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Will Write for Food

By Dwayne Phillips

Joseph rolled out of bed onto the floor. "It's
Tuesday," he mumbled above the scuffing of his knees on the worn
throw rug next to the couch he used as a bed. "No, it's
Wednesday."

The switch to Wednesday came as Joseph realized his
alarm clock had woke him at 5:45 a.m. There was only one reason to
wake at this time. Chick-Fil-A opened at 6:30 and the high school
boys would be there fumbling with their papers that Mrs. Stewart
had assigned them. She made them write week to week and their
papers were due on Wednesdays.

"High school, okay, where are my high school morning
clothes?"

Joseph crawled about in a circle. The pants were on
the first folding chair, so Joseph grabbed a pair of old, baggy,
and too long jeans. The next folding chair held shirts, and Joseph
grabbed a blue sweatshirt to match the colors of South Hills
High.

"How stupid could this be?" thought Joseph. "Still
dressing in school colors at my age."

Five more minutes of crawling from chair to chair had
Joseph fully clothed. Five minutes in the bathroom and he was
presentable in public, at least presentable for the weekly high
school crowd at Chick-Fil-A.

Joseph climbed the stairs up into Mrs. Rodriguez's
house. He had a private entrance to his walk out basement room, but
he hated to use it as it forced him to walk around the house.
Besides, Mrs. Rodriguez liked to see him alive and breathing each
morning. They rarely spoke, but she worried about her sole tenant.
He worried a bit about her as well. She was 90 years old, and if
she died he knew that her lone son would boot Joseph out and sell
the house.

Joseph walked out the front door, down the street,
and around the corner. Two more blocks and he was at the
Chick-Fil-A at 6:30, just as they unlocked the doors. He took his
usual seat in the back corner of the "dining room." He sat in the
corner with the tables, not the one with the booths. Tables worked
much better.

The first high school Harry arrived in less than five
minutes. Two more trailed in after another two minutes. They all
had the same intent. Mrs. Stewart expected them to email in their
weekly assignment before noon today. They had given it some effort
the night before, but knew that they wouldn't pass without some
proof reading and suggestions.

"Hey, can you help me?" asked the first.

"Sure, you know the drill," answered Joseph.

The teenager set a Styrofoam cup of coffee on the
table in front of Joseph along with three Half-and-Half creamers,
two packets of sugar, and a stir stick. He then opened his laptop
computer in front of Joseph with his weekly essay opened in MS
Word.

Joseph started glancing through the essay while he
poured the accessories into the coffee and stirred it.

"Here," mentioned Joseph. "Try this instead."

Joseph typed a few words into the middle of the essay
while pointing at them. The first teen nodded a bit, mumbled a few
“okays,” and pushed his hands onto the keyboard. Three minutes was
all this boy needed. Joseph recognized him by face and writing
style. He wrote fairly well for a football player trying to pass
and stay eligible.

"Maybe one day," thought Joseph, "no, forget it. This
one only wants to stay eligible. Nothing will come of this."

Once finished, this large boy pushed aside to a
nearby table to edit his essay and eat a chicken biscuit. Another
took his place next to Joseph.

"Can you help me?" asked the second boy.

"You have any tots?" asked Joseph.

"Oh, yeah, sure," answered the boy as he pushed a box
of potatoes in front of Joseph. "Need any ketchup?"

Joseph waved off that offer. He ate the tater tots
one by one as he scrolled through this boy's essay on his laptop.
The potatoes were filling and went well with the coffee.

Joseph sat here in the corner of Chick-Fil-A for half
an hour going through half a dozen high school essays. In return,
he had two cups of coffee, a cup of orange juice, two chicken
biscuits, and one box of tater tots. It was an average Wednesday
morning.

His stomach filled for now, Joseph took his half hour
walk back to his basement. He set his alarm for noon, fell onto the
couch, and slept until it woke him for the second time this
day.

