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INTRODUCTION



‘Write what you know’ is a well-known saw. This book of short stories epitomizes that saying, as did my initial book, ‘Stories To Entertain You...If You Get Bored On Your Wedding Night.’ The motivation for that book came while operating a motel. After reading many short stories while processing guests on the evening swing shift, I decided I could write stories of similar quality. I entered my stories into competitions, some for women writers only. I thought that discriminatory, so I adopted the pen name Pat Muir. Two stories in that first book drew on experiences at the motel. Other stories were about relationships and my then-wife believed they reflected on her, and unfavorably so. That, among other things, led to our divorce in 2003.  

Seeking love and companionship, I searched online for a new partner. Chance brought me to my current wife, but not before checking out many women. Prompted to write about familiar subjects, I crafted a fictional narrative about a sixty-eight-year-old man, akin to myself, who embarks on an internet quest to find a woman within his age range. That book, published in 2010, is called ‘The Numbers Man.’ Both these books sold poorly despite marketing. Writing is a creative outlet and one should never give up. The famous crime story author, Sue Grafton, wrote seven unsuccessful books until her eighth novel was successful. So, I wrote a crime story, featuring a black middle-aged female detective called Shane Notfarg, the latter an anagram of Grafton. That book, published in 2017, sold poorly also – the audio version did better marginally. These books are all listed on amazon.com.

Discouraged by the lack of sales, I wrote three short books for my grandchildren, one of which, a picture book called ‘Two Cats,’ was used by second-grade children at a local elementary school. That acknowledgment encouraged me, so I placed the book on amazon.com. I also turned to movie scriptwriting and have written twelve scripts, some of them being adaptations of stories in my first book or complete adaptations of the second and third. These scripts, entered into competitions, have never done better than quarterfinals. Competition in this industry is fierce, though the high demand for streaming series is helpful. Recently, I moved into a retirement community – what wonderful source material is there - where I discovered several short stories that never made it into the first book or were written after its publication. In addition, I found the cover for this book prepared by the graphic artist twenty-five years ago for my initial book. 

I had sent an initial batch of these stories to an editing service. When I asked if the editor would rank them in terms of entertainment value, I was asked: “Do you want him to read them?” Thus, I learned that editing is done in these ages with sophisticated editing software. I have purchased such software and edited these stories myself. Critics will evaluate the execution. You may be interested in the background of some of these stories. In 2021, a committee on Reparations for Slavery was convened in California. I doubted it would reach practical results despite its good intentions. So, I learned about slavery directly by reading the narratives of ex-slaves compiled by the WPA in 1936-38. I wrote a blog on these called slavewords.substack.com. My readings led to two short stories of the time showing the evils of slavery. It led to stories about anger, recidivism, and tribalism. I have emulated P.G. Wodehouse in one story here, as I did in my first book. A crime story appears in this book, as it did in the first one. Three of the stories are quasi-sci-fi. Many stories are about relationships. I hope you will enjoy the diversity in this book.
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A man cannot be comfortable without his own approval

Mark Twain  
THE SLIDE
“The Greenland Ice sheet is sliding faster than ever,” I said.

“Why are you repeating that?” said my wife, Jane, as we returned from a community meeting where we had listened to a talk by someone from the Environmental Defense Fund.

“Let’s get a cocktail when we get home and I’ll explain.”

Later, in the comfort of our home, I recounted the connection. During World War II, we moved to a row house, since the government commandeered my father’s factory and its attached house for military production. My older brother and I liked to make a slide on the sidewalk outside our row house, a long slide with a slight slope that stretched in front of both our neighbor’s homes. A heavy frost on the ground and a light covering of snow made ideal conditions for it. We and neighborhood boys would repeatedly slide on the light snow, turning it into a slippery length of ice that could be treacherous to the uninitiated.
My brother and I had gone home after enjoying our creation to have a morning cup of tea and a biscuit when we heard a loud commotion outside. My whole family went out the front door to find our next-door neighbor lying unconscious on the ground. The elderly Mr. Sills had slipped on our slide. My father ran to a phone booth on a nearby street to call for an ambulance. My mother fetched a blanket to keep Mr. Sills warm and had me pound on his door to notify his rather deaf wife about what had happened.
The ambulance came and hauled off the unconscious man, accompanied by his wife. In the commotion, my father fell down on our slide. He later gave me and my brother a good hiding and commanded us never to make a slide again. We did, however, find another location out of his sight. Mrs. Sills returned in tears in the late afternoon, and my mother took a plate of food over to her. There she learned that Mr. Sills had died of a cerebral hemorrhage. We talked very little at dinner that night. I knew our slide was the primary culprit for the tragedy, but rationalized that the old man could have slipped on the snow-covered ground anyway. I am sure my father thought we would hear nothing further of it. Mrs. Sills was too poor to hire a lawyer, and the chances of getting a lawyer to sue us on a contingency basis were remote. In those days, you were expected to look where you were walking and be wholly responsible if you fell. 
My parents talked about what would happen to Mrs. Sills since her husband’s pension had gone with his passing. Her state pension was too small for her to pay for living expenses and rent, despite the latter being government-controlled. In a few weeks, we learned the solution to the problem by a moving truck, from which emerged Sills’ son, along with his wife, daughter, and personal effects. The daughter, named Eunice, was my age—eleven and a half—and went to the same local school. We got into the habit of going to school together, although I had to suffer jeers from my brother and other local boys about walking with a girl.

