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HUH?
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A LONG TIME. FROM MENU to meal, from birth to now, forty-five minutes or eighty-one years. A long time; a damn long time.

Impatient, I looked across the table, over silverware, shakers of salt and pepper, napkins, two perspiring glasses filled with water and ice, and a small glass of orange juice, and, looking at my demure wife, asked, “What the fuck?”

She blushed. We’d been married eight weeks, but the novelty hadn’t abated. I swore; she blushed and silently wished I’d talk more like I looked, a gentleman who didn’t swear. Embarrassed, red-faced, and unable or unwilling to answer with words, she simply smiled.

She didn’t answer my question audibly. I saw her smile, but I wanted words. I needed an ally— someone to bark with me and stand by me. I couldn’t hear her answer; it wasn’t spoken. I wanted to hear her answer, so I changed my plea and approach, hoping she would speak. I leaned across the table, took her hand in mine, and whispered, “I’ll turn 82 before they bring our fucking meals. I’m hungry. You?”

Profanity embarrassed her, especially when spoken in public, even in whispers. She blushed again, on top of her earlier blush—red on red. Blotched, nearly violet, she answered, but it was not the answer I had waited for— an answer that would show she commiserated with me. Red-faced, she smiled and said, “Oh.”

Oh? What the fuck? Why’d I marry her? I needed an ally, not silence followed by Oh. Oh?  

I retreated from our mid-table huddle and let her fingers slip from mine. With my shoulder blades bending the booth’s Naugahyde, I looked at the ceiling, saw cobwebs, shook my head, and wondered why. Why’d I marry her?  Cute. And a fan. That’s it. Young. Eighty, cute, and a fan. And she doesn’t interrupt or often say no when I decide to golf, watch a ball game, or take a shower that empties the water heater. That’s it. No complaints. Compliant, young, and cute.

I had ordered two scrambled eggs with wheat toast, and she chose oatmeal and white toast. Fifty-two minutes after we placed our order, the waitress, whose name tag identified her as Suzy, set a mushroom omelet with pancakes in front of me and a grapefruit in front of Christine. The waitress smiled broadly and asked, “Can I get you anything else?” Huh? Well, yeah. Maybe what we ordered?

I am typically a kind, soft-spoken, older man who reserves my salty language for old acquaintances, men I’ve known for a long time. But my patience had vanished over the preceding 52 minutes. When I discovered I’d waited nearly an hour for someone else’s meal, I morphed from quiet and inoffensive into loud and offensive. “Are you fucking kidding me? We waited an hour, and you served us meals we didn’t order? Unbelievable.”

Suzy hesitated, consulted her order pad, looked at the meals she had placed on the table before us, smiled more broadly than before, and, reading, said, “Mushroom omelet with cakes and a grapefruit. Table four. That’s what I heard, what I wrote down, and what I told the kitchen to prepare.” Proud of herself, she smiled. “If it’s not right, I’m sorry, I’ll take it back, and we can start over.” She stuttered. “And this time, please speak up. I can’t understand people when they mumble.”

Mumble? Me? Christine? A mistake and our fault? Unreal. 

When we ordered, we’d been articulate. We hadn’t mumbled. After she took our order, Suzy read it back to us. She got it right. Then. Two scrambled eggs with wheat toast for the gentleman, and oatmeal and white toast for the lady. 

Mumble? No way.

Sixty years earlier, I had killed a North Vietnamese man for less. He stuttered, and I put a bullet in his chest. I recognized that the rules were different in war. The Gulf of Tonkin Resolution didn’t apply in Anoka. We weren’t in a war zone. Killing a waitress for getting it wrong was against the law, draconian, cruel, and unwarranted. I wouldn’t kill her.

Deep breath. One. Two. Three. Four. Exhale. One. Two. Three. Four. I forced a grin. I wasn’t a killer; I wasn’t even mean. I was an 81-year-old who was hungry, and Suzy made a mistake. A forgivable mistake.

I was angry. I was old and had lived most of my life. I didn’t have a lot left, and she wasted a few of the remaining minutes. She didn’t deserve to die, but she didn’t deserve a pat on the head. I’d been too harsh and decided to apologize.

Sitting at a table marked 14, not 4, I smiled more broadly and less sincerely than Suzy had, watched my wife’s face blacken, and politely said, “Sorry for the coarse language. With my wife’s permission, we’ll eat what you served.”  When Christine nodded, I smiled at Suzy and dismissively said, “Thank you, Suzy. And if you’re good at math, can you tell me the difference between four and 14?”

