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 Chapter One

 


 


“Susan, you must write,” said the
doctor. “It will be important to write and express the experiences
inside of you. Through your writing you will find organization,
understanding, acceptance, and hopefully peace.”

I had been seeing Dr. Freudette for so long
that I had lost count of our meetings. I could sense her growing
frustration at my obstinate and cynical view on therapy as well as
my growing resistance to nearly all of her suggestions. Indeed, she
had begun asking why I was wasting my time and money in therapy.
Although I rarely attempted the tasks she set for me, I was dutiful
and strict in my weekly visit and fifty-minute hour. Instinctively
I must have known that she could provide answers that I myself
could not. She was, after all, the psychiatrist, the expert, the
omniscient. It was she who provided the pills that moved me from
the supine bump in the bed into a standing, walking human being,
stable enough to work at Uncle Lars’ motel despite all the pain.
Perhaps one day she would run across a way to make sense of the
train wreck that had become my life.

As I began collecting my things to leave her
office, Dr. Freudette placed her hand on my shoulder. “Susan, let’s
try something different. Rather than writing in your journal about
things you are feeling, write a story for me. I want you to write a
story about anything at all and then bring it with you to our next
meeting. You may write about unicorns and butterflies or cotton
candy, or rocks lying in your yard, but write you must. Do we have
a deal? Just one page of fantasy escape and you can keep your
appointment with me for next week.” I looked up in shock, had she
just suggested that I could not have my appointment? Can a doctor
fire a patient?

Susan glanced at the sky as she made her way
to her car. She recalled all the times she had been reported to the
office at school. How often had she had detention? Hell, she could
even remember being fired from various jobs at least five times
during her early adult years, but a shrink? She laughed under her
breath as she realized, “I think I just got fired by my
shrink!”

For only a second, Susan considered a call to
her mother. As if somehow old Mom was going to get angry with the
shrink and take Susan’s side in the matter. Just as quickly she
pushed the thought from her mind. In truth, her mother would have
taken the side of Dr. Freudette, lady shrink, and then Susan would
feel even more isolated and ashamed.

“Ok,” she conceded, “that lady wants me to
write? I’ll write.” With that, Susan became an observer. She
noticed as she began to watch people, looking for something
interesting to say, that people were far more interesting than she
had ever noticed before in her life.

“Skylark Motel. Best skyline in America’s
best little town. Can I help you?”

“Susan,” came the soft voice of her Mom, “Are
you okay, honey? I heard you had trouble at Dr. Freudette’s
today.”

Susan stood numb.

“Well, so much for privacy and protected
information,” said Susan.

“Susan! Don’t you dare suggest that the
doctor is running around Alexandria talking about her patients!”
Mom’s voice was irritated and chastising as she continued. “Mrs.
Plomb from the grocery store said she saw you driving through town
with tears streaming down your face. She called me because she
loves us and wanted to make sure someone was there to help you. I
knew you had your appointment today, so I just assumed!”

“Well, Mom, you know what they say happens
when you assume something, don’t you?” Susan quipped.

“No, dear. That when a mother assumes her
daughter needs help it means she loves her daughter!”

“Yes Mom, that is what they say.” Susan
rolled her eyes in exasperation, but her voice was full of
love.

“Well that is all fine, Mom. The problem is I
did not drive through town with tears rolling down my face. In
fact, I did not cry at all today. I’ve been thinking about stories
and exactly what people do to write good ones.” Susan shook her
hair from her face in a defiant manner, “You will just have to tell
Mrs. Plomb from the grocery store that she is wrong, and that I had
no trouble whatsoever today!”

Susan mumbled something into the phone then
turned to face the window. With her chin resting squarely in the
palm of her hand, she began to relax. Suddenly the action outside
took on a brighter glow. As her interest grew, her attention grew
more pointed. Suddenly, Susan realized there was a whole world
going on right outside her office window. As she watched with
detached interest of a watcher, a story began to unfold.

“God, she wondered to herself. Where did all
those motorcycle riders come from?” Susan spoke softly to herself.
Susan had been working on this highway for so long she figured she
knew every car within a thousand miles. There was a time that
young, hot guys rolled around on “bikes” looking good. Leather
vests with their tan arms and long legs were commonplace on the
motorcycles of that day. “Hogs” they called them. For some reason,
the guys on hogs could get away with long hair trailing down their
back as they road like demons out of the small towns of America.
Today, it was more common to see wisps of grey, white hair peeking
out. Occasionally she would even see an old guy with a long pony
tail sticking out from his helmet, but a bald head was hidden
somewhere beneath that helmet and ponytail. Susan wondered again,
“What kind of person would put a halmet with a pony tail on a bald
head? She smiled and spoke to no one in particular, “vanilla people
would.” And she laughed.