At that age, curiosity about sex was natural. When I asked my mother where babies came from, she gave me vague platitudes about God’s blessing. Perhaps I should have asked my brother, three years older than me. I knew girls differed from boys, and that when I grew up, only marriage to a woman would bring a family. So, what was different about girls from boys? Could Eunice give me the specific information?
“Eunice, I’ll show you mine if you’ll show me yours?” I proposed to her.

“I don’t need to see yours,” she replied.

“Well, how about letting me see yours?” I asked.

“No thanks,” she replied.

“I’ll give you a sixpence,” I offered.

Eunice gave me a look of cool appraisal. “It’ll cost you a shilling.”

Since I had only sixpence at the time, I told her I would get back to her.
My mother agreed to pay me sixpence in advance if I would feed the chickens in the backyard for a week. Now, with a shilling in hand, I told Eunice I had the money, and we agreed to meet at the entrance to the air-raid shelter, recently built at the end of the street. “Money in advance,” she said.
At the appointed hour, Eunice lifted up her dress and slid down her knickers. I knelt to examine those closed pink lips, and was surprised to find they smelled. (Eunice, like me, bathed only once per week.)

“Look, don’t touch,” she commanded. 

That short glance was all I needed to realize it was the orifice of procreation. I thanked Eunice and kept the mystery of her genitals to myself.
World War II finished, my father recovered his factory, and we moved back into its attached residence. I no longer attended the same school as Eunice. I attended a grammar school and graduated with results sufficiently high to get a scholarship to Manchester University. In my last year there, I came home for the summer and happened to glance at the local paper. It summarized criminal actions at the local court in which it stated: “Eunice Sills, age twenty-one—arrested for prostitution.”

I mentioned it to my parents; they commented how sad it was, but perhaps understandable, given the family’s poverty.

“So, that’s why the sliding ice sheet brought back that memory?” my wife asked. 

“Yes. I can’t help but wonder at the chain of events—the ice slide, Mr. Sills death and the arrival of Eunice. Was I the person who introduced to her the notion that she could make money from her body?”

Jane put her hand over mine. “A good man’s conscience is company for life,” she said.

If slavery is not wrong, then nothing is wrong

Abraham Lincoln 
THE BUTTERED BISCUIT





At the Robertson plantation in Alabama in 1851, twenty-two slaves picked cotton under the hot September sun. Two young black boys carried water to the thirsty slaves, as they called for it. The slaves watched the female lead picker closely, daring not to go faster than she and scared to be far behind. The white overseer, on a horse, gazed over the field to see if the lead picker was going too slow and the rest had kept pace. Suddenly, the system changed to turmoil as the lead moved into the adjacent row where the slave was far behind. The slaves stopped picking so the overseer rode to the source of the stoppage.

“Push, Ruth,” said the lead to the woman lying on the ground, screaming as she convulsed with each uterus contraction.

“Get back to your row, Jugger,” yelled the overseer, Bob, who had just arrived. “Ruth can drop her baby just like all you nigger women do.”

“Is her first, Bob. She don know how,” Jugger yelled back.

“Git back or git beat,” shouted Bob.