Suzy smiled. She was smart. She entered the Science Fair in sixth grade and earned an A in Mathematics in second grade. She closed her eyes, calculated, and said, “Ten. That’s the difference between four and 14.”

I surrendered to incompetence; it seemed to be around the corner and waiting behind the wheel of each car on Main Street. I saw it daily, often heard it, and on Tuesday mornings, when the mailman delivered the local paper, I thought I could smell it. I smiled. “Very good, Suzy.” She wagged her tail, licked her lips, and walked away with a bounce in her step.  

Christine and I ate our meals, someone else’s meals, in silence. We didn’t talk, didn’t whisper, sing, or snore; I didn’t grumble or cuss; we ate quietly. When my plate sported only a tiny mushroom, and every grapefruit spear found itself in Christine’s digestive tract, I asked, “Ready?” When Christine nodded, I found a twenty and a ten in my pocket and left them at the table to pay an $18.20 bill. $11.80 as atonement for criticism richly deserved? Kind and generous. Forgiveness and sunshine.

As we passed the cash register, I heard a man sitting at booth 4, dressed in a T-shirt and shorts, ask Suzy where his mushroom omelet was. His companion asked for her grapefruit. While Suzy told the impatient customers she’d check, I opened the door so Christine could walk from the restaurant to the sidewalk. I winked at my bride and, looking at the clear sky, said, “Wasn’t that wonderful?”

*****
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PETE’S DINER WAS AT the intersection of Second Avenue and Main Street in Anoka, Minnesota, three blocks from our modest townhome on the Rum River. When Christine and I decided to eat breakfast at a restaurant, we considered driving, but when we determined walking was good for the heart and older lungs, and estimated the parking spot we’d find might be farther from the restaurant than our home, we decided to walk. 

As we walked from breakfast to home, a 2016 Nissan Pathfinder driven by an incompetent driver, a 32-year-old financial planner who was the grandson of one of my classmates, read a text message on a cell phone resting on his lap, ran a red light, jumped the curb, narrowly missed me, and struck and killed my wife, Christine.  

Christine must’ve thought it was a joke. It can’t happen. It’s not real; it’s a joke. 

As they lifted her lifeless body onto the gurney, I asked the EMT if I could take a look, and when I was given permission, I gingerly lifted the sheet from her face and looked. She was smiling. Not as broadly as Suzy, but it was clear she was smiling, silently saying, Can’t be. Must be a joke, and wasn’t that grapefruit good? It's better for my health than toasted white bread. 

I returned Christine’s smile, shook my head, returned the sheet to mask Christine’s face, winked at my draped, smiling, now-dead wife, looked at the clear sky, and sarcastically asked, “Wasn’t that wonderful?”

*****
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THE FUNERAL SERVICE was conducted in the same room where Christine and I stood and exchanged wedding vows eight weeks and two days earlier. Pastor Simpson officiated at both ceremonies. As the cleric commanded Christine’s soul to God, I focused on the past, not the present, the wedding, not the funeral. I remembered answering the question Pastor Simpson had asked 58 days earlier. Till death do you part? I said yes, believing we’d be married a shorter time than we would have been had we stood before God at 25, but I thought it would last longer than 58 days. It wasn’t a vow; it was a mushy pledge and only temporary. Milk in the refrigerator would have lasted as long. A joke. But it wasn’t funny, and I didn’t laugh except late at night and then only for seconds, not minutes. The irony, Ha, ha, ha.

*****
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MY DAD DIED IN HIS sleep the day before he turned 60. I delivered Dad’s eulogy and said, “He lived a life full of laughter, success, and love, but his life was short, too short. Fifty-nine years. Too young. Not enough laughter, love, and success. His mom died young, as did his dad. Genetics condemned him to die at 59. Lots of vegetables, fruits, few fats, and yet dead at 59.” I stopped, turned, and looked at the Cross affixed to the wall behind me, then returned to the congregation and said, “And now, the genetics that shortened his life lie in a box with his body while he celebrates emancipation, resurrection, and a reunion with Jesus.”

A reunion with Jesus? I nearly laughed. As I stood in the pulpit, I muffled a chuckle. I knew what I had said was what the pastors wanted me to say. I knew the elderly in the congregation with brittle bones needed me to say it, but I thought it was hogwash —drivel taught to raise money through offerings, assurances given to the insecure and sickly who wondered, “What’s next? Where do I go from here? Oh there. Better pony-up.” 

I never bought it; I always thought it was garbage. “Only through Christ. Eternal damnation except through the Lord Jesus Christ.” Garbage. 