Old farts on motorcycles come in three
flavors. Depending on Mel’s chili special of the day. Let me
rephrase that and be more specific. When old farts ride as a
couple of old married farts they come in three flavors:
lemon, strawberry and vanilla. The lemon flavors are those people
that are one ride shy of arguing over the blue plate special. If
she wasn’t whining about how he took that last turn around Highway
27, she was in our office chapping his hide about the ketchup on
his eggs and what she had to deal with. Lemon types always gave the
illusion of a bright, shiny morning rolling up, but in reality,
sour faces would soon follow.

Big Ole rolled his eyes at me every time they
rolled in.

The strawberry flavors are those people where
he’s having his crisis, and she’s glad to be along for the ride.
He’s living out some fantasy that his pot belly is invisible and
all that leather is covering up his silly escape route. “You can’t
escape yourself,” Anna said. She was one to talk.

Strawberry types were big, fat and red in the
face. Their cheery, happy countenance was most often matched by a
happy, sweet conversation; but occasionally a strawberry can give
you a nasty, painful rash that can bug you for days.

The vanilla flavor? They’re just happy as
bluebirds in a Disney flick. We don’t get them here very often at
the Skylark motel. Uncle Lars claims it is because most of the
vanilla types carry their motorcycles behind big, shiny motor
homes. They are people who believe home is where the heart is, and
since your heart is in your hand, it goes wherever you go. Vanilla
types are free from illusion. What you see is what you get, and
they will generally let you know real quickly that life has been
good to them.

Regardless of the flavor, I would rather not
book motorcycles and motorcycle mamas and papas because they make
so much noise in the morning. One morning we had nine motorcycles
rolling in at seven a.m., all looking for a separate room.
Unfortunately, in all the confusion, Uncle Lars started feeling
lightheaded and sick. By the end of that hectic day, we learned he
had a bad heart attack. From that moment on, we never heard the end
of it. “NO MOTORCYCLES” he would yell, but then the books would be
down and he would say get anyone you can.

One side of our sign says “VACANCY” and the
“NO” is burned out. The other side is burned out altogether, so I
can’t always get rid of the undesirables. If we fill up, Uncle Lars
tells me to just shut all the lights off in the office and ignore
the banging on the window. That happens about once a year if the
festival gets good press or a couple of high school reunions start
to double book. The only other time he turned the lights out was
for one week after the accident. Not even Lars could tolerate work
after what happened to Anna and Bob. But that’s for a later story.
For now, I have taken over the office at the Skylark, and it now
feels like home.

The Skylark is one of those little
twenty-room joints they had in the 1950’s before Ike blew I-94
through here and the truckers took over. The white granite gravel
out front makes plenty of noise, but it does sparkle and shine when
the sun is overhead. There’s a six-by-six office with a wooden
counter and a keybox that sits back behind my head. Those little
boxes with their keys hanging neatly provide order and decoration
all at the same time. An old leather sofa and chrome ashtray stand
make my little office feel more like a flashback into the 50’s than
a modern office for a modern girl. My little apartment sits behind
my office and separate from the rest of the hotel. I guess you
could say Uncle Lars and I have a symbiotic relationship at this
old hotel. Uncle Lars lets me stay here for free if I keep the
three or four rooms a night raking in a couple of dollars. In
exchange, I get a purpose in life that keeps me waking up in the
morning and a reason to go to bed at night. Will I ever get rich on
Uncle Lars’ salary? Absolutely not. Has the offer of this job kept
me alive, and stopped me from crawling into the grave behind Bob?
Absolutely yes. This little hotel has saved my life.

I think the most amusing thing about the
Skylark is the occasional request for a room with a view. Every
time a customer asks, “Can I have a room with a view?” I smile and
consider giving up my own apartment for the night. The truth is
that my room is very likely the only room at the Skylark that
provides the customer a view. In fact, looking up through my
bedroom window, you have a view. A view of Big Ole’s
“unmentionables.” That is one sight that will make you wonder what
all those Viking women did way back then when Big Ole was packing
for a raid. Tighty Whities on Big Ole’s Big Ole butt is something
more than just a view. It is actually an event. It’s a memory. It
is in fact a production! It seems that the battle between old men
and their underwear is a regular occurrence. Just the other day I
overheard a Mrs. Lemon fussing at her man, “You know how the doctor
says you need to transition over to briefs for the prostrate.” I
try not to imagine what is going to happen if he does not transfer
to briefs as the doctor has suggested.