Jugger paid no attention to Bob and continued to encourage Ruth. The overseer drew his whip from a saddle holster and flicked Jugger’s slip-covered bottom; she yelled in pain. “Dat ain’t fair,” yelled the large, muscular slave in a nearby row. Bob turned to the interloper and cracked his whip, which landed squarely on the slave’s neck and shoulder. Screaming in pain, the man charged Bob. The overseer raised his whip again, but the interloper’s shoulder hit the horse, causing it to rear, foiling the second blow. Quickly pulling Bob to the ground, the slave overpowered him. He pummeled the overseer with heavy blows to the face and stomach. He rose to his feet, leaving the overseer unconscious, with blood oozing from his nose and mouth. All the other slaves stared with consternation at the scene.

“Git back to work,” yelled the interloper, called Big John. “Don git inta trouble like I is.” With that, he picked up the whip and trotted to his home, a wooden shack at a modest distance from the field. Later, slaves observed him leaving his shack carrying a parcel and trotting into an adjacent forest. The slaves started picking again. One of them told a water boy to report the incident at the big house. The water wagon took Ruth and her newborn home.

Two weeks later, the owner of the neighboring plantation, Rod Walters, discussed the incident with his wife, Peggy, as they sipped lemonade in their palatial home. 
“That overseer at Robertson’s place was savagely beaten up by the escaped slave, name of Big John,” said Rod. “I suspect a wellspring of hate toward him.”

“I thought his whipping of the woman helping another to give birth was unjustified,” said Peggy.

“We all agree. That’s why they fired him and replaced him with Big John’s brother.”

“A black overseer, then?”

“Right.”

“Why haven’t the dogs been able to track Big John?” 

“Well, he took a food parcel from home and probably stuff to put off dogs.”

“What stuff would that be?” asked Peggy.

“I’ve heard they use pepper to make the dogs sneeze and lose the scent. Sometimes they put rabbit grease on their feet and tread through muddy water.”

“He’s been gone two weeks now and will need food while living in the woods or the swamps. He can’t survive on berries or the occasional rabbit.”

“Precisely,” said Rod. “Slaves have been supplying him food. They could be at Robertson’s, our place or other nearby farms. Ours is a likely one because Big John’s wife, Sarah, lives here. We slave owners need to work together to capture and punish runaways.”

“How do we discover who’s supplying him food? The slaves surely won’t tell us. They’ll want to protect their own.”

“That’s where you come in. You’ll question the youngest slave children.”

A group of children, mostly black, were playing in the yard adjacent to the big house when Peggy exited. She came into the play yard and summoned the children. “Make a line, boys and girls; I may have a treat for each of you,” she said. “Cook will call you in, one by one.”
The children gathered into a single file and were each called in by name. Inside the kitchen, the lady of the house sat at a table on which lay a pile of buttered biscuits. As each black child entered, Peggy asked: “Can you tell me if anything unusual has happened at home? If I think you’re telling the truth, I’ll reward you with a buttered biscuit.” 

Some children exited the kitchen with a biscuit. Some did not, their faces saddened by not earning the treat. The children discussed what they had been asked. One interview stood out when Peggy interviewed Jack, a boy of six.

“Has your mammy or your pappy been sending food away?” questioned Peggy after the usual preliminary.

Jack squirmed under Peggy’s steady eye, opened his mouth and then shut it. “Your mammy always told you to tell the truth, didn’t she, Jack?” asked Peggy.

“Ye, Missus.”

“Wouldn’t you like a buttered biscuit?” Peggy lifted a biscuit from the pile. “This will be yours if you tell me the truth. Did your mammy or pappy give away food you would have eaten if you could?”

“Pappy took chicken ‘way an ham.”
“Good boy. You’ve told the truth, Jack.” Peggy handed the biscuit to the little boy. “You deserve a reward. Now, if your pappy or mammy ask why you got a biscuit, you tell them it was because you were a good boy.”
Peggy interviewed the remaining children and ascertained other women gave food to Jack’s mother, Kay.

After Peggy reported the results of her interviews to Rod, he said, “Your interview of young Jack clearly identified his father taking the food to Big John. There’s no point penalizing the women who gave food to Kay. It would impair slave-community harmony.” Rod looked at his records. ”Jack’s father is Billy from the Defleur farm. I’ll have Derby convey that information to Defleur right away.” 
Rod immediately wrote a note that he sealed in an envelope. He then asked his butler to fetch Derby. Two minutes later, the uniformed mulatto slave, Derby, presented himself. “Take this envelope immediately to Mr. Defleur,” commanded Rod. “Do not stop on the way and be sure to ask Mr. Defleur for a receipt. Then immediately return with the receipt.”

