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 A Matter Of
Quality






by
Rebecca Milton


On Main
Street, in my home town of Andover, where I had grown up, there is
a stationary shop; M.F. Charles & Sons, Stationary. It stands
in the center of Main Street, the North side of the street. A two
story tall building, large windows in the front. A red door with
gold trim, a bell that tinkled when you entered. Hard wood floors
that had warped slightly due to so much traffic.


Dim lights,
men in three piece suits standing at strategic points around the
shop waiting to tell you about pens, paper, desks, blotters, all
things writing related. Journals, sketch books, blank books, lined
shelves. Display cases with all manner of pen from fountain pens of
lush gold and onyx to everyday roller balls.


Upstairs, no
elevator or escalator, a staircase, wide with a stripe of carpet up
the middle, were desks and lamps, chairs and writing tables,
shelves and the office. The shop had a scent of paper and peace.
There was a calm about the shop. Even during the holidays when
everyone was rushing about, looking for that perfect gift, the shop
remained calm, gentle and easy.


Someone would
rush in the door, flustered with the holiday insanity and,
immediately, they would slow down. Stop, take the shop in, breath
in its reverence and relax. There was history in the air at M.F.
Charles Stationary. Merriman Fitzgerald Charles had opened the shop
in 1862. He and his wife sold pens, pencils, paper. Wrapped
packages and were able to order specialty items from around the
world.


Back then,
people wrote all the time. It wasn’t a luxury to take pen in hand,
dip pen in ink, press pen to page and write. It was a necessity.
Merriman opened his shop, the only one of its kind in the area, and
his business thrived. He lived a happy life, had a good marriage
and a love of what he did. His wife, Darlene, bore him three
children, two sons and a daughter.


One son became
a lawyer, the other a soldier who had a great love of the written
word and a passion for writing himself. When he had served time,
received a wound, he happily returned home and took up operations
of the shop with his father.


The daughter
married well, a banker, who was not stuffy at all, and she had
three children. Two daughters and one son. The daughters sadly died
young and Darlene never fully recovered from the loss. She began
working at the shop as well. Dimming the lamps, dusting the shelves
and moving with slow, gloomy gate among the shelves and cases.


The family
moved with the times, new items, new styles. From fountain pens to
ink pens, wood pencils to mechanical pencils. Whatever the market
called for M.F. Charles was happy to provide. The shop, however,
remained very much as it was. An area with large, rich leather
chairs for the customers to sit in and have tea or a cold beverage.
Well dressed salesclerks with pocket watches, knowledge and love of
what they sold.


The shop
thrived as a business and, somewhat, as a museum. In guide books
for the area there was always a write up of the old town and a
picture of M.F. Charles & Sons Stationary, the oldest, still
operating business in the area. The articles spoke of its old world
charm, its classic style and its exceptional service. So, there
were tourists who came in to see it, gawk at its “better times”
feeling and, more times than not, buy a pen or some custom writing
paper.


Merriman
Charles had a side passion. A service he offered, very quietly,
very discretely to those who truly wanted it. They could not take
it lightly, they could not tell anyone about it. At night, in the
office upstairs, among the tables, desks and chairs, Merriman
Charles would gather a group of no more that six adults and, he
would teach them how to read.


He had
discovered, over the years, that many adults, many adults of proper
stature, good place, well respected, had never learned how to read.
They had simply gotten by. He found this to be the saddest thing he
had ever heard. Merriman was himself a passionate reader. So,
quietly, respectfully, through subtle channels, he sent out word
that he would be willing, for no fee, to teach people to read.


His first
class had two students, Parsis Chemsworth, a respected and wealthy
jeweler and Robert Tinsdale, a boy whose family was too poor to
send him to school and needed him to work around the house all day
because of a sick father. For one year, three nights a week, two
hours a night, the two students would come in a back door, climb
the stairs, sit with Merriman, open books, sound out words,
struggle through paragraphs and learn how to read. Merriman was
patient, but demanding.


His two pupils
respected him, were in awe of his reading skill and were dedicated
to the task. In one year, both Parsis and Robert were able to read
passages from Homer’s Odyssey, Shakespeare’s sonnets and the
mysteries of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes. When the
year ended and the two men were cracker jack readers, Darlene baked
a small cake, Merriman opened a special bottle of wine and he gave
them each, as a sort of graduation gift, a copy of The Bible.


Parsis and
Robert went off and used their new found skill to great advantage
and slowly, the story of Merriman’s great gift spread. He had many
come to him quietly and ask to join his class. He kept the number
to six at a time so that they could get his full attention. The
class lasted one year and when they graduated, there was always a
cake, wine and a copy of a book. Sometimes the Bible, sometimes
Dickens. The people who took his class became great readers, lovers
of literature and they handed that book down through the
generations.