When I was young, when I heard “Only through Christ, eternal damnation except through the Lord Jesus Christ,” I wondered, What about Jews? What about those born into Islam? What about those who lived in nations governed by dictators who demanded their subjects worship them and forsake all others? What about the 80% of all people alive who weren’t born into Christianity? Are all destined to eternal hell as a result of where they were born? Damnation by geography?

When I asked my church’s youth pastor, Pastor Belair, why God would condemn people because of where they were born and raised, he took time to formulate an answer. He stood in silence. Maybe he’d never considered the question. Perhaps he was surprised at the nine-year-old’s sophistication and courage to ask such a provocative question. He needed time to fashion an answer to return the child to the Christian fold. He smiled. Patronizingly, he said, “Jesus allows everyone to accept him as Lord and Savior, no matter where they are born or where they live.”

I wasn’t convinced. At nine, I decided his answer was deficient. “I heard my mom and dad talk about a Jew my dad served with during World War II. He died two weeks ago, and my dad was there when he died. As he stood at his deathbed, my dad asked him to find and love Jesus so he could go to Heaven. My dad said the dying man laughed and told him he was Jewish, not Lutheran. My dad’s friend never said another word and died while my dad stood over him and prayed Christian prayers. My dad told my mom he was worried about his friend, the man who saved his life during the War, because he had never met Jesus, and he had told my dad he didn’t care to meet him. My dad asked my mom, Why should he go to Hell because he was born and raised a Jew?”

Before the pastor answered, I complicated his task. “And all those people who die in the Middle East. Their funerals are held in a Mosque, and the mourners pray to Allah, not Jesus. Will the dead go to Hell because they were born and raised Muslim? Eternal damnation except through the Lord Jesus Christ? Eternal damnation by geography?”

Perplexed, the pastor pondered his answer, and as he did, I asked one more question. “And if I think someone can get to Heaven with help from Allah or Jesus, not just Jesus, am I going to Hell because I believe something different than what you believe?”

Belair punted. He escaped responsibility. He disappointed Harry Truman and passed the buck. He didn’t have an answer and didn’t try to find one. “I think you should ask your dad. You know what the Bible says, what Jesus and his disciples said. I can only tell you what you already know. If your faith is weak and you’re questioning what Jesus and the Bible have said, maybe you need to talk to someone you trust, someone who knows what the Bible and Jesus have said.”

“Isn’t that you?”

He tried to hide it, but I saw it. He imperceptibly shook his head in disgust. Challenged and thin-skinned, the youth pastor bristled and ended the conversation. “God granted you free will. Accept what the Good Book says or don’t, but understand there are consequences.” 

Belair began walking away between his first and second sentences so that when he said consequences, he was far enough away to ignore my response without appearing weak. With Belair in full stride, I asked, “So, because I question the Good Book, I’m in trouble?” I thought he heard me, but he didn’t break stride and never offered an answer. An escape artist? Houdini without pizzazz? No, an ordinary man without magic found in a wand, an abracadabra, a deck of cards or a good book.

My rejection of Christianity’s adherence to the exclusivity doctrine, the belief that the only way to eternal bliss was through Jesus, separated me from the Church, and after my parents lost the ability to tell me what to do, I didn’t attend Sunday services. I wasn’t an atheist and didn’t reject all religions or all tenants of Christianity; I accepted them all and modified them in my mind to the extent necessary to make them all compatible with one another. Through Jesus, check. By Allah, check. Through good deeds, check. Live humbly and believe in an eternal reward for living a good life, check.

My dad in his coffin. Me in the pulpit. A reunion with Jesus. My dad didn’t stir in his box, but my youth pastor, now the senior pastor, Pastor Belair, comfortably shifted in his seat as he listened to me. He remembered my crumbling faith and smiled as he heard, “A reunion with Jesus,” believing his counsel strengthened my faith. He suspected that my relationship with Jesus had grown as I became a man and delivered my father’s eulogy, because of what he had said two decades earlier. I grinned, hoping Belair, the mourners, and my dead dad didn’t see my almost imperceptible smile, and ended the hypocrisy with, “Rest in peace, Dad, rest in peace.”

*****
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AND 51 YEARS LATER, while Christine rested in an urn on the same altar where my dad lay in a box, Pastor Simpson, Pastor Belair’s great-nephew, praised Christine’s unrelenting faith and said, “A reunion with Jesus.” 

I was older, and appearances were no longer as important to me. I didn’t hide my contempt; I laughed out loud.

When Christine’s funeral service ended, I was the first to leave the church. Pastor Simpson stood at the door that separated the narthex from the nave, shook my hand, and said, “Christine is at peace in Heaven, with Jesus.” 