The slave touched his hat in acknowledgment and left with the envelope. Derby knew the envelope’s import but dared not open it to find out. It contained the name of one of the husbands of three women slaves of the Walters plantation. How he wished he could warn the pertinent man, knowing all that man could do was flee into the woods or the swamps, thus achieving the same perilous status as Big John. If the named man did not flee, his master would beat him heavily.
“Mr. Defleur let me know it took over forty lashes before Billy broke down and confessed to where the runaway was hiding,” said Rod to his wife two days later. “They caught Big John, gave him a hundred lashes, and put him in the jail they have at the Robertson plantation.”

“I expected it to be Sarah sending the food to her husband, Big John,” said Peggy.

Her husband expounded. “That would have been too obvious. More likely, Sarah was one of those giving food to Kay and to other men who had passes to go to nearby farms. Slaves aren’t dumb. We both know they won’t give up any information on the escapee. That’s why we needed to ask their children.” 

“I feel sorry for the young Jack. Kay will beat him. How will you penalize her for her role in getting food to Big John?” 

“Good question. She’s a good worker. Picks over two hundred pounds of cotton a day. If we whip her, she won’t be able to work for two weeks, just when we need all our pickers.”

“But slaves must understand that escape or helping others to escape carries severe penalties.”

“Very true. We can’t afford escapees. Slaves are valuable property - worth more, in fact, than the value of our land, improvements and livestock.”

”Kay wasn’t the only one giving food.”

“Right. Her husband was the primary culprit. But I can’t let this transgression pass without penalty. We’ll penalize Kay by selling her son. It’ll send the necessary message to slave communities around here. May even save Jack from his mother beating him.”

“When will you do it?”

“Tomorrow, when Kay’s out picking cotton.”

The next day, when slave children were playing in the yard, the uniformed Derby drove a gig into it. The children stopped playing; they knew this man had status; he worked in and around the master’s house. They watched as he dismounted and strode toward Jack. “Want to go for an adventure with me, Jack?” he asked.
Jack, taken aback, could only utter, “Venture.”

“Can we come too?” came a chorus of young picaninnies.

“No. Just Jack.” 

Derby grasped the wrist of the young boy and gently led him to the gig. “We’re going to explore the world,” he said as he helped Jack into the vehicle. 

Jack’s face beamed as he realized he would be riding in a gig, no less, with a person of stature. The children waved their goodbyes, not realizing their compatriot would never return.

A closed horse-driven wagon stopped midday along a dirt road, thirty miles from the Walters plantation. A burly negro undid the harnesses and led the two horses to an adjacent stream where they drank noisily. The white slave trader, Joe, extracted his shotgun from below the wagon seat and stepped down. 
“Okay, Bull,” he said, “Let the niggers out.”

Bull opened the rear door of the wagon, unlocked a chain, and motioned to the occupants to descend. Ten manacled slaves exited from the wagon and moved to the brook, upstream from the horses. There they drank, splashed water around and relieved themselves on the banks of the stream. The armed trader and his helper watched them closely.

A voice came from the edge of the woods, a hundred feet from the wagon. Bull went to investigate and spoke to the man there. He returned saying, “Boss, ders a runaway dat wans ter go wid us. He’s bin beat an is bleeding bad.”

“Where’s he from?”

“Is from Defleur’s.”

“Well, Bull,” said the trader. “We have a choice. Do we take him back to his master and collect a reward, or do we take him with us and sell him? We make more money by selling him, but we might go to jail if we do.”

“No more beatin,” said Bull.

“Good choice. Bring him in.” 

Bull brought the man to Joe who told the runaway, “Boy, to come with us, you must have a new name and a new master. Remember always your name is now Wisper and you used to belong to Master Drake.” Joe glared at the man. “What is your name and who did you belong to?

“I is Wisper,” said the man. “I ‘long to Massa Drake.”

Joe smiled. “Well done, boy. Master Drake sold you ‘cause you ran away. Remember it.” Joe turned to Bull. “Chain him to the others.” 

Ten minutes later, Bull rounded the slaves into the wagon. He was about to close the wagon gate when he and Joe saw a gig rapidly approaching. They watched with both interest and concern. Could it be an owner seeking the return of a runaway? ran through both their heads. The gig arrived at the wagon, where Derby dismounted and spoke to the slave trader. “I’ve got a six-year-old that Master Walters needs sold. He wants a hundred dollars for him.”
“Don’t have that money right now. I’ll bring it when I return.”

“Then bring a certified auction receipt. Master Walters says you can have fifty percent of the amount over one hundred if you get more.”

