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      Thanks for the emails.
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        He has told you, O man, what is good;

        and what does the Lord require of you

        but to do justice, and to love kindness,

        and to walk humbly with your God?

        -Micah 6:8
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      Death and rain mingled together.

      Drops of water bounced off a sea of black umbrellas that shot upward like skyscrapers. I shifted in my uncomfortable wooden chair, surrounded by hundreds of people listening to the pastor on the outdoor lawn.

      A large, black casket, perched like a gargoyle, hovered over its eventual home: a silent hole waiting to embrace her victims.

      Next to the larger one, a smaller box elbowed in—a size reserved for premature death. I looked up hard, trying to fight off tears.

      The echoing of the pastor’s voice was muted by small outbursts of weeping as the death boxes lowered into the ground. Outside, shells. Inside, souls. The hope of a merger in heaven.

      I scratched my unshaven face, shifted to the side, and felt the wood stabbing my lower back. A five-o’clock-shadow was a reminder of two truths: I hate shaving most days, and when your family dies, it is not a high priority.

      The flood of emotion choked my insides, hitting me like a truck plowing through a deer on the highway. I tried to breathe in normal time with little luck.

      I bowed my head.

      Tears dripped onto the grass, keeping time with the pounding rain.

      My church shoes, reserved for Christmas, Easter, and an occasional funeral, were soaked with water and sadness.

      Why, God? I breathed through the tears.

      A large, warm arm wrapped around my slouching shoulders. “I’m sorry, brother. It’s not right,” John said, stroking the back of my black suit.

      John Wood is my best friend. Partner in crime from life’s first breath. The Wood and O’Kane families lived close together for most of their existence in LeClaire, Missouri. A small, blue-collar town, spattered with a few immigrants—my family included.

      The O’Kane’s emigrated from Ireland when my grandparents determined the lack of jobs would be a problem. They came to America in the 50’s, looking for the American Dream. They found their slice of the pie in LeClaire.

      My grandfather, a meat man—butcher, to be correct—operated a store on the corner of Main and Green. He worked hard, serving the people of LeClaire with beef, pork, and sausage. Many tables in our town were adorned with a sticker reading “The Local Pig”.

      I stared at my tear-stained hands and peered into John’s bloodshot eyes. “Did I do something wrong? Why is this happening?” I said, leaning back in the wooden folding chair.

      John’s large hand swallowed mine. “Oh, man, don’t even go there. You were a great husband and the best dad. Lisa and Spencer were fortunate to have you in their lives.”

      I loved Lisa more than life, like take-a-bullet, my-heart-hurts kind of love. The obsession originated at a high school basketball game. The LeClaire Bulldogs were playing our cross-town rival, the Greeley Gators. I didn’t play basketball because uncoordinated Irish kids named Dexter didn’t make the NBA. So I cheered from the stands.

      Lisa danced across the gym floor, cheering on our school. She was the cheerleader and I the non-jock. Her long, blond hair bounced off her red and white skirt. I knew Lisa was the mythical One before she did.

      We dated senior year and married the following summer. No reason to wait. Couples married young in small towns. In LeClaire, people view marriage and childbearing with different lenses compared to city folk. Having enough money or traveling to Europe before marriage is not considered in our town. Life begins and ends in LeClaire for her twenty thousand residents.

      Spencer was born four years later. The happiest time of my life.  A half-Irish, half-German grew and developed his own personality, and I hoped he would have more of the German side, and less of the too-much-drinking Irish side.

      I promised a stable home to my family. My father left for prison when I was six. That’s a story for another day.

      The sounds of timpans, fifes, and bagpipes played Be Thou My Vision. A song played at our wedding. Nothing pierced deeper than authentic Irish folk music. When the bagpipes came out, it was celebration or death. No middle ground.

      My father emigrated with his family from Ireland on his first birthday. He lived across the street from my mother and stalked her early. I wished he had used his tenacity for the common good.

      I whispered in John’s ear, “I need a drink. You want to head over to O’Malley’s?”

      John lurched forward as if being stung by a bee. “O’Kane, you can’t leave. Can’t a beer wait? Your family needs you, man.”

      My black tie pinched the life out of my thick Irish neck, and I gave it a tug. John peered at me, I gave a let’s get out of here stare and nod. “I don’t have a family; they’re buried in the ground. O’Malley’s for Happy Hour if you want a ride.”