I smiled and said, “Thank God she was born and raised here.” 

Simpson didn’t understand. He couldn’t. He hadn’t witnessed the conversation between his great-uncle and me over seventy years earlier, so he had no idea what I meant. Confused and wary, unwilling to debate an author who hadn’t defined the issues in a way he understood, Simpson said nothing and smiled. I smiled and walked away. 
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A CELEBRATION OF LIFE
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I have lived 22 years longer than my father and 20 years longer than my mom. Christine was dead, as was Pastor Belair, Scott Templeton, the man who stole my second wife, my second wife, my first wife, Lilly, and our only child, Samantha. I had outlived Christine, Pastor Belair, my mom and dad, Scott, Carol, Lilly, Samantha, the actuaries’ predictions, and the small grocery store that stood on the corner of Sixth Avenue and North Street in Anoka, Minnesota —the store where I bought cigarettes on my thirteenth birthday. 

My parents died young, and I was getting old, beating the genetic odds. I had burglarized one of God’s huts, the one that held paperwork that noted upcoming dates of death. My name was near the top, but after I broke down the door, I moved it to the rear with an acceptable diet, no bad habits, and a positive outlook. I have altered the ledger numbers and lived much longer than God, or I expected. 

I didn’t take the days I had left for granted. The extra days were a gift. I cherished them. 

According to the now-deceased Pastor Belair, the dead who were worthy were in paradise looking down at those who had not yet passed. I doubted that those in nirvana would abandon heavenly pleasures and instead devote their energies to looking through keyholes, partially open blinds, or reading diaries scribed by the living, and question his definition of worthy. Still skeptical but cautious, I smiled, opened my blinds, spoke loudly, tried to hide little, looked up, and attempted to add to the departed’s pleasure with my good deeds and broad grins. I didn’t keep a ledger, but I was almost sure my impressive behavior increased my chances of joining those in paradise. 

*****
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I TRIED POSITIVITY and forgiveness. I decided to trash resentment. I knew that positivity and forgiveness would add to my pleasure here, lengthen my life, and better my chances in the hereafter, and recognized that resentments darkened my mood and likely shortened my life. 

When I lifted myself from my bed each morning, I looked at three pictures and a newspaper article framed and matted on the top of my dresser. The pictures reminded me of better times, times when I wasn’t alone, times when I woke with a smile and someone on the other side of the bed. The newspaper article fed resentment and my need for revenge. 

One picture was of my mom and dad, another of my first wife, Lilly, and our daughter, Samantha. The third was of my third wife, Christine.  When I looked at the pictures, I smiled.

The fourth frame contained a matted newspaper article that described the traffic accident that killed my second wife, Carol, and her second husband, Scott, the man she left me for. The article contained pictures of the broken car and, if one looked closely, of the now-dead Carol and Scott. When I looked at the matted newspaper article, I silently said, "Fuck you." 

*****
[image: ]


I ATE BREAKFAST ALONE at Pete’s Diner each morning, and when Suzy asked me what I wanted, afraid of adding resentments, I always said, “Whatever you bring me.” I didn’t want to be disappointed, to be required to eat someone else’s mushroom omelet, to leave the restaurant in a huff and fail to notice an SUV driven by a man reading text messages, to waste the beauty of the day, the stolen hours, on a feast of anger fomented by Suzy’s mistake, so I gave her great latitude. I said, “Whatever you bring me is fine.”

I was tempted to scold Suzy when she laid a plate of fish on the table in front of me at 6:30 a.m., but then I remembered Christine’s smile as they wheeled her dead body to the ambulance and said, “Thanks, Suzy.” I smiled. 

*****
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I BEGAN WALKING THE paths in Anoka twelve days after Christine’s ashes were buried next to her late husband, the father of her two children. Two weeks after I began my daily, solo journeys on the walking paths, I discovered I’d walked six miles. I looked at my old legs, and what felt like old feet, and to myself said, "Pretty damn good for 81."

On a Tuesday morning, after breakfast at Pete’s, I sat on the rocking chair that rested near the head of my bed and changed into my walking shoes. I looked at the framed and matted newspaper article that described the deaths of my ex-wife and her lover on top of my dresser, and, interested in joy and exorcising resentments, said, “No more.” 

Wearing a melancholy smile and walking shoes, I walked to the dresser, picked up the framed and matted article that said Carol and Scott had been killed in a car accident involving alcohol, read it, and asked, "Who was drinking? Scott, Carol, or the man who hit them?” Who cares? No grudges. They’re dead and shouldn’t haunt me. I opened my underwear drawer and slid the frame and its contents, face down, underneath briefs and boxers. RIP.