As the years
rolled on, the ownership of the shop passed from one family member
to the next and things remained much the same. The style of the
shop, the leather chairs, the tea, coffee or cold beverage, the
finest of stationary. There was the inevitable addition of
computers and other electronic devices, but they too had to conform
to the zeitgeist of the shop. Men still wore suits, women who
worked there wore dresses and very little make up.


The only thing
that changed was the reading class. It had become very popular and
very respected over the years. So, it was given grant money, a
teacher was hired and three nights a week, in a renovated back
room, fifteen students, who had to apply and show they truly had
the dedication and desire it took, were taught to read.


I had gone
away to college, a small, all girls, liberal arts school on the
West coast. I finished college and wandered around California,
unsure of what I wanted, who I was and what I was supposed to be
doing with my life. I fell in love with an artist and lived with
him for a year. It was a tempestuous relationship.


We smoked a
lot of pot, drank much whiskey and had some decent sex, but some
deeply passionate fights. It was not a good relationship. But, I
didn’t really know what to expect from a relationship. I had been
relatively inexperienced before I met him. I had a few
“experimental” nights with some girls in my dorm. I had learned how
to give myself an orgasm.


I had a mostly
one sided, two week fling with a visiting professor of theater. He
took my virginity but spent most of our time together teaching me
how to give the perfect blowjob. I enjoyed it, turned out to be
good at it, but I knew there had to be something more. I was
thinking about leaving the artists but unsure of what my next step
was when I received a panicked call from my father that my mother
was ill, in the hospital and I needed to come home.


I caught a
plane and l arrived at the hospital in enough time to see my
mother, hold her hand, tell her I loved her and watch her die. I
stayed with my father, and arranged for everything. One evening,
while we sat at the kitchen table, I was going over insurance
papers with him and he just couldn’t focus.


“I don’t know
anything about all this,” he said, throwing his hands up and
pushing papers away, “your mother handled all of this.” I told him
I understood, knew he was upset but that we needed to get this
stuff taken care of as soon as possible.


“So you can
leave again,” he said, his voice heavy with sadness, “so you can go
back to doing whatever you were doing. Having fun. Living a life
without concern for anyone else. Is that why you want to finish all
this?”


I was shocked.
I tried to be calm, understand that my father was deeply sad and
lonely, but that was bordering on cruel. I fought back the tears
and he saw it. He sensed it, knew he had gone too far. I waited for
him to say something, but he didn’t. He stormed out of the kitchen,
got in the car and drove off. I finished the paper work, put things
in order and went to my room. I was aching. My heart was so
heavy.


Again, I
didn’t know what to do, who I was or where I would go. I decided I
couldn’t stay here, in the house, in the town, so I started to pack
my bag. I figured I would just go to the airport, get on any flight
I could and just go.


I finished
packing and walked into the living room where I found my father
sitting on the sofa, his head down, his shoulders shaking. He was
sobbing. I sat beside him and put my arms around him. He cried for
a long time. Great, wracking sobs, like I had never seen my father
do. After a time, he calmed down and he took my hands.


“I’m sorry,”
he said to me, “I didn’t mean it, I am... I’m so sad. I’m...” I
stopped him.


“It’s okay,
Dad,” I told him, “I understand.”


“No,” he said
very quietly, “the thing is... your mother took care of all that
stuff because... I can’t read.”


He dropped his
head and started to cry again. I was stunned. My father was a very
wealthy, very successful business man, how was it possible that he
didn’t know how to read?


“Lawyers,
assistants, your mother. I had so many people around me, working
with me, for me, helping me, I was able to hide it all my
life.”


He wiped his
eyes with his hanky and sighed, “It’s not that strange when you
think of it,” he went on, “ many men my age, self made men we’re
called, don’t know how to read.” He looked at me, ashamed, small
and lost. “I don’t know what I’m going to do without her,” he said
and his body sank into the sofa.


“I’ll stay,” I
said, “I’m your daughter, I’ll stay and I’ll help you.” His eyes
sparkled and he started to cry again. “Enough, dad,” I said, half
joking half serious, “you’re crying more than my sorority sisters
at a chick flick.” He chuckled and hugged me again.


I unpacked my
bag and moved back home with my father. I helped him with the paper
work, with the business and with the day to running of the large
house. It was fine for a while but soon, I felt empty. I needed
something to do, someplace to be.


***


While
strolling through the town one morning, sipping coffee and just
killing time, I wandered into M.F. Charles & Sons Stationary
shop. I felt instantly at home. The familiar shop that I had spent
many wonderful hours in as a girl, hadn’t changed at all. The
smell, the feel of the shop was familiar and welcoming. As I moved
by the cases of writing instruments an older, very elegant woman
stepped up to me.


