weaker. I was a
little surprised she sent the old guy out in that weather. With the
rain, I knew there’d be nobody at the beach. I took him to
Jamestown, out by Beavertail Light. You go right out to the rocky
tip of Beavertail Point, then around the lighthouse and back. Rain
and spray blew in. Even with the rain, a squadron of sea gulls
covered the sky around the lighthouse. You heard them screeching
even over the sound of the fog horn, which went off every minute or
so. Twenty-five yards out a bell buoy dinged away in the rough
seas.

As we swung around the lighthouse, the old guy
pointed down at the rocks thirty feet below us, slick and shiny
with rain. Waves crashed in, spray flying all the way up to the
windshield of the car. Crouched all over the rocks were dozens more
sea gulls, looking straight ahead, the weather all around them.
Swear to god, some were the size of turkeys, sitting there in the
rain, blinking their eyes. I wondered what their wing spans would
be if they decided to take off. Little did I know.

I told the old guy, as a cab driver I loved rain.
Let it rain a few drops, and everybody wanted a cab. “Increased
revenue,” I told him, in Wall Street terms. He had a few things to
say about that. Nothing I understood, of course, but you could tell
I got his interest. Hey, I don’t mind talking Wall Street, or
whatever. I’ve driven around some high rollers, believe me.

Coming back from Jamestown, we had a half-hour left,
so I got us each a Coney Island hot dog at Reba’s on Spring Street.
Believe me, as low as he looked, the old guy didn’t need
instructions on how to eat it — one-handed, too. Chomp! Chomp! I
figured Coney Islands must be his favorite food. At least he went
the whole time without agitating to get out of the car.

But next week he started again. By now it was
getting into October, sunny but nippy, no bathing suits at the
beach. There was a good wind blowing, and sea gulls hung up there,
waiting, facing into the wind. If a car even pulled into the lot,
several would peel off, circle around. Anybody got out of a car,
there would be dozens. In between, they hung up in the wind,
waiting. Sometimes the sky down by the beach was solid sea
gulls.

The minute we parked the old guy started up. It was
like he wanted to talk, but when he couldn’t force the words out,
he just got louder. His left hand went over on the door handle. I
wondered where he got the energy. You thought he wasn’t going to
make it from one week to the next, then he’d be full of piss and
vinegar, agitating like that.

“Hold on, Lefty!” I said. I tried to think how I
could reason with him. I told him I was responsible, asked him what
happened if he fell. “I can’t lift you,” I told him. I said I
probably hadn’t mentioned my back, the bad disc? “The bottom line
is my back,” I told him. When my back was okay, I said, I’d get him
out of the car, spin him all over the parking lot. “Maybe in a few
weeks,” I told him. It’s amazing what people expect for their
money, I thought. I was hired basically as a chauffeur, yet I was
supposed to do miracles with the old guy.

I wondered when was the last time he went to the
beach. Sometime with his wife? Maybe with his kids, too? Did he
even have kids? Believe me, I was sympathetic, but I wasn’t about
to have a lawsuit, lose my license. Would that have made any sense?
Little did I know!

He more or less calmed down after that. Without
actually saying it, we came to an understanding. As long as he
didn’t raise hell at the beach, we could stop for a Coney Island
hot dog. He loved the hot dogs, so he pretty much went along with
that.

I even came to an understanding with Millicent. She
trusted me, and if she had to leave a few minutes early she’d hang
the keys to the car on the coat rack, have the old guy dressed and
ready in his wheelchair, leave him in the front hall. The cook was
always there in the kitchen if the old guy needed her, or if I was
delayed. The old guy seemed to like the independence, sitting there
waiting for me.

Truth is, though, he seemed to be running out of
steam, practically wasting away. I don’t think he weighed 110
pounds. Getting him in and out of the car, it was me did all the
work. I wondered how much longer he’d be able to go out at all. Did
he ever think of that? Did he realize?

At the beach I started rolling down the window on
his side. He turned and closed his eyes, faced out the window.

It reminded me of my little brother, the time we
went to the beach. He was only about two. We lived in East
Providence, and my uncle came down from Worcester to see us. He
wanted to go to the beach. It was a weekend in July, and of course
there was traffic all the way down, and all the way back, and my
father complained the entire trip. That man did not like to drive.
Hey, I drive more in a week than that man drove his whole lifetime.
Anyway, at the beach, my little brother just closed his eyes and
faced straight into the wind. “He’s like those sea gulls,” my uncle
said. We all laughed.