      I slid out of the chair, used an umbrella to shield my identity, and moved like a cat burglar trying to escape the bagpipes, tears, and sadness. My head dropped and I tried not to make eye contact with any mourners as the rain intensified.

      My tears stopped.

      I walked through rows of gravestones, tapping them with my hand, counting the years between the lines.

      Death is not fair.

      From behind a tree a man appeared, wearing a black trench coat and holding an umbrella. I gave a half smile, and tried weaving to the left, and he stopped me in the center.

      “Excuse me, pal. I’m just trying to get to the car,” I said.

      “This was no accident,” the man said.

      “What did you say?”

      “These deaths were no accident,” he said.

      I pushed the man’s right shoulder out of the way. “You don’t know what you’re talking about. I need to get to the car, psycho,” I said.

      He relented, and moved to the side.

      I kept walking toward the car, rain falling, I looked back one more time.

      The man disappeared behind a tree. I scanned the cemetery and browsed the green, wet landscape.

      Gone.

      I drank alone at O’Malley’s.
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      “Dexter, check out this lamp. I think we could score with this one,” John said with a grin. He held up a vintage, green ceramic lamp, the pit stains under his arms in full view. “Bob, how much you want for this? I noticed a chip on the base. You need to consider that in the price.” John pointed at the imperfection.

      The art of picking is all about the Poker Face. You find a Pre-Civil War bowl, gun, or utensil in a barn in Duluth, Iowa. These small town folk have no idea the worth of the item. Most people we work with are trying to get rid of their “junk” and not concerned with making money. Mostly, it’s kids or ex-wives unloading the picking of past family members. You keep excitement in check, smile, and low ball them. Celebrate later.

      Occasionally, you will find the rare person who knows the market. I can spot it a mile away. They always want too much for their items. Not ready to let go of their junk. This is why you buy low and sell high. If not, move on.

      I yelled across the barn to get John’s attention, “Give him fifty for the lamp. Don’t budge.” He gave me a thumbs up in agreement.

      My phone buzzed in my jean pocket. I struggled to get the phone out of my tight jeans, squinted to identify the number, and didn’t recognize it.

      “Hello, this is Antique Adventures, Dexter speaking.”

      A man with a deep voice began to speak. “Is this Dexter O’Kane?”

      I looked over at John, making sure he wasn’t screwing up the deal on the lamp. “Yes, this is Dexter.”

      “This call is being recorded for quality assurance. Please be advised,” the mystery caller said in a formal tone.

      I held my hand over the phone mouthpiece and motioned toward John. “I need to take this outside. Buy low and sell high,” I mouthed. I turned my attention back to the phone. “I am here. What is this about?” I asked.

      “My name is David and I am calling on behalf of American Express. I am calling in regards to the balance of your Gold Card. The card is currently over the credit limit and you are late on the last couple payments.”

      I felt my face get hot and stomach turn. I scratched my head and paced around the side of the large red barn. “How much is the balance?” I said with hesitation, knowing the ball park of the balance.

      “You owe $50,000. If we do not receive at least a minimum payment in the next ten days we will need to take legal action and report you to the Credit Bureau. This will damage your credit.”

      When my wife and son passed, I did not have any money to pay for the medical bills and funeral. The only option was to put it all on credit cards. The antique-picking business has potential for money, but in the last six months it had been dry.

      I spent too much time in sweatpants and sipping cheap beer at the local watering hole. All my fault.

      I tried to use my picking-negotiating skills on Mr. American Express. “So here’s the deal. My wife and son died a few months ago. Do you have any kind of death-in-the-family grace period?”

      There was a short pause on the other line, but he did not fall for it. “I am sorry to hear this, Mr. O’Kane. We do have a policy for those struggling to pay their bills.”

      For a moment, I felt God threw me a bone of grace. My face cooled and stomachache subsided.

      “Thank you, sir. I am very grateful. What does this mean?” I asked.

      “We will stop charging interest on the card for a full year and you only need to pay minimum payments. This will bring your payments down considerably. But, if you miss one payment at any point, the interest will turn back on, and you will be charged fees. Is this something you want to do, Mr. O’Kane?”

      I banged my head against the barn and tapped the side of the phone, “That is all you can do? My wife died, for crying out loud!” I said with a mixture of anger and tears.