“Deal,” said the trader. “Bring the boy.”

Derby brought Jack to the wagon. The boy wept when Bull put manacles onto his slender wrist and hoisted him into the wagon. Inside the wagon, Jack’s face brightened. “Lo, Pappy,” he said.

––––––––
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We are meant to be masters of our destiny, not victims of fate

Ronald Reagan 

AT THE DOLLHOUSE

"You received antique dolls!" Brian shouted into the telephone that early morning. He then listened carefully to the caller before responding. "There's been a mistake. Okay! I'll take care of it."

I looked at my assistant for an explanation as he hung up the phone.

"It had to be the Mail Plus store that screwed up," he said, grimacing. "You remember I sent a Happy-Valentine doll to Mrs. Ramos in San Bernardino two days ago. At the same time, I filled a specific order for Joanne Higgs in Las Vegas. I packed them in separate two-foot cube boxes. I could swear I had them correctly labeled. But Mrs. Ramos just called and said she got the six dolls Higgs ordered. I'm really sorry about this, Tom."

Alarm made my voice quaver. "What you mean is that those six antique dolls, which Joanne Higgs is to pay fifteen thousand dollars for, have gone to another customer. If we can't get them back from Mrs. Ramos and the labeling problem was ours, we're going to be out a lot of money."

Brian acknowledged, “I know. I’m sorry. But I’m sure we can get them back.  Since it’s probably my fault, I’ll drive up to San Bernardino to get the antique ones back.”

Now, that's what I like about Brian. He is truly professional in a job that most men wouldn't touch, that of selling and repairing dolls. But, first, let me introduce myself. My name is Tom Haley and I deal with dolls, primarily collectibles from the end of the nineteenth century to hard-to-find Barbie dolls of the sixties. My store-cum-warehouse is in Escondido, California, and is called The Dollhouse. I also sell modern dolls at the store, ones of higher quality than would be found in discount toy stores. However, my primary business is selling antique dolls to collectors and other stores and dealers. This means, of course, that I repair and restore these work of art dolls. Sometimes, I appraise doll collections for an auctioneer or an estate. I also give classes to local doll clubs; indeed, I have been an officer in the United Federation of Doll Clubs. I love the business, not because I make a lot of money at it, which I don't, but because I’m acknowledged in the field as a trusted expert.

I can assure you that acknowledgment by one's peers makes up for lack of wealth and lack of family life. I married in my twenties, but my wife did not like my traveling around the country visiting doll shows, swap meets, auctions, and out-of-town collectors. She complained incessantly about my absences, and since my sexual performance was merely adequate, she harbored the suspicion that I took my business elsewhere. I felt relief when she divorced me, her parting remark being, "Sewing doll dresses is so unmanly." 

Women do not look on me as marriageable material. I’m only sixty-four inches tall and am now slightly plump with a bald pate as I approach my fiftieth year. When my mother died last year, I realized how much I missed female companionship. I recently encountered Rhonda, a nice-looking woman of about my age, at an exhibition where she told me about her work restoring wooden dolls. She showed me her chisels, her Dremel tool set with numerous attachments, and her specialized carving tools. She even had a small wood lathe in her garage. She told me where she purchased kiln-dried hardwood for restoring damaged dolls of the late nineteenth century. Indeed, she said, with a wink, she was good enough to make replicas, indistinguishable from originals. 

I suggested Rhonda team up with me by moving her operations into my better-equipped workshop. She liked the idea. However, Brian refused to work with her. “She’s an unprofessional charlatan,” he claimed. “I don’t want to be associated with her.” I thought it better for Rhonda to move her equipment into the garage of my house, one I had inherited from my mother. It wasn’t much later when she moved into my bedroom and took command of household operations. She turned out to be an excellent cook and an efficient grocery shopper. Rhonda found my performance in bed satisfactory and took a keen interest in my business, helping me in the store and at exhibitions.

I appreciated Brian's offer to drive a two-hundred-mile round trip to get the valuable package back. "You know Higgs," said Brian. "Would you call her to tell her not to open the package so she won't be disappointed? Tell her there was a mistake. Tell her to ship it back, COD." 

A sensible suggestion, so I dialed the phone. "Joanne, this is Tom Haley," I began before she interrupted me.

"I was about to call you. The box you sent didn’t contain my order. I can’t use it in my store since it’s past Valentine, so I left it in the box. If you email me a return shipping label, I’ll send it back. But I need my order right away. I have a customer for the Grodnertal doll, who is leaving on Thursday. So, send it overnight delivery.”