So, Mr. Vanilla pops into my office. Well,
the problem was I couldn’t tell he was a Mr. Vanilla. Two bikes
with loud bikers bounced in and this short little Jewish/Iranian,
whatever looking guy walks in. He had three days’ beard going, or
maybe that was his five o’clock shadow like Omar down at the Shell
station. He said his wife called about a room. My face went stone
cold dumb. It always worked when I was a kid when I pretended to
not understand. Vanillas don’t always get it. So he repeated
himself.

“My wife called a few minutes ago about a
room.” Cars whipped by. We weren’t that far off the road. He took
another approach. At least he didn’t yell at me, like I was deaf. I
hate it when strawberries or lemons start yelling at me like I’m
deaf.

“My wife called you up, and asked you if you
had a room with a view. It sounded like on the other end of the
phone you said, ‘a view of what?’” That’s when my smile
cracked.

“Oh! Of course she did.” I grabbed the room
keys from the box behind the counter. I chattered happily about
daydreaming and losing thoughts by not paying attention. I
apologized for my scatterbrain moment, and I gave them room
fourteen. It needed airing out, since nothing has AC in the
Skylark. When I said this is a throwback to the 1950’s. I wasn’t
kidding. If they really were Mr. and Mrs. Lemon or Strawberry,
they’d be pushing down I-94 in a heartbeat looking for one of those
chain places that serves bagels and bananas in the morning. They
didn’t. Fifteen minutes later, Mr. and Mrs. Vanilla emerged from
their room. I noticed they had a lazy quality, but gave one another
a continual supply of smiles and touches. As I felt the wistful
pang of loss, they were already walking hand in hand to nowhere.
Since it was obvious they didn’t know Alexandria, it was clear they
were just exploring while the most important thing was being
together. You know the damnedest thing? Mrs. Vanilla had Viking red
hair down to her waist, and rosy cheeks like my cousin Alice. Maybe
they weren’t walking to nowhere.
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“What are you writing?”

“Mom! The point of the door in an entirely
different room is that…”

“Honey, I worry about you.”

“Well, if you want a full report, I’ve
tattooed a picture of Big Ole on my left butt cheek and was just
about to ride one of those death traps to Slayton to raise
hell.”

“Honey, it’s just that…”

“Mom, I’m fine. Uncle Lars said he could only
pay me enough to trap me here for a little while.”

“Well a mother has a right to worry.”

“Never saw that in the Constitution. I do
think God put it down somewhere as an amendment to the big
ten.”

“Honey, don’t talk like that. Here. I made
your favorite honey ham casserole and apple crisp. You can
microwave them.”

“Mom, I….oh, never mind. Does it have the
Lays potato chips instead of the Pringles as a crust?” She
smiled.

“The IGA was out of Pringles, so I went over
to Cash and Carry on Spruce. They also had a special on….”

“Thanks, Mom.”

“That job is open down at the school, you
know.”

“That’s because half the county works down
there, Mom.”

“You can’t hide from your life. It’s just not
healthy.”

“I know. Anna said I can’t escape.”

“Leave Anna out of it, Susan.”

“Sorry, Mom. Mom!” The door slammed. I’m such
an ass. I’ll have to apologize for that one on Sunday after church.
Where was I with Mr. Vanilla….well I might as well make him tall,
dark, and dangerous. Screw it. I’ll start over. Who wants to hear
about me holed up behind some dive? Might as well add spice to
life. As the sound of the fan ticked faintly overhead I found
myself drifting…where had I left off? Something about a path to
nowhere. Oh yea…” And with that she was gone.

“Maybe they weren’t walking anywhere. Susan
watched the couple from her office window walking hand and hand and
smiled. Susan was going to be a spring bride. Her mother started
the plans for the wedding last February, soon after he proposed to
her on Valentine's Day. Everyone was squealing with glee at how
lucky she was. Susan chewed the end of her pencil and then tapped
the eraser on the desk. She wasn’t so sure.