I took a step back, looked at my mom, my dad, Lilly, Samantha, and Christine, and said to them, “No need for that. No need to be reminded of painful times. I’ll remember you. Good times.” I closed the drawer and added, “I’m on borrowed time, gifted time, and am going to enjoy it.” I looked to the heavens and added, “As you want me to.”

*****
[image: ]


ON THE DAY I SAID GOODBYE to resentments and slid the reminder of pain and invitation to seek retribution into the bottom of my underwear drawer, I walked seven miles on 81-year-old legs. I needed to stop only once. I sat on the bank of the Rum River and tossed stones into the water. Each time a stone went plop, I grinned, reached for another, and plop. When I stood and tried to climb the short, gentle slope to the tar path, I slipped and tore the knee of my old pants. I brushed dried mud from my breached cotton pants, with my left hand, and scratched my dirt-covered knee. I completed my climb, looked at the river, torn pants, and knee, and smiled. When it gets a bit warmer, I’ll turn these into shorts. 

I didn’t wait until it got warmer. Me? A seamstress? I did what I hadn’t done before. I was old, but capable of learning new tricks. Old dogs, new tricks.

After I showered and pulled on a University of Minnesota sweatshirt and a pair of pants unblemished by a tear, I found Christine’s sewing basket. I found a pair of scissors in the basket’s bowels and cut off the lower half of each leg of the torn pants.  I folded the fabric and, using a hot iron and a wet towel, permanently pressed the folded cotton to the inside of each leg. I hand-stitched the folded fabric into each leg, held up the completed alteration for inspection, and noticed that the blue thread did not match the khaki shorts and that the stitches were uneven and meandered, but I grinned and said loudly enough for my ex-wife Carol and her husband Scott to hear from the bottom of the underwear drawer, “Not bad for an old, first-time seamstress.” Old dogs, new tricks.

*****
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ELEVEN WEEKS AFTER Christine died, I walked to Pete’s. I was hungry. The night before, after walking eight miles alone and working for 45 minutes with five-pound dumbbells, I was tired. I fell asleep on the couch before supper and didn’t wake until 6:00 a.m. the next day. I had missed a meal, was starving, and anticipated telling Suzy, “Anything, except fish, but make it filling. I’m starving.”

When I pulled the door to Pete’s, it wouldn’t open. I looked at the door and read a sign taped to the glass: Kitchen fire. Open tomorrow.

I considered reversing my walk and returning home, but because I ate every breakfast at Pete’s, I had nothing to fill my growling stomach at home. I did what Christine had not done. I looked for financial planners reading their cell phones, cautiously crossed Main Street and walked into Carl’s.

*****
[image: ]


SCOTT DIED WITH MY ex-wife when their car was struck broadside on Highway 10 and Thurston Avenue. Scott’s thirty-year-old granddaughter, with blonde hair and black roots, was a waitress at Carl’s.  She walked to where I sat and coldly asked, “What can I get you?”

I lifted the menu from the table, smiled at my waitress, and asked, “Can I have a few minutes?”

“Sure.” My ex-wife’s step-granddaughter put her order pad in her pocket and gruffly asked, “Coffee while you read?”

She had a bad attitude. She sneered and was a bit dismissive with her Sure. Either she didn’t like waitressing, or she held me responsible for her grandfather’s death. He was, after all, with my ex-wife when he drew his last breath. Rather than plead not guilty to an allegation that hadn’t been made, I smiled and said, “Yes. Thank you.”

When she returned with my coffee, I looked for a nametag. When I didn’t see one, I asked, “Are you Renee Chisolm?”

She said, “Yes,” and the harshness in her eyes and voice began to disappear.

I took advantage of the transformation and asked, “How’d you get so old and so pretty? The last time I saw you, you were a kindergartner.”

The nastiness disappeared. Completely. Bought with a compliment, Renee laughed, tossed her head, brushed her long blonde and black hair with long and gnarly fingers, and blushed.

I smiled, and when I saw Renee narrow her eyes and curl her lip, I concluded she had no idea who I was. I erased the uncertainty. “I’m Ned Quist.”

Renee hesitated. Her step-grandmother had been a Quist. She didn’t like her, and she seemed to wonder if it was okay for her to like me. Carol and I had the same last name. Guilty by surname? A son-of-a-bitch? A good guy? 

As she set her pencil on the server pad, I ended what appeared to be her internal debate. “A cheese omelet with wheat toast. I can’t believe how pretty you are.” 

