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Retirement, Reconsidered

Frank Delaney had been retired long enough to understand that retirement was mostly a rumor.

The brochures showed smiling couples in white pants walking beaches at sunset. Frank's version involved a neighborhood bar, an HOA binder still lurking in his garage, a Victorian house that had somehow become a bed and breakfast despite his repeated objections, and a wife who had started answering certain sentences before he finished them.

On a Tuesday morning in late April, Frank sat at O'Malley's with a cup of coffee and a yellow legal pad.

He had promised Carol he would spend the morning doing absolutely nothing useful.

This was his compromise.

"You're making a list," Donna Bell said.

Frank looked up. "I'm doodling."

Donna leaned across the bar and read upside down.

"Replace cooler gasket. Call beer distributor. Fix rear door closer. Price fryer oil."

"Very detailed doodle."

"I find structure relaxing."

"You need a hobby."

"I have hobbies."

"Name one that doesn't involve a wrench, a spreadsheet, or telling Eddie he's wrong."

Frank glanced toward the other end of the bar, where Eddie Marino was attempting to hang a promotional banner using painter's tape and optimism.

"The third one is more of a public service."

Donna laughed and went back to polishing glasses.

O'Malley's had survived Frank's first year of retirement, although not quietly. The bar was now profitable enough that Eddie had stopped hiding bills in drawers. Donna had an actual management title. Kevin, Donna's nephew and the least precise bartender in three counties, had learned to measure liquor with something other than emotion. The Board of Directors still occupied stools four, five, and six every afternoon, despite having no legal authority whatsoever.

Frank considered all of this progress.

Carol considered it evidence.

At nine forty-three, the Board arrived early.

Walter Brennan came through the door carrying a folded newspaper under one arm. Lenny Briggs followed with reading glasses hanging from his neck. Sal Russo entered last, wearing a windbreaker that had once been blue and a baseball cap advertising a plumbing company that had gone out of business in 1996.

"Why are you here?" Donna asked.

Walter stopped. "We're customers."

"You're not supposed to arrive until four."

"Emergency meeting."

Frank lowered his coffee.

"There is no emergency meeting."

Walter slapped the newspaper onto the bar.

"Town auction."

Frank looked at the ad.

CITY OF FAIRFIELD SURPLUS AND SEIZED PROPERTY AUCTION. SATURDAY, 10 A.M. VEHICLES, EQUIPMENT, RESTAURANT FIXTURES, OFFICE FURNITURE, MISCELLANEOUS.

Frank immediately knew where this was going.

"No."

Lenny frowned. "We haven't said anything."

"You brought an auction notice into a bar owned by Eddie. I'm getting ahead of the problem."

Sal tapped the paper. "Restaurant fixtures."

"We don't need fixtures."

"You said the ice machine is dying."

"The ice machine is elderly. That's different."

"There could be one at the auction."

Frank looked toward Eddie.

Eddie had stopped hanging the banner.

That was bad.

"Auction?" Eddie said.

"No," Frank repeated.

Eddie came over.

"What kind?"

"The kind we are not attending."

Walter slid the paper across the bar.

Eddie read it.

His eyebrows rose.

Frank pointed at him. "Do not make that face."

"What face?"

"The bargain face."

"I don't have a bargain face."

Donna laughed from the sink.

"You absolutely have a bargain face."

Eddie ignored her. "They have restaurant equipment."

"We have restaurant equipment."

"Old restaurant equipment."

"Which is why we do not need additional old restaurant equipment."

Walter said, "Could be a freezer."

Frank looked at him.

Walter shrugged. "I'm just saying."

Eddie picked up the paper again.

"Saturday?"

"We are not going."

Sal smiled.

Frank hated that smile.

It was the smile of a man who had already seen the future and found Frank annoyed in it.

At ten fifteen, Carol called.

"How's doing nothing?"

Frank looked at the legal pad, the auction ad, Eddie, and three retired men arguing about whether commercial refrigerators were better before computers.

"Excellent."

"You're at O'Malley's."

"How do you know?"

"Donna texted me."

Frank turned toward Donna.