“Lover boy on line one! Nina shouted. Susan
smiled and picked up the phone. They made the usual chit chat.
Harris was a good guy. He went off and got his business degree
after being the starring quarterback for the Vikings. Came back and
worked behind the scenes with the city council to really beef up
the Apple Fest. Solid hardworking guy. It was hard to pinpoint when
she and Harris actually met or fell in love. He was the most
popular guy around with his big wide shoulders and fierce football
arm. On Monday morning he would come screaming up to the school in
the latest corvette from Bill’s Chevrolet and all the kids would
gather around him like he was a king. I guess a conquering warrior
would be more like it. Most of the old men around town either
blamed Harris for the Viking’s wins or they blamed him for the
losses. I personally never understood how one person could be
blamed for a game that had over twenty people on the field at any
one time. Most of the time, Susan would hang back with her friends
and smile as she saw the flashy red corvette come driving up the
driveway. He would smile at her through the mass of people; but
somehow he knew he was King Viking and his job was to recognize his
royal subjects. Susan did not have the patience for all that
foolishness. She did not have the patience, and his royal subjects
did not want her.

Susan was no slouch either. She was very
beautiful with loose, messy golden curls falling down her back. She
was on the volleyball team that took state. Both she and her dad
were graceful and moved like finely conditioned athletic machines.
They couldn’t help it that all their Nordic ancestors gave them
that screaming six-foot edge over all the other country girls out
there. Susan made “As” in math and science and was even the Apple
Fest queen, but even when she was in middle school, she was cutting
out pictures of Fiji and Mt. Everest. Susan had a hunger for the
world and foreign places, and Uncle Lars would let her cut up the
old National Geographics for whatever she wanted. Her aunt
just about had a heart attack when she got a call from the school
that Susan posted the African women in her locker. The school was
in a tizzie because the African women were “naked,” but Susan was
really mesmerized by the condition of the village in the
photograph. She posted those pictures to remind herself to compare
specific aspects of town as she walked through. She knew one day
she would travel to these exotic, unusual places. Susan sat across
from the principal and frowned as she balled up her treasured
photos and dropped them in the trash. Her aunt apologized and
promised it would not happen again as she herded Susan out of the
office. Auntie was a third grade teacher down the hall and ran
interference for her family every time trouble was brewing. Susan
wasn’t sure she was ready to settle down. She wanted to see the
sights and travel. For now she was going to have to marvel at the
sights while avoiding the watchful eyes of Auntie.

Susan could hear Harris yelling for her down
the hall as she walked out of the back of the school. She blew hard
at the curl hanging over her eyes and thought in irritation. “Why
does he always come running when I want to be alone! If I could get
away from him then I could go find some more pictures.”

“Susan! Hey stop! Hey girl! It’s me, Harris!”
Susan kept walking.

Susan ducked behind the field house as she
heard the door to the school swing open. Harris was yelling and
yelling as she waited.

“Surely he will go away if he doesn’t see
me!”

She was still so irritated and grieving about
her lost village that she really could not think of a single person
she wanted to talk with. She had at least twenty more magazines she
could investigate for something else to capture her attention. She
began to hum as she planned her afternoon, certain she had ditched
Harris and would have peace and quiet on the way home.

She had taken possibly fifteen steps when she
noticed she was being watched. Her heart quickened just a bit as
the golden blonde boy with the blue eyes and broad smile waved in
her direction.

“Oh God, “she gasped. “Oh no, did Bob see me
ditch Harris? Would he tell anyone what he had seen? How would she
explain it?”

Susan flashed a quick, embarrassed smile
before stepping out onto the sidewalk that would lead her to her
home.

Harris was another problem. Okay, well he was
not so much a problem as just problematic. In the beginning, she
was actually flattered by his attention. She was exuberant, filled
with life and beauty who kept her grades at a stellar level while
she lived a pretty wild and out-of-control social life. She never
did anything bad, so to speak. Her sweet dad used to whisper in her
Momma’s ear, “She is just full of life…just like her good-looking
momma!”

Her mother would giggle and push him away
before saying, “Yeah! And that is what you should worry about!”

Whether Harris fell in love with Susan’s
natural beauty and charming demeanor, or he was enchanted by the
continual stream of stated dreams and flowing ideas, it is hard to
say. Something attracted the most popular guy in the school to the
most unimpressed girl in the world. Nina told Susan that she was
made all the more beautiful by her disregard for Harris’s position.
She claimed that Harris was so used to having girls hanging on him
that her apparent disregard for his level of popularity intrigued
him, and wanted to make him fight for her attention. Sadly for
Harris, the more he tried to impress her, the less impressed she
was.