The debate was over, the decision resolute. It was apparent. A good guy. She liked me. It was old-fashioned, and some thought it offensive for a man to objectify a woman by calling her pretty, but Renee wasn’t offended. She was giddy, likely thinking: He’s an old man who thinks I’m pretty. There’s nothing wrong with that. And such good taste.

*****
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WHEN I TOOK MY LAST bite, my stomach thanked me with silence. I saw two high school acquaintances walk in the door. One was blind; the other, genius. 

Randy Vensass was blind, and Happy Harold Tesh was a genius. Happy was my class’ valedictorian, and I was its salutatorian. Randy, the man with eyes that didn’t work, was lucky to have graduated. 

We were in the class of 1955. Political correctness hadn’t yet been born and was nonexistent, and Braille books were unavailable. Teachers wrote on blackboards and often didn’t provide an audible explanation of what they wrote. Randy couldn’t see what was written on the blackboards. Books were given to each of Anoka’s 450 seniors, but they were written in black ink, not braille. Randy couldn’t see and didn’t know what was written in books filled with black ink. Students were given 55 minutes to complete written tests. At the same time, Randy waited for the first student to complete the examination so the speedy test taker could read the questions to Randy and write down Randy’s responses. Sighted students had 55 minutes to complete the exam, while Randy often had only 10. Despite the challenges, Randy graduated with his class. 

To the surprise and shock of all classmates and their supporters in attendance at the graduation ceremony, when Randy’s name was called, he stood and walked halfway across the stage, stopped where the Superintendent stood to receive his diploma, and walked the other half of the stage, down three steps, took two rights, and walked out of the auditorium. Waiting for him to bump into a wall, stumble on the steps, or crash into classmates who sat in silence, watching him traverse the course with aplomb, without a crash, bump, or fall, the crowd stood, hooted, and vigorously clapped as he walked from the room wearing an arrogant yet earned grin. 

After the ceremony, I asked Sarah Venter, who received her diploma immediately after Randy, what it was like to follow a damn near miracle. Sarah said, “Can’t remember. I watched him walk up and down steps, travel around obstacles, and walk out of the room with a Hey fuck you attitude. Amazing. I was focused on him and don’t remember what it was like for me. My parents told me they didn’t see me get my diploma because, like everyone else, they were watching a blind kid maneuver a maze.”

*****
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SIXTY-FOUR YEARS AFTER graduating from high school, eleven weeks after becoming a widower for the third time, ten minutes after making a waitress blush, I watched Happy go where his eyes led him and Randy maneuver another obstacle course and sit in an empty booth without a stumble or a bump.

I paid Renee, leaving her a tip more significant and concrete than the compliment I had given, and walked to the booth where Randy and Happy sat. I said, “Hi, guys.”

Happy, the man with eyes that worked, looked at me, squinted, and tried to determine who I was, but he surrendered without an answer. Randy, a man without vision, looking but not seeing, said, “Hi, Ned. How are ya doing?”

*****
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I WAS THE OLDEST. MY birthday was two months away; I’d be 82 when it arrived. Happy would turn 82 three weeks after I did, and the baby in our old crowd, Randy, would turn 82 four days after Happy.

We remembered classmates who were both dead and alive. Happy fawned when he talked about our eleventh-grade math teacher, and Randy asked, “Was he tall?”  I thought Mrs. Jorrison, our twelfth-grade English teacher, was pretty. Happy agreed, and Randy asked, “Was she tall?” When Randy asked if the gym teacher was a man or a woman, he said he could never tell from the voice, and that he’d never had the opportunity to touch him or her there to determine gender; we laughed. 

When Randy and Happy finished their meals and paid Renee for what they ate, I asked Randy a 64-year-old question. “How the hell did you pick up your diploma and walk out of the room without help or a cane?”

Randy laughed. “In all these years, you’re the first to have the temerity to ask that question.” 

He said nothing more, so I asked again, and he said, “I had help. My dad brought me to the Auditorium after it was set up for graduation. He led me from my seat to the stairs, across the stage, down the stairs, and out the door dozens of times. He counted our steps. He shouted turns in degrees. He estimated distances. After being led about fifty times, I tried it on my own. I bumped into chairs, tried to walk up steps that weren’t there, and once fell from the stage to the floor. But I didn’t quit. I wanted to show those son-of-a-bitches who didn’t tell me what they were writing, those son-of-a-bitches who gave me books filled with ink, those son-of-a-bitches who made no accommodations for me when tests were given, that I could do what others could do if just given a chance. So I kept going, and after nearly a hundred dry runs, I got it right. I showed those fuckers, and they’re still wondering how I did it. I answered your question, but if they asked the same one, I’d smile and say only, Fuck you.”  