“I’ll take care of it,” I replied.

“She didn’t open the box?” asked Brian.

“She did. Saw it wasn’t her order and left it there.”

I thought about it for a moment. “I’ll drive to San Bernadino, drop off a new Happy Valentine doll for Ramos and pick up Joanne’s package. I’ll then drive to Las Vegas and deliver her merchandise.” 

"I'd rather go myself," said Brian, "since, if the mistake arose here, it's my fault, not yours." He paused. "There's still a problem. We don't have any more Happy Valentine dolls in stock."

"That's crazy. We received an order of thirty of them just two weeks ago." I import these very large stuffed dolls from Indonesia on an exclusive basis. I keep a large stock on hand since I distribute them to other specialty toy and gift stores on the West Coast.

"Tom, we have lots of the basic dolls, but the Happy Valentine doll has a removable vest. We had a run on that particular doll and there are none left. We have ones with yellow Happy Birthday vests, green Merry Christmas Vests, orange To-My-Darling vests, and blue and pink Best-Baby vests. But no burgundy Happy-Valentine vests.”

"Would Mrs. Ramos take another doll instead?" I asked Brian.

"No. She was adamant that she wanted that particular doll, the last Happy Valentine in stock."

I pondered on how to resolve the issue and came to a decision. “I’ll consider this as an opportunity to take Rhonda to Las Vegas. I’ll make the swaps and have a couple of days’ vacation. I know you’ll take care of the store.”

“Okay,” said Brian reluctantly. I guess he wanted to visit Las Vegas on company time.

Rhonda, delighted to go to Las Vegas, quickly packed our suitcases and was ready to go when I arrived home to pick her up. Happy to have a second driver, I notified Joanne we were coming. We also took an alternative stuffed doll just in case, one with a Merry Christmas vest. We stopped off in San Bernardino and asked Mrs. Ramos if she would like the doll in my trunk instead of the one she had ordered. I think Brian, who had called her to let her know I was coming, had also told her to decline the offer. Certainly, Mrs. Ramos was firm. She wanted the doll she had ordered. "What kind of business are you running to mix up packages like that? I need it for an important Valentine customer." I accepted the rebuke meekly, since I badly needed the $15,000 of merchandise she had. I promised I would bring her back the Happy Valentine doll when I returned from Las Vegas. 

Before I got back on the freeway, I looked at the box of antique dolls that had been sent to her from Mail Plus via the United Parcel Service (UPS). That store had generated a bar-coded address label, machine-readable by UPS, that had been placed over our original address label. I scraped enough off the top label to find Joanne Higgs's address underneath. The mistake had been made at Mail Plus. I would complain to them when I returned and ask for my shipping money back, as well as my cost of driving up to Las Vegas to rectify their mistake. Brian would be pleased to hear that the fault was not his. We left San Bernardino with Rhonda driving; she said I was too slow. We thus sped along; that suited me fine since my mind tends to wander on long car journeys. 

I was pleased the addressing errors were not Brian's. Brian has been a treasure to me; I trust him not to make mistakes. Only thirty-two years old, tall and handsome, marred only by the two rings he wears in his left ear and by long hair tied in a ponytail. He has worked for me for more than six years and has acquired all my skills in the repair and restoration of doll bodies. He touches up cracked or pitted porcelain or Parien faces with gesso and epoxy, and he repaints faces to reproduce the original appearance. For the non-cognoscenti, Parien is a type of biscuit porcelain that imitates marble. It was developed around 1845 by Mintons, a Staffordshire pottery manufacturer. Brian utilizes a small kiln at the back to fabricate replacement parts, especially jointed arms and legs. He makes replacement wigs and has even used his own hair sometimes to make a more faithful restoration. He cuts leather sheets to rework or replace parts of leather-bodied dolls. 

The work is sometimes smelly and, since I’ve developed allergies, it suits me to work mostly at the front of the store. There, I interface with customers and make phone calls to other dealers, auctioneers and road show organizers. I also sew dresses from my collection of antique fabrics. I tell myself that my restoration work shows more artistry, but the truth is my work is simply the most visual and gets more attention - another reason for doing it at the front of the store. It surprises me that Brian enjoys working on dolls. I wonder if he's gay, but I don't ask and he doesn't tell.