Susan continued to look over her shoulder for
Harris. She did feel guilty about ditching him, but she was so
upset about her lost village. Those old biddies at school have
never been ten feet outside the Alexandria city limits sign. Susan
did not want to be stuck here for the rest of her life. There was a
big, wide world out there, and she intended to see it. Today she
was dodging Harris because of her lost village, but tomorrow she
would be using Harris’ money to go discover as many new villages as
she could find. Paris, Rome, and Cairo were all real; all she had
to do was figure out how to get a passport and she was on her way.
Harris would just have to wait on her to finish her dreams.

Of course, Susan and Harris’ dads never
doubted that the young lovers would be together. How many times had
she and Harris sat watching the Viking game as Harris’ dad told her
dad about the great Viking grandsons they would have one day. Nina
would poke her in the side as Susan rolled her eyes.

“Y’know Nina, I’m not sure why they are so
eager to marry me off!” Susan just watched as the stadium exploded
in recognition of the magnificence of Harris’s last pass.

“I really have no desire for marriage or kids
or houses in Alexandria. Nina, you know what I really want? I want
to graduate and join the Peace Corps!”

Nina gasped and looked at Susan in disbelief.
“Have you lost your mind! If you leave town for three years with
the Peace Corps you will come back and your husband will be married
to another woman!”

“Oh don’t be silly, Nina! I don’t have a
husband!”

“Well, how about you tell those two guys up
there about that.” Nina pointed at the two dad’s happily picking
out names for their Viking football star grandsons.

It wasn’t like Susan and Harris really had
all that much of a choice. Harris’ dad owned Bill’s Chevrolet, just
off I-94 and sat on most of the church boards and the chamber of
commerce in town. Susan’s dad owned three hotels, and way too many
big boy toys for fishing and skiing. He wasn’t as big a hot-shot as
Mr. Larsen, but both families ended up together quite often between
the St. Olaf’s and city clean-up events. Harris and Susan looked
like Alexandria’s perfect couple. Each of them came from successful
families who were known by nearly everyone. Harris was tall and
handsome. Clearly he would take over the car company as rightful
King Chevrolet, and Susan was the perfect quirky, colorful rich
girl who would make a typical, but interesting wife. Even before
graduation, Harris had already taken over as the solid manly
foundation who would protect Susan from her over-emotional female
drama-queen antics.

Susan’s and Harris’s parents were so pleased
with the match that Susan never stopped to consider “why,” nor did
she accept that Harris was the one with whom she was meant to be.
Susan laughed to herself at the thought of “Harris, the man of her
future.” Susan enjoyed the things money would buy. Even the fast
cars were fun, and pretty clothes had a place in her closet. Most
of all, she enjoyed Harris’s bravado. Everything should have been
wonderful, but Susan had one problem that she had kept secret. A
problem that she kept hidden deep inside her heart until she was
alone in her room in the dark each night.

The problem was Bob. Bob was the center on
Harris’s football team, and even though he was a bruiser on the
field, he was just a wallflower when it came down to hanging around
in school. Bob lived next door to Susan the whole time she was
growing up. Every morning they would wait for the bus together,
unless it got too cold, and Auntie would drive them to school on
her way to work. He would smile and kind of give her a small shy
wave every morning when they parted ways. From seventh grade on,
his cheeks would blush red like a gnome on Christmas every time he
saw her. Susan couldn’t tell if it was her or the frosty air most
of the time. Susan really liked Bob. He was kind and quiet. During
his football days he was something to look at too. Most of us girls
would admit it in the locker room to each other, but since he never
made any moves or went to any parties, nobody could ever boast
about what Bob was really like.

As Susan hung up the phone on Harris, she
curled her hair around her pinky finger and worried.

“What’s wrong?” Nina asked.

“What?”

“Nothing?” Susan replied.

“That big sigh is the universal sign for
Susan’s depression. Get her chocolate, a beer, or a man.”

“Stop it! Someone will hear you!” Susan
giggled.

“Well, spill it, or I’m going to tell Harris
about our trip to the University of Minnesota and all of those
foreign exchange students you…”

“Nina! All right. Listen….Harris is a great
guy. He’s funny and stable. Our families get along great…”

“But…”

“No, buts. It’s just that…”

“You’ve got your eye on some other hot
number.”