*****
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WE AGREED THAT TWO should become three and that I should join Happy and Randy each day for breakfast at 8:00, said Goodbye, and walked to our respective homes in different directions. As I watched Randy confidently walk without working eyes or a cane at nearly 82, I realized you can teach an old dog new tricks. I wanted to do what Randy had done 62 years earlier, what he was doing now.  Standing on the sidewalk, a block from Second Avenue, three blocks from home, I closed my eyes and walked towards the sun —Second Avenue and home —and, on the fourth step after I started the experiment, I walked into a parking meter and broke my nose—more dry runs.
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ME? TEMPTED?
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When I arrived at Carl’s the following day, Randy and Happy were already there, eating muffins and drinking coffee. Disappointed that they hadn’t waited for me, I sat in their booth, wearing a frown. Happy, the old man with eyes that didn’t need glasses, didn’t see; Randy, the blind old man, did. “Sorry, we ordered without you, Ned. We started talking about music, and when Renee asked what we were having, out of habit and focused on songs rather than camaraderie, we ordered. Sorry.”

Assuaged, I smiled, and the man without functional eyes returned my smile. I ordered what they’re having, and Renee returned with a bran muffin and decaffeinated coffee.

I asked,  “What songs? What music?”

Happy answered with a grin. “We’ve had a band for nearly fifty years. There were five, then four, then three; now there are just two. Paul Stannick and Ed Palmer died, and Salty Smith had a stroke and couldn’t remember his name, let alone how to read music. So now, it’s just Randy and me. We were good. Not so much now. Two can’t make music like three, four, and five. Thank God Randy’s got pipes. He can belt out a tune and sing a cappella. He doesn’t need me. I’m jewelry; he’s the real deal. Smooth voice. Like a white Ray Charles. When I die, and five becomes one, he’ll be okay. A keyboardist who can sing.”

Randy laughed. “Ray Charles wishes I were a white Ray Charles.”

In the restaurant, with five booths full, three tables occupied, and a counter with seven asses on seven stools, without the benefit of a microphone, but as loud as if he had one, Randy sang, Hit the Road Jack and don’t you come home, no more, no more, no more, no more. Hit the road, Jack, and don’t you come back no more.

As Randy finished and smiled, Renee clapped, and men in the three booths smiled and nodded. Two men at the counter turned their chairs to face Randy. They shouted for more. Randy lifted his hands nose high, turned his palms to the audience, and patted down the air in front of him, letting his fans know the show was over. Randy’s fans returned to their eggs, and we returned to our conversation. I told the blind man that he had made people smile, and Randy grinned and said, “I know.”

The three of us remembered the band’s dead members, all classmates and good guys and gals. When the stories fueled by memories ended, Happy looked at Randy and said, “Maybe Ned can play bass.”

Randy smiled and looked at me to gauge my response. Although he couldn’t see, he leaned closer to double the power of his non-existent vision. Two times zero is still zero. But maybe not. He laughed, saying, “A tuba player in the high school band. A brass bass. The transition from brass to wood would be simple.”

*****
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I DISLIKED THE TUBA but loved my high school bandmates. Every summer, I tried to convince my mother to let me quit the band and enroll in a woodshop class, but she and the band director opposed it. “No. You’ll never be a carpenter, but maybe a professional musician.”

I disagreed with Mom. “Play a tuba in an orchestra?”

“Maybe.”

“No way. Build houses. Repair broken banisters, unplug stopped up drains, maybe, but play in an orchestra, no way.” 

Without facts or numbers on her side, Mom asserted her definitive powers as a mother. “Doesn’t matter. You are not quitting the band.  Go practice your tuba.”

*****
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SITTING IN CARL’S RESTAURANT with two musicians and an invitation, I laughed at my mom’s incredible look into my future. 

“Do you get paid to play?”

Happy seemed to get happier. Proud, he grinned ear-to-ear. “Of course. Weddings are $200.00. Dances at the assisted living homes are $100.00.”

I smiled. My mother had been prescient. A professional musician. At 81? I resisted. I wasn’t sure I wanted my mom to be right. I wasn’t sure I had it in my 81-year-old bones. If my banister needed repair, I would call a carpenter. If my pipes were plugged, I would call a plumber. Maybe Mom was right. Not a plumber or a carpenter, maybe a professional musician?  “I haven’t played in 64 years. And when I did, it was a brass horn. I’d guess you need someone to play a bass fiddle or guitar. I’ve never played either. I’m not sure the transition would be so easy.” I lifted my right hand, modestly crippled from striking a computer keyboard or gripping a pen for fifty years, and added, “Old hands might have trouble depressing tight, thick strings.”