Joanne greeted us cooly when we arrived at her store in North Las Vegas. A trim fifty-year-old woman, she eyed Rhonda carefully. “Didn’t know you had a girlfriend after all these years,” she said.

I had traded dolls with Joanne and met her at exhibitions for many years, so she was well aware I lived only with my mother. I thought Joanne attractive and wondered if she might have liked a relationship with me. Rhonda may have sensed this because she replied. “Tom and I have been together now for over four months. Tom’s a clever artisan and I’m very proud to be his partner.”

I brought in the box of antique dolls from my car and carefully unwrapped each one from its surrounding bubble wrap. Joanne examined them carefully, expressing pleasure at each one and the accompanying authentication certificates. I always state in these certificates the history I know of the doll, and what repairs or replacements have been made. Honesty in this business is essential to maintain a reputation. Joanne then signed a receipt for the dolls and, to my delight, promptly wrote out a $15,000 check for the purchase. I greatly appreciated that, because some dealers are especially slow to pay. I thanked her and put the Happy Valentine doll in my car. I showed her the Merry Christmas stuffed doll, and she loved it. “Send me some more in November,” she said. That pleased me no end - a satisfied customer indeed.

I took Rhonda to a quality restaurant where we each enjoyed a delicious filet mignon and a couple of cocktails. After dinner, we went to one of the many casinos where Rhonda played the slot machines and enjoyed herself without losing much money. At a motel later, we made love in a large king-sized bed. I fell asleep, feeling very pleased with myself and awoke to find Rhonda sitting up and staring at me. “You’re a decent person,” she said.

I looked into her smiling face and replied, “So are you.”

“Then why don’t we get married?” 

I was unprepared for this question and smiled back at her as I thought. This is a good woman. She understands and appreciates what I do. She keeps a good household. I ruminated these thoughts for several seconds before replying, “Why not?” 

Rhonda threw her arms around me. “Let’s get dressed. There’s no time like the present.”

And so we did. First, we purchased a wedding dress so Rhonda was properly suited for the occasion, then to one of the many wedding chapels in Las Vegas and were married. We had photographs taken and drove back to San Bernadino in a celebratory mood. I was disappointed to find Mrs. Ramos still in a bad temper as I brought the big stuffed doll to her door. She looked it over carefully and said snidely, “Better do it right next time.”

I fell asleep as Rhonda drove us home from San Bernadino. I remember wondering why Ramos was so vehement about that particular doll when it was already past Valentine’s Day.

You should have seen the look on Brian's face when we entered the store the next day, and I told him Rhonda and I were married.

"You got married?" he gasped.

"Yes, we did," I replied. "We took advantage of the labeling mistake.”

Brian congratulated us, then asked if we had delivered the Happy-Valentine doll to Mrs. Ramos. I told him we had and brought in the box that Joanne had originally received. Rhonda showed Brian the underneath label.

"That's a relief," he said. "I'm so glad the mistake wasn't mine. I really felt bad since there was so much money involved. I'll take this box round to Mail Plus and ask them for refunds." 

"But that wasn't the only mistake," said Rhonda. She said this in an assertive tone that quite upset me. Then I realized she was addressing Brian. "There was a lot of money involved. You see, Brian, you shouldn't take me for a dummy. You've been hoodwinking Tom for a long time." Brian and I stared at Rhonda, who continued. "It was a good front, Brian. You would repair dolls in the back while Tom was minding the store in the front or going on the road. I wondered why that Happy Valentine doll was so heavy. You would stuff those dolls with packets of wrapped heroin or meth. Sealing it inside the large dolls meant that there was no external odor, and you relied on Tom's reputation as a bona fide dealer to ship to your retail distributors, such as Mrs. Ramos." 

Brian's face turned nasty. His expression astonished me. "You can't prove it. I'll say it was Tom's doing as well. Call the police and you'll have no husband for ten years," he growled.

"I've no intention of turning you in, Brian," replied Rhonda. "All Tom and I want is fifty percent of your action." She turned to me and smiled. "That's right; isn't it, darling?"

You will do foolish things, but do them with enthusiasm

Collete

He was white and shaken  -  like a dry martini
P.G. Wodehouse

OBSESSIONS
My friend, Nosey Lott, wheedled me into coming to the Coolidge Club, saying, “You’ll meet people who will help you sell your novel.” 
Perhaps he hoped these same people might change my political persuasion, though this seemed unlikely, given their strange notions about governance. I considered the club to be a place for obsessed politicians and other layabouts to water themselves and discuss watering down legislative proposals. My friend immediately buttonholed a city council member to persuade him to facilitate permits on a proposed development. I was nursing a whiskey and ginger ale when an elderly gentleman bumped into me, spilling my libation over both of us. He neither complained nor apologized, but smiled as he grabbed my arm and led me to a pair of adjacent armchairs. There, he caught the eye of a passing waiter and said, “My friend here will have a refill and I will have another scotch and lemon.” 