She waved.

"This town needs secrets," Frank said.

"No, it doesn't. What are they planning?"

"Nothing."

Carol was quiet.

"Frank."

"There is an auction."

"No."

"See? That's what I said."

"Good."

"Exactly."

"You're not buying anything."

"I have no intention of buying anything."

"And Eddie is not using you as adult supervision."

"I resent that phrase."

"Because it's accurate."

Frank glanced at Eddie, who was now circling items in the newspaper with Donna's pen.

"We're only looking."

Carol sighed.

"That's how you ended up with a bar."

"Technically—"

"Don't."

Frank smiled.

"Saturday morning. We look. Maybe there's a cheap freezer. We leave."

"No vehicles."

"Why would we buy a vehicle?"

Carol said nothing.

Frank frowned.

"Carol?"

"I'm writing that sentence down."

"Why?"

"Because I want to remember it later."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2

[image: ]


The Freezer Theory

By Friday afternoon, the auction had become Eddie's only topic of conversation.

He had printed the catalog.

Not downloaded it.

Printed it.

Forty-seven pages sat on the bar in a plastic sleeve binder that Frank knew Eddie did not own Thursday.

"Where did you get the binder?"

"Office supply store."

"You bought a binder for an auction we're only looking at?"

"Organization."

Frank looked at Donna.

"He is stealing my language."

Donna nodded. "And using it irresponsibly."

Eddie opened to the restaurant-equipment section. Lot 181 was the chest freezer. Lot 183 was a stainless prep table. Lot 190 was a commercial mixer that looked large enough to knead concrete.

"We don't need a mixer," Frank said.

"Could make dough."

"We do not make dough."

"Could start."

"Do not expand the business before breakfast."

Walter arrived and inspected the catalog as though reviewing military intelligence.

"Anything good?"

"No," Frank said.

Eddie said, "Freezer."

Walter pulled up a stool.

"How big?"

Frank looked at the ceiling.

This was how bad decisions recruited committees.

Within ten minutes, Lenny had joined them with a pen. Sal arrived carrying a tape measure. Nobody knew why he had a tape measure at a bar, but nobody found it surprising.

"We need the dimensions behind the walk-in," Sal said.

"We do not need dimensions," Frank replied.

"If freezer goes there, we do."

"It is not going there."

"Where's it going?"

"Nowhere."

Eddie turned the catalog around.

"There's also a refrigerated trailer."

Frank pointed at the door.

"Out."

"What?"

"You have escalated from freezer to trailer in under eight minutes. I am imposing a cooling-off period."

Donna set a beer in front of Eddie.

"He's right."

Eddie looked wounded. "Nobody believes in opportunity."

Frank took the catalog and wrote three rules on the cover.

1. FREEZER ONLY.
2. MAXIMUM BID $500.
3. NO VEHICLES.
He underlined the third rule twice.

Walter read it.

"What counts as a vehicle?"

Frank stared.

"Anything that moves under its own power."

"Forklift?"

"Vehicle."

"Golf cart?"

"Vehicle."

"Boat?"

"Why would there be a boat at a municipal equipment auction?"

Walter shrugged. "Government owns things."

Frank wrote in the margin: NO BOATS.

Lenny laughed.

"You know what your problem is?"

"I have several. Be specific."

"You think rules prevent Eddie."

Frank looked toward Eddie, who had already turned to the seized-property pages.

"I am aware of the weakness in the system."

Before closing, Frank confiscated Eddie's auction binder and put it in the office safe. Eddie found this unreasonable. Frank called it risk management. Donna called it adorable. Walter asked whether the safe combination still worked, which reminded everyone that Eddie had once forgotten the old combination for six years. Frank took the binder back out. Some safeguards, he decided, created secondary hazards.
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The Auction Is Free Entertainment

Saturday morning arrived with blue skies, bad coffee, and six adults behaving as if they were attending a sporting event.

Frank drove because everyone agreed Eddie should not.

"Why can't I drive?" Eddie asked from the passenger seat.

"Because if we need to leave quickly, I don't want you negotiating with yourself in the parking lot."