I told the old guy about it: about living in East
Providence, growing up there, about that trip to the beach. The old
guy listened. Sometimes he looked straight ahead, sometimes he
turned and looked out the window. Who knows what he understood, or
if he understood anything? Me, I just talked. Hey, I drive a cab.
People expect you to talk. Mainly, of course, I talked to keep the
old guy calmed down. Let’s face it, anything to keep his mind off
the fact he couldn’t drive his own car, couldn’t take a leak
without help.

Sometimes I talked to him about driving a cab, told
him about fares I had. He would try to say something back. Of
course I didn’t understand the words, but — it’s funny — I started
to get the gist of what he was saying, at least whether he liked
something, or didn’t, whether or not he was impressed.

I told him about the New York fare. It happened one
Tuesday night. I picked up my cab just after dinner, to drive the
six to six. I went almost to midnight with nothing but nickel and
dime fares. I knew it would be even worse from midnight to six. I
was glad to have the old guy the next day, so the week wouldn’t be
a complete financial disaster.

Then, boom! The dispatcher called any cab in
the area. A guy at the Marriott was in a hurry to go to New York
City. I was just passing the tattoo parlor on Marlboro Street, so I
grabbed the call. I made a U-turn, pulled up in front of the
Marriott in eighteen seconds. The guy had his brief case and a cell
phone. I got a flat rate from the dispatcher: three-hundred fifteen
dollars, including turnpike and bridge tolls. The guy didn’t blink
an eye, just said, “Let’s go.” He wanted to know how quick I could
get him there. I told him to fasten his seat belt and hang on.

He talked on his phone the entire time, something
about a construction job in Manhattan. Believe me: big
bucks. We flew about two feet off the ground after we got on
Ninety-Five, barely slowed down for the toll booths, hit the
Triborough Bridge at one minute before three, were at the hotel by
twelve minutes after. You should have seen those New York cabbies
in front of the Sheraton Midtown wake up when Colonial Cab from
Newport went to the front of the line and let the guy out. He
pulled out a roll and peeled off three hundreds, a ten and a five,
for the fare. Then he peeled off an extra hundred for me. A
hundred-dollar tip!

Coming back I took my time, didn’t get back to
Newport till 8:30 a.m. As soon as I turned my cab in, I went down
to Fred’s Lunch on Broadway and ordered the #12 breakfast: sausage,
eggs, pancakes, the works. By that time the regulars were already
in and out. A couple of housewives were having a Danish at the end
of their morning walk. I tried to tell Fred about the fare to New
York, got his usual enthusiastic reaction.“Regular or decaf?” he
wanted to know. Frigging Fred! You sometimes want to wave your hand
in front of Fred’s eyes, check if anyone’s home.

I couldn’t wait till that afternoon to tell the old
guy. You could see he loved the story, especially the part about
driving up in front of the Sheraton. You could tell he appreciated
a guy going out and hustling for the extra dollar. You knew he’d
done it in his time. It was like he said, you’re on the right
track, Louie! You got the right idea!

The next few Wednesdays we were getting into serious
winter, but the old guy still kept going out every week. A few
times I worried. How does he make it? How much longer can he make
it?

Believe me, we talked about everything. I should say
I talked. About the little old ladies, the rich kids. I told him
about driving Angelica Huston to the airport, about taking Jackie
Kennedy’s sister to the antique stores, about sneaking Robert
Redford in sunglasses through the Burger King drive up. I told him
my strategy with Wanda at the Foto Stop. I ran the limo idea past
him. I could tell he liked it. I knew what he was thinking, what he
was trying to tell me. Go for it, Louie! he said.
Anything is possible!

The last day I drove him there were a couple of
extra cars in their driveway, one with Connecticut plates. On top
of that the old guy was waiting for me outside, in the driveway. I
was surprised Millicent left him there, because it was nippy. She
had clipped gas money to his sleeve. First I thought it was the
usual twenty, then realized it was a hundred. This was strange,
too. With all their money, Millicent was careful, never flashed it
around.

I tried to sort this out as we drove down to the
beach. I was surprised how alert he was, energetic almost, ready to
go. I even thought, Hey, maybe he’s better. Pretty soon we were
just driving along, talking, business as usual. I got to talking
some more about growing up in East Providence, about high school,
about my old man.