Joseph looked at his appointments on his iPhone and
smiled. "Lunch at Ryan's at 1:30, perfect."

Joseph stood this time and made his little circle of
clothing on folding chairs. This was a "business appointment" with
a local banker, so he put on his one pair of slacks and a blue long
sleeve shirt with buttons.

Ryan's "steakhouse" was two miles away. Joseph didn't
have the change for a bus ride this week, so he walked for 40
minutes and arrived on time. Mr. Petit was waiting for him inside
the door with his marketing chief Miss Stanislovsky. She held a
manila folder with a thick pile of papers crumpled inside.

After the usual pleasantries and walk past the
cashier, Joseph was filling a tan, plastic plate with salad and
bread. He would hit the other areas of the buffet after he worked
with the banking team on their weekly statement.

Joseph flipped through the pile of paper that Miss
Stanislovsky brought with her. One bite of salad, one page, one
bite of salad, one page. She wrote better than the high school boys
from Chick-Fil-A, but that was expected. Joseph concentrated on the
flow of her words. The grammar was all correct, the flow was pretty
good, but as usual, there were holes in what she was trying to
convey.

Joseph needed an hour to work through the papers. Mr.
Petit feigned attention on the work, but was clearly more
interested in the chocolate cake, vanilla ice cream, and coffee he
was consuming. Miss Stanislovksy paid close attention to what
Joseph was doing. She was a fast learner, too fast for Joseph's
comfort, another dozen weeks or so of this and she would no longer
need Joseph's help. He would have to find another source of
Wednesday lunch.

Mr. Petit and Miss Stanislovsky left Joseph behind in
Ryan's. They returned to the bank to finish their work. Joseph
stayed and ate. He knew how to eat slowly so the lunch would stay
him over until breakfast the next morning. The waitresses weren't
happy with Joseph. He stayed too long and ate too much. They were,
however, happy to have his table as Mr. Petit left a large tip.
What's more, Mr. Petit was always eyeing the waitresses for their
service and appearance. He frequently needed tellers at the bank
and had pulled several young women from this restaurant.

Joseph walked home, napped off the carbohydrate load
from lunch, and worked past midnight in his basement. He had
written several magazine articles this week and was sending query
e-mails to a dozen different magazines.

The daily cycle repeated itself. Wednesday morning
was the high school boys at Chick-Fil-A. Wednesday afternoon was
Ryan's with the banker. Thursday and Friday mornings were the
student center at the community college for the freshman and senior
writing courses. The student center's food wasn't as tasty as
Chick-Fil-A, but the portions were larger, and once you had a
coffee cup you could have free refills. Thursday afternoon was with
a local minister editing his church's bulletin. Friday afternoon
was with another local minister doing the same. Ministers were
especially kind to Joseph. They often took him to a steakhouse. The
steakhouse didn't have all you could eat buffets, but the quality
of the food held Joseph the requisite amount of hours.

Joseph had developed a list of "clients" who fed him
morning and afternoon each day of the week. It wasn't difficult to
find someone who wanted help in writing something. His clients
referred friends and colleagues to Joseph. Sometimes Joseph had to
turn people away as he could only eat so much each day, and he
didn't want to meet people at other times in other circumstances.
Food was good pay as the IRS didn't seem interested in taxing the
dollar value of the meals. At least they never showed any interest
in a not-starving author.

Besides, no one was paying much money for any of
Joseph's assistance. His "clients" were all eating at the same time
he was and most felt they were getting free advice. Joseph wrote
junk magazine articles that paid $50 each. They covered his meager
rent and kept him in decent clothes.

At night was Joseph's real work. Four nights of the
week Joseph wrote his novels. He had written three the year before
and would complete four this year. None, however, had been
published. Rejection notices filled a bruised Aspen paper box next
to Joseph's couch. They were there as reminders, but were not
discouraging. He knew that all successful authors had been rejected
many times over. Joseph simply kept sending his manuscripts to
different publishers. His database tracked which publisher and
agent had seen which manuscript and what their reply was. All the
replies to date had been "REJECTED," but some had a few helpful
comments.