"I can leave."

"You once spent forty minutes at a yard sale because a man had a socket set marked three dollars."

"It was Craftsman."

"You don't use sockets."

"I could."

In the back seat, Walter, Lenny, and Sal were already discussing bidding strategy.

Donna had refused to ride with them and followed in her own car.

Carol had refused to attend entirely.

"Auctions create temporary stupidity," she had said over breakfast.

Frank had pointed out that this seemed statistically difficult in Eddie's case.

Carol had kissed him and said, "No vehicles."

Now, as they pulled into the municipal maintenance yard, Frank discovered that half the town had come to watch temporary stupidity in person.

Rows of folding chairs faced a makeshift platform. Behind them sat snowplows, pickup trucks, office desks, filing cabinets, lawn equipment, kitchen appliances, bicycles, confiscated vending machines, and a twenty-foot fiberglass duck from some long-forgotten parade.

Eddie stared at the duck.

"No," Frank said.

"I didn't say anything."

"You don't need to."

Registration took fifteen minutes.

Frank made the mistake of allowing Eddie to receive the bidder paddle.

The paddle was number 117.

"This is power," Eddie said.

"It's cardboard."

"Cardboard power."

"You are authorized to bid on one freezer if we inspect it first."

"And maybe an ice machine."

"One freezer."

"What about chairs?"

"We have chairs."

Walter said, "Not enough."

"We have sixty-four chairs."

"Exactly."

Frank turned around. "What does that mean?"

Walter shrugged. "Could use seventy."

Donna appeared beside them carrying two coffees.

"I bought you one," she told Frank. "You look like you're going to need it."

"Thank you."

She looked at Eddie's paddle.

"Why does he have that?"

"Because I made a mistake."

The auction began with office furniture.

Eddie bid on nothing.

Frank relaxed slightly.

Then came restaurant equipment.

A stainless steel prep table went for seventy-five dollars.

Eddie's hand twitched.

Frank saw it.

"Don't."

"That was cheap."

"We own three."

A convection oven sold for four hundred.

A slicer sold for ninety.

A chest freezer appeared.

Frank and Donna inspected it.

"Old but clean," Donna said.

"Compressor sounds okay."

The auctioneer opened bidding at three hundred.

Eddie raised the paddle.

Someone bid three-fifty.

Eddie went four.

The other bidder went four-fifty.

Frank leaned over. "Five is the limit."

Eddie nodded.

"Five hundred."

Silence.

"Sold, bidder one-seventeen."

Eddie smiled.

Frank exhaled.

"Good. We're done."

"Auction isn't over."

"We are."

They stayed anyway.

Not because Frank wanted to.

Because Sal wanted to see what the city got for a backhoe, Walter was emotionally invested in the fiberglass duck, and Lenny had discovered free popcorn.

At eleven forty, the auctioneer moved to seized vehicles.

Frank stood.

"We're leaving."

Eddie was looking past him.

"What is that?"

Frank followed his gaze.

At the far end of the lot stood an old turquoise step van with faded lettering beneath several layers of peeling paint.

SUNNY'S STREET EATS.

The service window was open.

A stainless counter reflected the sun.

A small exhaust hood rose from the roof.

Frank looked at it for exactly two seconds.

Then he looked at Eddie.

"No."

Eddie smiled.

"You don't even know what I was going to say."

"Food truck."

"Could be useful."

"For what?"

"Food."

"We already have a building for food."

"This moves."

"That's the problem."

Donna approached the truck.

Frank grabbed her arm.

"Don't encourage him."

"I'm curious."

"Curiosity is how civilizations collapse."

The truck was a 1998 Chevrolet P30 with one hundred and eighty-four thousand miles, a three-burner griddle, two fryers, a small refrigerator, a hand sink, a three-compartment sink, and enough grease in the corners to preserve a mammoth.

A paper taped to the windshield read:

SEIZED PROPERTY. AS IS. NO WARRANTIES. MAY OR MAY NOT RUN.

"See?" Frank said. "Perfect. We are finished."

Donna looked inside.

"It actually isn't terrible."

Frank stared at her.