      “Again, I am sorry for your loss, Mr. O’Kane. This is all we can do right now,” the man said in a robotic tone.

      I mulled it over in my head, knowing there were not many options at this point. “Okay, if that is all you can do. Sign me up.”

      “Please make your minimum payment in less than ten days and continue to do so for the next twelve months. You will be locked into the interest free rate. Anything else I can help you with today, Mr. O’Kane?”

      I grinned from ear to ear. “Yes, pray I win the lottery, and if you can raise people from the dead, that would be great.”

      “I am sorry, Mr. O’Kane, we don’t provide these services. Thank you for being an American Express customer.”

      The phone clicked dead.

      I slid down the side of the barn and put my head down in shame. I hope John makes money off the lamp or we are screwed.

      I limped back inside the barn and tried to pretend life was okay. The hot face and stomachache returned as I thought about the phone conversation.

      “How’s it going, John? You get the lamp?”

      He held up the green antique lamp like the Stanley Cup. “You bet, baby. Boom.”

      John lowered the lamp, placed a finger on my mouth, looked around the barn like he stole something, and began to whisper, “I totally got a steal. The lamp is worth at least 500 bucks. I low-balled him for $100.” He laughed while his pudgy belly moved up and down. A circular, yellow sweat stain smiled back at me.

      “Good work. Let’s get out of here. I don’t think there is much more to pick. This county is dry.”

      We jumped into the van and John turned to me, sipping a sixty-four-ounce Cherry Coke. “Who was on the phone? You looked stressed.”

      “Oh, nothing. It was a sales call trying to get me to buy stationary for the shop.”

      The van hurled down the quiet highway of Missouri.

      I stared out the window, thinking about my family, the phone call, and if I was going to make it. The pressure of debt and lying to my best friend added to the hurting stomach.”

      “John, could you run through the next drive-thru? I need 7-UP; my stomach is on fire.”

      “You got it. I need to refill my Cherry Coke anyway,” John said, sipping the last drop of his bucket of sugar water.

      I pulled the curtains back between the passenger seats and the back storage space of the van and peered in. At least the green lamp looked nice.
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      I sipped my 7-UP as we made our way down the highway, back to the shop in LeClaire, Missouri. My stomach began to settle.

      The stomach pain was an everyday routine dealing with the death of my family, failing business, and did I mention, new drug habit.

      I try to ease my conscience by telling myself… at least my drug of choice is not the hard stuff. It’s just marijuana. Old ladies with cancer smoke it for medicinal purposes. Why not me?

      John peered over at me, eyes hovering above his giant bucket of Cherry Coke. “How’s the stomach? Seems like you're getting stomach pain a lot lately. Maybe you should have that checked out?”

      I am not one for doctors these days. The last extended stay in the hospital was watching my wife and son be taken off machines to keep them alive.

      I would consider a prescription for medical marijuana. But, a visit to the doctors for a stomachache is not high priority these days. Besides, more money to pay.

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just a little stressed these days,” I said, hoping the small talk would end.

      John continued to slurp his drink and he inquired, “I know this is awkward. I am not sure how to ask this. How are you dealing with the death of Lisa and Spencer? Are you seeing a counselor? Getting help?”

      John was a good friend, but did not know how to enter into another person’s pain, like most men. He avoided any kind of conversation related to the tough stuff of life. Kansas City Chiefs football. Missouri State anything. No problem.

      He prefers life fun and light.

      “I'll be fine. I don’t need to spend money on a counselor who is going to give me back rubs and tell me everything is going to be fine by positive thinking,” I said, staring out the window at the flat Missouri landscape.

      John threw his hands in the air. “No problem. Just know I am in your corner.”

      John turned on the radio and cranked up the volume. “No sense sitting in silence. Let’s rock”—putting up devil horns with his fingers.

      I began to nod off in the passenger seat of our Volvo extended van, Led Zeppelin fading in and out of my ears, my phone ringing in my pocket.

      I fiddled in my pocket, searching for the phone. I tried to gain composure. I held it up and squinted at the screen.

      “Shit. It’s Maria.”

      A loud and bubbly Spanish accent blasted through my ear drums, “Dexter, it’s Maria. How did the pick go? You better have gotten me something good.”