It was cloudy and windy at the beach. The old guy
and I had it to ourselves, us and the sea gulls. They were all over
the place, even worse than usual. If possible, they seemed even
bigger than usual. It looked like the ones from Beavertail Light
had come over, like they’d come down from Maine, up from
Connecticut. There must have been a colony of mussels washed up,
and the sea gulls swarmed all over the surf line whenever a wave
receded.

I told the old guy about my little brother. He was
10 when I was in high school. He always rode my bike without
asking. We fought about it. He had only this dinky hand-me-down
two-wheeler from one of our cousins. One day, flying out of our
driveway on my bike, he got hit by a car. I came home from high
school that day, saw my bike lying on its side on the front lawn. I
was pissed, wanted to kill him. “Tony!” I hollered, walking into
our yard. Then I saw the bike was bent up, saw people in the house,
realized something happened. I felt awful, like I caused it.
Telling it to the old guy, I guess I got emotional. I’d never told
anyone.

When I finished, the old guy was quiet. For the
first time I could remember, he turned and looked right at me,
tried to say something. I could see he understood.

Maybe that explains why I got him out. He didn’t
give me his noise, didn’t try to put his hand on the door handle.
But I thought, what the hell. “We’ll get out,” I told him, “but
I’ll still get you the hot dog.” I got his wheelchair out of the
trunk, folded it down for him. Some of the sea gulls saw this,
started ganging up overhead.

When I got the old guy into his chair, the sea gulls
got worse. Some of them swooped down around us. The wind was
biting, and when I started to push the chair the sea gulls went
really crazy overhead. I was sorry I got him out, but the old guy
didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he looked up, tried to raise his hand
toward them, even said a couple of things, like the first day we
saw them. I think he enjoyed it.

Of course that’s all they needed, a little
encouragement. Dozens more came in out of nowhere. Hundreds of sea
gulls, it seemed. Big ones, too, bigger than I’d ever seen, ever
imagined. When they got too close I tried to wave them away, but it
was like I wasn’t even there. They closed right in on us,
screeching, flapping their wings all around us, especially around
the old guy.

I tried to scare them off, but there was no doing
it. Before I knew it, they had hold of the old guy, lifted him
right up out of the chair. Funny thing, he didn’t seem to mind. He
didn’t say anything, didn’t make his noises, didn’t try to break
away. He just hung there, closed his eyes, looked into the wind,
let himself be carried off like that. When they got him up in the
air, they all clustered around, flew away with him. Soon all you
could see was a cloud of sea gulls flying away. And just like that,
the old guy was gone, without a peep.

My first reaction was, how did it happen? How did he
do it? Then I saw his wheelchair, turned on its side and collapsed,
where he had left it. And me standing there watching the whole
thing like it was an air show. Can you blame me? It was something!
I wanted to cheer, like a hockey game.

But I was scared, too. What would I do? Call the
police? The Rescue Wagon? And tell them what? The police would
never believe this story. There still wasn’t another soul at the
beach, and by then only a few puny sea gulls scouring the surf line
for mussels. I finally decided to take his car back. Maybe think of
something along the way? I folded the chair up, put it in the
trunk. Believe me, I drove twenty-five all the way back, so there
was no chance of getting stopped. It was only 3:15, another
forty-five minutes till Millicent was supposed to be home.

But when I got to their house, cars were parked all
around the circular driveway. I had to park over to the side, by my
pickup. Should I just ring the doorbell? Then what? For a minute I
even thought of getting the hell out of there.

A man in a business suit answered the door, but
Millicent was right behind him. “Oh, it’s Louis.” she said. She
introduced the guy as Mr. Winston’s nephew. You could tell she’d
been crying. There were people off in the sitting room, talking
quietly. “We tried to call you,” Millicent said. Then she broke
down, motioned me inside.

The nephew took over, said Mister Winston had passed
away during the night. “It was a shock to everyone,” he said, “even
though Uncle Bart had been failing.” He offered to get me a
drink.

Needless to say, I wasn’t anxious to stay around
there. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry about Mister Winston.”

Millicent cried some more and hugged me, tried to
get the nephew to pay me for the week, but of course I wouldn’t
take anything.

It wasn’t till I got home I realized I still had the
keys to the old guy’s car, not to mention the hundred-dollar bill.
For a while I worried about how to return them, that is, without a
lot of questions and so on. Finally I just put them in the drawer
with my socks.

I see them there every day. I think about what the
old guy told me, advice about my limo business, about life
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