"You were supposed to be the responsible one."

"I said it isn't terrible. That's not the same as saying buy it."

Eddie climbed into the cab.

"Keys are in it."

"Get out."

Eddie turned the key.

The engine coughed.

Coughed again.

Then started.

The Board of Directors applauded.

Frank closed his eyes.

The auctioneer's voice carried across the yard.

"Next up, lot two hundred six, nineteen ninety-eight Chevrolet mobile food service vehicle—"

"We're leaving," Frank said.

"Starting bid, five thousand dollars."

Nobody moved.

"Four thousand?"

Still nothing.

"Three thousand?"

Eddie scratched his ear.

The bidder paddle was in his hand.

The auctioneer pointed.

"Three thousand, bidder one-seventeen. Do I hear thirty-five?"

Frank's head snapped toward Eddie.

Eddie froze.

"What did you do?"

"I scratched my ear."

"With the paddle?"

"I forgot I had it."

The auctioneer called for another bid.

Nobody answered.

Frank started raising his hand to explain.

"Sold! Three thousand dollars to bidder one-seventeen!"

The crowd applauded.

Eddie stared at the paddle.

Frank stared at Eddie.

Donna covered her mouth.

Walter said, "That's a bargain."

Frank turned slowly.

"Nobody speak."
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Lot Two Hundred Six

Before the bidding began, Frank performed what he called a walk-through and what Eddie called taking the fun out of everything.

They inspected the freezer.

Frank checked the compressor housing, door seal, hinges, interior liner, cord, and data plate.

"It isn't plugged in," Eddie said.

"That's why I'm checking physical condition."

"Could be dead."

"Correct."

"So why bid?"

"Because the compressor alone is worth parts if we stay under five hundred."

Eddie smiled.

Frank regretted teaching him resale logic.

They moved on.

The food truck stood at the far edge of the lot, still ignored by everyone except a pair of teenagers taking selfies in the service window.

Frank tried not to look at it.

He failed.

It had the proportions of an old bread truck and the paint of a swimming pool that had lost funding. Rust freckles marked the wheel wells. One hubcap was missing. The windshield had a crack low on the passenger side. A metal menu board was bolted beside the window with faded prices visible beneath white paint.

Cheeseburger $5.

Fries $2.

Chili Dog $4.

"Those prices are from another civilization," Donna said.

"Maybe the truck has been sitting."

Frank checked the auction sheet wired to the mirror.

Seized from a failed catering company fourteen months earlier. Stored outdoors since.

"Fourteen months," he said.

"That's not terrible," Sal said.

"Outdoors."

"Still."

Frank looked underneath.

A little surface rust. No obvious frame rot.

He stood back up.

Eddie smiled.

"You inspected it."

"I looked underneath."

"Inspection."

"Curiosity."

"Same family."

Frank walked away.

Behind him, Donna opened the rear door.

"Frank."

"No."

"You should see this."

"I specifically should not."

"It has a three-compartment sink."

Frank stopped.

He hated that this mattered.

He turned around.

"Stainless?"

Donna smiled.

"Project face."

"I am banning you from the auction."

On the drive home, Frank caught himself describing the truck's kitchen layout to Carol. He stopped halfway through a sentence about counter depth. Carol waited. "You were saying?" Frank looked out the window. "Nothing." She smiled. "You know the counter depth." Frank did not answer. She wrote something in her phone. He later discovered a note titled SIGNS FRANK IS KEEPING THE TRUCK.
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The Hand

There are few moments in a man's life when he can identify, with complete precision, the instant a bad idea becomes legally binding.

For Frank Delaney, it was 11:47 a.m.

The auction clerk handed Eddie a receipt.

"Congratulations."

Frank leaned over.

"Don't congratulate him."

The clerk blinked.

"Okay."

Eddie looked at the paper.

"Three thousand isn't bad."

"You bought a vehicle by scratching your ear."

"Technically, I bought it because nobody else bid."

"Do not use technically around me today."

Donna was laughing now.

Not politely.

She had stepped behind a stack of folding chairs, but Frank could still hear her.