      Maria Gonzalez was our store manager in LeClaire. A total find. She came to Antique Adventures a few years ago when the business was booming. We needed help sustaining sales and pick leads. She found the best picking spots in the country.

      She was a single mom. Three kids. A jerk ex-husband who abused her, ran away with another woman, and doesn’t send child support. Maria had a temper, but she was a good saleswoman, knew small towns, and understood small town people. A perfect fit for us.

      I paused for a second, looked over at John, and then back at the road. “Umm… yeah, we did alright. John picked up a vintage lamp. Should make us a few hundred bucks.”

      Maria shot back in a loud voice, “A few hundred bucks? You silly white boys. The money supply is low. You need to stay out and do some freestyling.”

      Freestyling is my favorite kind of picking. You drive through small towns and the backroads of America to find rusty gold. Barns. Storage sheds. Abandoned cars. All signs of possible monetary gain.

      We walk up to the door, explain we are “pickers”, and ask if we can look around. You might be threatened or invited to look around. All depends on how smooth the approach.

      I love the rush of freestyling. It reminds me why I got into the business. It brings back the childlike awe of finding treasure and searching worlds unknown. I’m a romantic picker.

      “I don’t want to freestyle today. We are exhausted and coming home. I know the cash is low, but we can get out there tomorrow and make a score.”

      I imagined Maria waving her freshly-painted long fingernails and pointing them at the phone. “No way, Señor. You get out on the road. Find something to sell. I got babies to feed.”

      I smiled at John. This was everyday Maria. We both knew. “Don’t worry, my Mexican princess. I picked up that 1921 Indian motorcycle last week. I have a guy who wants it. We can get a few thousand out of it. I will call him tomorrow,” I said, hoping to calm Maria down.

      “Okay, Señor Dexter. You sell the motorcycle tomorrow, or plan on freestyling in the afternoon,” Maria shot back.

      Maria hung up the phone and the only sound we heard were tires on a quiet highway. I mumbled under my breath, “We are screwed. I need to win the lottery or my picking days are over.”

      The idea of smoking a joint brought a smile to my face.
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      The porch filled with marijuana smoke, wafting up to the heavens like an offering to the gods. I leaned back and forth on my white rocking chair wondering how I got here. Literally here. And here, here. An emotional rawness opened with each puff of smoke.

      The effects of smoking pot set in. Calmness. Each expanding lung creating peace.

      A second effect. Lightness of the head. A third. Blurry eyes. All the effects made life manageable for the moment.

      I gazed out from the porch to my large piece of Missourian land in the country. My stepfather’s motto was, real men have land. So that is what I did.

      Fall in full swing, changing leaves and colors, cool breezes, and bearable weather. My dog Murphy slept sideways on the porch, without a care in the world.

      Puff. Puff. Deep inhale. Freedom. The more I smoked, the more my mind went back. Back to when my family was alive.

      My eyes began to flutter, daydreaming about Lisa calling from the house, giving the countdown until dinner. The smell of soup and fresh bread swimming through our nostrils. Spencer and I throwing the football in the front yard as Murphy jumped on our clothes, trying to steal the ball.

      With another puff my memory, the lines of the present and past began to blur. Not sure if I was alive, dead, or dreaming. A ringing sound echoed in the background.

      I saw Lisa in an apron, answering the phone in her sweet Missourian accent. Calling out to pick up the phone. Honey, it’s your dad. Don’t talk too long. Dinner is almost ready.

      The dream state vanished in a puff of marijuana smoke and the present hell came back into view. My phone rang, startling me from almost-sleep. I sat motionless and blurry eyed as my joint slowly burned down, almost burning my fingers. I threw it across the porch, onto the ground.

      John was calling.

      Ignored.

      The voicemail alert popped up on the screen. I held the phone for a second, contemplating a call back. I looked around the yard again.

      I slid my thumb across the screen to get into the voicemail mode. I propped the phone up to my ear and pretended to be interested. The pot high continued to affect my focus and brain function.

      John ranted and yelled on the other line, “Dexter. I just talked to Maria at the shop. She showed me the books. We need to talk.” I mocked John by mouthing what he just said on the phone.

      Blah. Blah. Blah.

      Sooner or later, John would find out. The reality of my deep debt could only be hidden for so long. The combination of a dead family, poor business decisions, and a budding drug habit would be my nemesis.