"Keep at it," Joseph told himself. "Keep sending the
manuscripts, keep writing more manuscripts, keep giving advice to
people who would buy you meals, and keep praying that the old lady
upstairs would stay alive and keep her son from selling this
house."

Joseph always mentioned Mrs. Rodgriguez to the
ministers who sought his writing help. Professional prayers had to
be better than his amateur ones. After all, Mrs. Rodgriguez had
made it to 90.

While Joseph was considering his situation, Mrs.
Rodgriguez called to him, "Joseph, please come up. I have stomach
cramps from dinner."

Joseph was walking up the stairs when he heard the
elderly woman cough a few times.

Then he heard a loud thump.

* * * * *

* * * * *
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Predator and Prey

By Dwayne Phillips

I tried to pull the wool blanket around me
completely as it kept slipping off my shoulder. I had some success,
but had to let loose of the blanket to grab the bench seat under
me. The wind – both natural and that caused by the boat – blew the
blanket off again. Perhaps the guide or real estate agent or
boat driver or whatever you call Mr. Bolton would notice my
struggle to be warm and stay inside the boat, but he didn't.

I continued this back and forth of pulling
the blanket and then grabbing the seat as we moved across Lake
Douglas. These little boats should have seat belts in them, but
that would insult someone's sensibilities or violate some law of
the lake. Thoughts of reaching the small dock entered my head. I
could see it now, maybe a hundred yards away. I gave up on the
blanket and concentrated on holding to the seat. I would be at the
shore soon and in the cabin shortly thereafter. Just hold on
another minute or two.

“Yeah, you should see the cabin just about
now,” shouted Mr. Bolton from behind me. “Yeah, there it is,
through the trees you can see it.”

He was right. Just coming into view was a
small log cabin a short distance from the dock and the shoreline. I
had seen photographs of it on the web site, but those weren't good
photos – they never were. It seemed that real estate agents would
hire someone who could take pictures to promote these cabin
rentals, but they were probably struggling to make a dollar and
photographers cost money. Maybe they could trade a few days rental
in the off season for a day of photography. I stopped wondering
about that stuff. I wasn't going into real estate and I doubted
that anyone in the business wanted to hear my advice.

After another chilling minute the front of
the small boat bumped the corner of the wooden dock and we slid
alongside it. Mr. Bolton hopped out of the small, green, metal boat
onto the dock with a rope in his hand. His quick exit dipped the
boat hard into the water. I was glad that I was firmly seated and
holding onto the bench. His hop and the boat's dip startled me and
threw me off balance. Great, I would have fallen into the cold lake
at the last moment.

Mr. Bolton tied a small, loose knot to fix
the boat to the dock. I wondered if that little knot was enough,
but he was the pro and I was just a customer. He pulled my Filson
duffle bag from the boat and dropped it on the dock. He extended a
hand down to me. His gesture saved me from the embarrassment of
asking for help up out of the boat. I had my computer and
peripherals in my other Filson bag slung over my head and around my
shoulder. That felt far heavier than its 15 pounds.

I picked up my duffle before Bolton had the
chance. I had some pride left and headed towards the cabin at a
quick pace with the duffle on my left shoulder. I had carried this
load from Yellowstone to the Khyber Pass. Now that I was firmly on
solid ground I was fine.

Bolton trailed behind to the cabin and onto
the front porch. I stopped short of the front door and waited for
him to unlock and open it. He didn't.

“Just go on in,” he encouraged, but before I
could do so he had opened the door and walked in. “We don't have
any locks on these doors,” he explained. “There are no roads
leading to these cabins. The only way to get here is by boat. Folks
on the lake are good people. No vandalism or anything like that. It
is sort of the code of being on the water. You never know when a
boater will be out on the water and run into bad weather. People
just pull
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