"This isn't funny."

She returned, wiping her eyes.

"It's a little funny."

"We came for a freezer."

"We got the freezer."

"And a food truck."

"Bonus."

Frank looked at the Board.

Walter had climbed into the service window.

Lenny was inspecting the griddle.

Sal was underneath the truck.

"Why is Sal under it?"

Eddie shrugged. "He likes machinery."

Frank walked over and kicked the sole of Sal's shoe.

"What are you doing?"

"Looking."

"For what?"

"Problems."

"Found one. Eddie's over there."

Sal slid out.

"Frame's not terrible. Exhaust has a hole. Rear tires are old."

"Excellent. Anything that makes it impossible to operate?"

"Depends how much you care about stopping."

Frank looked up at the sky.

"Why?"

Donna climbed into the truck again.

"We need to figure out whether the kitchen equipment works."

"No, we need to figure out how to sell it."

Eddie frowned.

"Sell it?"

"Yes. Immediately. Preferably before Carol learns how much it weighs."

"Why would we sell it?"

Frank stared at him.

"Because we own a bar."

"Exactly."

"A stationary bar."

"This could be O'Malley's on Wheels."

The phrase hung in the air.

Frank hated how quickly everyone liked it.

Walter nodded. "That's good."

Lenny said, "Very marketable."

Sal said, "Paint the shamrock on the side."

Donna rubbed the counter with a paper towel and inspected the grease.

"Could do festivals."

Frank looked at her in betrayal.

"You too?"

"I'm evaluating."

"Stop evaluating."

Eddie was already pacing.

"Town festival. Ball games. Fairs. Private parties. We bring the food to people."

"We currently depend on people bringing themselves to the food. It has worked for restaurants for several thousand years."

"Times change."

"Not this much."

The clerk called over.

"You folks taking the truck today?"

Frank answered first.

"No."

Eddie answered at the same time.

"Yes."

The clerk looked between them.

"You have until five."

Frank pointed at Eddie.

"You are calling Carol."

"Why me?"

"Because I intend to remain married."

"She's going to blame you anyway."

"That is probably true, but I want the record clear."

Eddie took out his phone.

Frank watched him dial.

"Speaker."

"Why?"

"Because I don't trust your summary."

Carol answered on the third ring.

"Hello?"

Eddie smiled weakly.

"Hey, Carol."

There was a pause.

"What did you buy?"

Eddie looked at Frank.

Frank mouthed, Tell her.

"A freezer."

"Good."

"And something else."

Longer pause.

"Is Frank alive?"

Frank leaned toward the phone.

"I am here."

"What did he buy?"

"Technically—"

Frank pointed violently at Eddie.

Eddie corrected himself.

"Accidentally, I bought a food truck."

Silence.

Then Carol said, very calmly, "I'm sorry. I thought you said food truck."

"I did."

"You bought a food truck."

"Accidentally."

"At an auction."

"Yes."

"With Frank standing next to you."

"Yes."

"Put Frank on."

Frank took the phone.

"Before you say anything—"

"No vehicles."

"I remember."

"I said those exact words."

"You did."

"And somehow you came home with a vehicle."

"We have not come home yet."

"Do not make this worse."

Frank rubbed his forehead.

"Eddie scratched his ear with the bidder paddle."

Carol was quiet.

Then, unexpectedly, she laughed.

Frank pulled the phone away and looked at it.

"Carol?"

She was still laughing.

"You think this is funny?"

"I specifically warned you about vehicles."

"I did not buy it."

"Your business partner did."

"Accidentally."

"That's worse."

She took a breath.

"How much?"

"Three thousand."

"Does it run?"

Frank looked at the truck.

"In the broadest sense of the word."

"Are you keeping it?"

"No."

Eddie shouted, "Maybe!"

Carol laughed again.

"I'll see you at home."

"That's it?"

"Frank, after the bar, the HOA, and the bed and breakfast, I have learned not to waste energy on the first day."

"What does that mean?"

"It means I'll wait until you convince yourself this is a good idea. Then we'll have the argument."

She hung up.

Frank handed the phone back to
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