Randy closed his blinded eyes. He pictured a trio of alums, old men playing old music for young or elderly people, and laughed. “Either a horn or a fiddle would work. If you choose a fiddle, the transition’s not tough. You’d pick it up in weeks. Your old hands would find new strength. I remember you were pretty good. The Director, Morrie, liked you a lot. He always said that when the drummers are out of sync, listen to Quist, and he’ll keep you on track. And he was right. You did. You were good then and could be now. A natural. And except for memory, stamina, strength, erections, and memory, what comes naturally at 15, comes naturally at 81.”

“You said memory twice.”

“I forgot.”

Happy tried to push me beyond maybe and tempt me with riches. “We get paid. We rehearsed the day before Stannick died. He left his bass fiddle in Randy’s basement. When we tried to give it to his son, he said, Keep it. We don’t play. So, it’s still in the basement, waiting to be claimed. If you’re willing, it’s yours: money and a bass. The word-artist becomes a professional musician. Can’t say no to that.” 

*****
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I COULD HAVE SAID no, but I didn’t. These men had been acquaintances for nearly seven decades, and I was a childless widower who outlived his siblings and close friends. I was alone 23 hours a day, and now I had a chance to couple and escape loneliness. 

My loneliness was interrupted by Suzy or Renee, and by people who smiled from different chairs or booths as I sat in Pete’s or Carl’s, or once a week by a cashier who said, "Thanks." Twice a year, my hygienist said, “Good work,” and once a year, my doctor said, “Keep doing what you’re doing, and we’ll see you next year.” Occasionally, delivery drivers, pedestrians on the sidewalks, or people working the aisles at Target would nod and say, “Hello.” The man who worked at Super America asked me if he could wash my windshield. Twice a week, my neighbor, Ben, the man with whom I shared a wall, said, “Morning, Ned,” but all those short, officious exchanges weren’t enough. Since Christine died, my loneliness hadn’t been interrupted by a friend who cared or a relative who shared genes and memories. I was alone. This was an opportunity to escape loneliness.

These men—old faces, familiar smiles, a blind man who could see, and a man whose name accurately described his disposition—acquaintances of 72 years could become friends, and I could be happier at 82 than I was at 81. “Let me know when I can look. It might be fun.”

*****
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I HAD ALWAYS KEPT MY circle of friends small, with a diameter of four and a radius of just over one. I always avoided crowds and felt uncomfortable when more than three people were nearby. 

I wasn’t paranoid, not even neurotic; I just preferred social intimacy and was uncomfortable in crowds. 

I met my first wife, Lilly, in kindergarten. The blonde five-year-old smiled, and I was smitten. It wasn’t love or infantile sexual longing; it was comfort and compatibility. The others, love and sexual hunger, came later, but at five, it was comfort and compatibility.

Lilly said, “Hi,” and I didn’t look elsewhere. She was my companion in class, on the playground,

and on the field of play. Lilly lived two blocks from me, between my house and school, so I would stop by her house, and we would walk to and from school together. Lilly’s mom looked at me every morning and said, “Thank you, Ned. When Lilly is with you, I think she’s in good hands and safe.”

When I was told that Lilly was in good hands when she was with me, I looked at my small paws and wondered why Mrs. Dahl thought my hands could keep Lilly safe. I couldn’t find an acceptable answer, but to be safe, I put my tiny hands in my pants pockets to protect them from danger so they could continue to keep Lilly safe and said, “Thank you, Mrs. Dahl.”

Lilly and I told Mrs. Douglass, our kindergarten teacher, that we wanted to sit near one another in class. Mrs. Douglass accommodated our request until a week later, when she moved me to the opposite side of the room and said, “You two talk too much. Work on numbers and colors in class. Talk after class.”

Like me, Lilly had only one close friend, me. 

Lilly was a twin, but her brother lived in an iron lung. When I asked Why, Lilly said, “He can’t breathe without it. Mom said if he left the lung for a long time, he’d die.”

After school, Lilly and I played on the playground, but soon after play began, Lilly would often say, “I’ve got to get home. I need to play with my brother.”

I didn’t understand. “How do you play with your brother? If he gets out of his iron lung, he can’t breathe and will die.”

“He stays in the iron lung, and I talk to him. I color and show him my work. I tell him about my day at school. I tell him about you. Sometimes, I sing to him; sometimes, he tries to sing with me, but it’s hard for him. Mom says if I can get him to smile twice each day, I’ve made God happy because I’ve been a good girl and
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