It pleased me to find companionship in this club, one where I was so out of place. Thus, I did not object when the waiter presented me with the bill for our drinks. The elderly gentleman introduced himself as Mr. Ponderouter. He asked where I was from. When I told him I grew up in London, England, he remarked, “My grandfather Mulliner lived in London and frequented the Drones Club, which is similar to this one. Did you hear of it?” I told him I was unacquainted with that organization nor the drones that patronized it. Mr. Ponderouter responded he was a long-term member of this club and frequently gave advice to new members, as his grandfather had done in London many years before. 

I told him I did not currently need any advice. 

“Are you happily married?” he inquired, undeterred by my preamble. I replied in the affirmative. 

Mr. Ponderouter seemed disappointed. “One happily married man asked me how to cope with a problem.” He paused and looked at me as though expecting me to mention some problem. I preferred to give him a quizzical smile, which encouraged him to continue.

“Fuller Beans told me that his wife, Moira, had developed a strong interest in antiques after their only son married and moved to another state. ‘She has developed an interest in Nippon China, Wedgewood pottery, sterling silver, Japanese and Chinese Cloisonné,’ said Fuller, ‘to say nothing of carpets and paintings.” She has me go to estate sales each Thursday, Friday, Saturday, and Sunday when such sales are held. She has me go to garage sales at the crack of dawn every Saturday morning. On these occasions, she has me drive my 1965 Chevy truck, which I wish to restore when I get time. She says we should not drive her new Lexus car to these garage sales, since it would be unwise to display our affluence there. She claims many persons from south of the border frequent these sales and we have been told by our president they may be murderers and rapists.’ 

Fuller paused as he bared his mind further. ‘She has purchased many curio cabinets and display chests, which we have been able to bring home in my old truck, that she does not like to be parked on the road in front of our house.’
‘Fuller, you have done all these tasks willingly,’ I told him. ‘Do you wish to rebel against Moira’s activities?’

‘Oh no, Mr. Ponderouter. I love Moira dearly. I’m quite happy to assist her endeavors. It’s much more fun to accompany an energetic woman than sit at home and watch television or play golf with the drones who claim to be my friends. But now we have no room in the house for more curio cabinets. We have no more room on our walls for the paintings she has purchased and no more room on the floors for carpets. If we continue this way, I will have to buy a larger house, which I am reluctant to do.’

‘And why is that, Fuller?’

‘Because I fear Moira will fill up a new house as well. Also, I enjoy my neighborhood community, which drones have not yet populated.’

‘Your difficulty is easy to resolve, Fuller. All you must do is to make the outflow of antiques from your home equal to the inflow.’






Fuller looked puzzled. ‘How am I to accomplish that, Mr. Ponderouter? Am I to hire a burglar to steal these goods on a regular basis? Am I to hire an itinerant plumber to damage antiques beyond repair, while ostensibly plumbing?’

‘Of course not,’ I replied. ‘I’m sure over time your wife has become more skilled in her purchases and has a much better sense of values than when she started. All you need to do is to tell her, or rather suggest to her, that she might upgrade her collection by selling off those antiques she purchased at excessive cost early on.’

Fuller said he appreciated the advice and would suggest it to his wife. When I saw him a month later, he wore a bright smile on his face as he brought me a scotch and lemon. ‘You are a genius, Mr. Ponderouter. My wife has become an antique dealer. She already has two booths in one antique mall and is applying for booths in three other malls. We now go out of the county to search for new merchandise. My Chevy truck is being put to excellent
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	[image: ]  My daughter, Rose, married and divorced twice, the oldest of my three children, expresses her opinions strongly. She is biased since she has had two unsuccessful marriages and blames each husband for the breakup. I know better. I liked both men she married, but realized her uncompromising attitude would affect their relationships. A hard-working trial lawyer, her assertiveness in court carried over to her home life. Now thirty-eight and childless, she has a shell [image: ]around her that detracts from attracting a man. I am sorry for her but realize I cannot change her nature. However, I don't intend to let her change my nature.
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