      I did not care anymore.

      At the moment, my head clear and free, nothing mattered right now.

      Effect number four. Hunger. What we call the munchies. Usually involving copious amounts of pizza and Doritos. My stomach growled back at me.

      I reached down and stroked Murphy. I wondered if sitting on the porch, forever, might be my escape plan. Maybe ignoring John, Maria, business, and life would be the new plan. Not to mention creditors, banks, and many annoying customers in LeClaire.

      God took away the only thing I cherished more than life itself. My family.

      Something had to give. Right?

      The buzz of the weed began to subside. I picked up my phone and stared at the numbers.

      I need to call John back. I gotta call him. He's my best friend. Buddies can’t be liars. Bro code. But, first, I need to get something to eat. Munchies, bad.

      After a couple minutes, I came back to the porch with a plate of cold pizza, Doritos, and a frothy beer.

      I made the call. “Hey, John. I got your call.”

      “When were you going to tell me? It’s bad, Dexter… real bad,” John said, trailing off.

      “I know, man. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. With my family thing, I was embarrassed, and tried to fix it on my own.”

      “I don’t pretend to understand what you are going through. But, we need to get this fixed or we are going out of business.”

      I picked up a piece of pepperoni pizza and tried to talk and chew at the same time. “I know. I will be in this afternoon. We can do a local freestyle and get something going,” I said, slurping my beer.

      John agreed and hung up the phone. I set the phone on a small side table and continued to devour the pizza and chips without hesitation. The munchies were in full force.

      I took another sip of my beer and continued to stare into the yard, daydreaming about when life was normal. Lisa was spinning Spencer around by the arms as they laughed and giggled in the cool fall air.

      For a moment it felt real.

      I leaned back in my rocker and gently rocked to the rhythm of the breeze blowing through the yard. My eyes began to flutter in and out of consciousness.

      Finally they gave in, and I nodded off to sleep. The dog snored with me.

      Effect number five: blackouts.
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      The diesel Ford F-150 rumbled into the Antique Adventures parking lot. A gravel drive led up to a large, square, steel warehouse with a glass door entry leading into the store. Old cars, signs, and a smattering of antique motorcycles were propped up in the well-manicured, landscaped yard for interested buyers.

      Antique Adventures was my dream job. I grew up in small town Missouri, which encouraged imagination. When there is not a lot to do, finding old bicycles and turning them into pirate ships is required. Old cans become dangerous weapons used for the hunt.

      From a young age, I knew how to find and sell my rusty gold. If there was a job where imagination, adventure, and commerce could come together, that would be the dream. It beats working in the lumber yard like most of my friends. Most days, I was amazed that this is how I paid the bills.

      Today was not one of those days.

      Like a dog with his tail between his legs, I slowly walked into the shop, grabbing the large, glass doors and swinging them open. My dog Murphy followed on my heels.

      An awkward silence greeted me as John and Maria stood behind the counter, pretending not to see me.

      I played the game. “Hey, guys. How are things? I noticed the Indian motorcycle is still in the yard. No luck?”

      Maria tapped her long, red fingernails on the counter, snapping her gum. “Why didn’t you tell us?” Her face turned sad rather than angry. “We are not mad… more disappointed. You talk about being family. You’re not acting like one with the lying.”

      I adjusted a lampshade, an item on our last pick. I tried not to stare them directly in the eye. “I know. I was wrong. I got embarrassed and did not know what to do after my wife died. I was a mess.”

      John walked out from behind the counter and put an arm around me. “Dude. How many years have we been friends?”

      “Our entire lives.”

      “You can tell us anything. We know you are in a tough spot and still healing. Let’s just try to be honest. We are family.”

      The dog nudged against my leg. I reached down to pet his ears. “Stupid, I know. I tried to get us some business by hiring an advertising agency. It cost a fortune and did not result in many sales.”

      Maria raised her hand. “Dexter, you know advertising never works. We are a word-of-mouth business. We are old school. We hit the pavement and make money the old fashioned away, one person at a time, one pick at a time.”

      John gave another family speech: “We are a family and need to run big decisions by one another. No more secrets.”

      “You got it,” I said in agreement. I felt a tear in my eye, thinking about how much John and Maria became family after Lisa and Spencer.

      John and Maria looked at each
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development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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