“Nina, just stop it. Just got the jitters.
Here comes Jenkins with the quarterlies. He’s going to say he needs
them yesterday.”

“He needs everything yesterday.”

Susan sighed again. Nina yelled, “I heard
that.” Susan told herself she had nothing to complain about. She
tried to suppress the nagging ache in her chest for Bob, and bury
herself in the rest of her phone calls and emails she had to answer
before the end of her shift. When the ache returned on her way home
from work, she chalked it up to jitters. Besides Harris really was
a great guy and life promised to be all roses between her stepping
into managing her dad’s hotels and Harris expanding Bill’s
Chevrolet into some more tourist types of rental vehicles. She
pictured herself with a white picket fence and summers in the nicer
parts around Lake Carlos with her kids roasting marshmallows, and
Harris hunting and fishing in the fall with his buddies.

The next morning at work, Nina handed Susan
her coffee and blurted, “You’ve got to tell him.”

“Tell who what?

“Mr. Wonderpants! You have to tell him that
you are getting married.”

“Nina!” When they were in high school and
about to get the winning championship for volleyball, Susan had
just accidently run around the corner and bumped into Bob in one of
those awkward ways where hands go where they shouldn’t, but it was
all an accident. Bob about ran to get away, but Susan couldn’t help
detailing to the entire group about the “bump and run.” Bob forever
after had the nickname Mr. Wonderpants because the whole volleyball
team teased Susan about wondering what was in Bob’s pants.

“You’ve got to tell him.”

“You’re out of your mind.”

“If you don’t tell him, I will.”

“Wouldn’t dare.”

“Try me. I need a little excitement in my
life. Bill is all about boats, lures, and whatever the Vikings are
not doing during the football season. Might as well watch you
squirm like a worm.”

“What if Harris found out?”

“Found out what? That you didn’t have a crush
on him? Half the school knew you had a crush on Bob. Somebody
should have told Bob since he was clearly too dense to notice it
for himself. Nina got a mocking look of disgust on her face before
grinning broadly at Susan.

“Tell him or I will! I’ll give you until next
week,” Nina offered advice as she tried to push Susan to
acceptance.

“Oh, and if I have to be the one to tell him
Miss Susie Q, I’m also going to tell him you had his name tattooed
right across the left cheek of your ass!” Together the two girls
fell down laughing at the imaginary sight of one word on a half of
a butt: BOB.

Susan sighed happily as she looked at her
friend. “Just do it somewhere public, like the church potluck or
something,” said Nina. “Somewhere that he won’t feel cornered, and
you won’t feel like a stalker.” Their laughter was renewed, and
suddenly the thought of telling Bob felt like the right thing to
do.

Susan considered her options, and decided
that Nina was right since if she went through with this marriage
without telling Bob, she’d never quite forgive herself. She knew
she would have too many eyes watching during church, so she decided
to wander down to the hardware store after work. Bob was working on
refinishing his boat because it was always out front during the
summer months. Mrs. Bergland, from the Fellowship committee at St.
Olaf’s reported that you could set your clock by Bob. He would be
at Viking Village coffee before work and Ole’s Hardware after work,
every day except Friday, when he went to Luigi’s Tavern to meet up
with the rest of who he could find from the high school football
team.

Susan was in luck. She pretended she was
looking for a lag bolt for the loose step on her porch when Bob
waltzed in. Bob stepped into the store as the bell on the door
signaled the arrival of the next customer. Susan moved like a cat
working her body imperceptibly back behind the metal rack holding
the bolts and screws. From her vantage point, she was able to study
Bob’s movements without being seen. A smile played across her face
as she watched the big guy lean down to pet Dusty, the official
owner of Ole’s Hardware. Dusty was one of those beaten up lost
kittens that show up magically in the strangest of places. As they
look up helplessly, wedged in behind an ice cooler or the bottom of
a small pipe, their eyes scream: “Help me human! You are my last
hope on earth.” No one really knows how long Dusty has been around.
All they know is he will be there at the hardware store to greet
every single customer and he will be damned glad to see you once
you arrive.

As Dusty plopped down at the end of the
corner to watch the business transaction at hand, Bob looked behind
him. Her voice caught in the back of her throat as she realized
that Bob must have felt he was on display to some prying eyes. With
a touch of shame, she began to dig through the
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