“Marsha
Cooke,” she said to me extending her hand, “I was a friend of your
mother’s. We met at the wake but, I am sure you don’t recall. I am
so sorry for your loss.” I shook her hand and thanked her. She
talked about my mother, shared some wonderful memories with me,
“She was a gracious, wonderful woman,” she said to me.


I thanked her
and felt overwhelmingly sad, I wanted to get out of the shop right
away. I turned to go, but Marsha stopped me. She took my arm, sat
me in one of the large, warm leather chairs and brought me a cup of
tea. She sat with me and talked to me about nothing really, just
talked so that I would calm down. After a bit, I felt better. I
thanked her for her kindness and the tea. She walked me to the
door. “Are you staying here or are you going away again?” she
asked.


“I’m staying,
my father... My father needs some help right now so...” She
nodded.


“What are you
doing,” she asked, “are you working?”


I told her I
wasn’t. I told her I was just helping my father and that I was
getting a little antsy. She took my number and told me she would
call me in a few days, check up on me. I thanked her and wandered
home.


***


Three days
later, Marsha called me and asked me to come to the shop, she
wanted to discuss something with me. I went and met her and Alan
Charles, the great grandson of Merriman Charles and now owner,
operator of the shop. We sat in the office, just as plush and regal
as it was when his great grandfather opened the shop so long
ago.


“Marsha tells
me that you’re looking for work,” Alan said to me. He had a calm,
proper manner. I looked at Marsha and she gave me a slight nod. “I
would like to offer you work, if you’re interested.” I loved the
shop, it was such a big part of my childhood, working there sounded
perfect.


“I’m very
interested,” I said, “thank you.” He smiled and continued.


“You would
come aboard as a sales associate working on the floor and,” he
paused, “three nights a week, you would teach at our school.”
That’s when I remembered the famous school for reading. I was
surprised it was still in operation.


“The reading
school,” I said, “is that still going on?”


“Oh yes,” Alan
said, “three nights a week, two hours a night. Still very private,
very discrete. We have a grant to pay the teacher. We still take
only fifteen students a year.” He smiled, obviously very proud of
this school.



“Unfortunately, our usual teacher has left us to get married. We
are due to start the class again in two weeks and we have no
teacher. Would this interest you?” I thought of my father, his
shame and sadness, how helpless he was without mom. How could I say
no to this?


“I am
interested, under one condition, my father is allowed to join the
class.” Alan raised his eyebrows, obviously as surprised as I was
to learn my father couldn’t read. “I know,” I went on, “I was
pretty shocked myself.” Alan agreed, shook my hand, Marsha hugged
me and went home to share the news with my father.


“Why,” he said
to me at dinner, a little anger in his voice, “why would I want to
do that?”


“Because you
need to,” I told him standing my ground, “it’s not a choice, dad,
if you want me to stay, help you, then you take this class.” He
grumbled and groused but he agreed and two weeks later, there we
were, in the classroom behind the shop, starting a class.


***


A month into
the class I was feeling, for the first time in my life, that I had
purpose. I felt that I was where I was supposed to be, doing
something worthwhile. Still there was a niggling sensation that it
was not going to last or that once I finished this year I would
feel empty again. I pushed those feelings down, repressed them as
best I could and went on with my life.


Things were
quite good, really, I loved the class. The joy of hearing someone
put a sentence together, their expression when they understood,
achieved a milestone. I would sit in my room in the evenings and
listen carefully to my father, he in his room, sounding out
sentences from the newspaper. My shock of his illiteracy had turned
to great admiration of his bravery and his tenacity. If he was
going to learn to read, he would be the best reader in the class.
So, he was.


Working in the
shop was also a joy for me. I liked the fact that I now took time
to dress in the morning. I had not been concerned with my
appearance very much. In college we wore a uniform, so what to wear
was never really that foremost in my mind. When I left college I
tried to adopt the bohemian style of the people I was with, but it
never felt comfortable.


When I took
the job with M.F. Charles, I went shopping. I bought skirts and
blouses, simple dresses as well as a few more elegant items. I took
my time in the morning, picking out my “work clothes” putting on
just a little bit of make up, doing my hair tight in a bun. I
looked like a throw back in history, but I loved the look very
much. I eventually presided over the case of mid range fountain
pens and the case of time pieces.


I had to study
and learn about each new item. The cases were my domain. Marsha had
been with me the first month helping me with customers, answering
questions, but all the while, I spent my nights studying the
fountain pen, the workings, the styles, which nibs were best for
which kind of writing. I had to know all about the manufacturers,
the history and all the intricacies of each and every pen.


The same held
true for the time pieces. This, I discovered, was why the shop had
survived, why people still patronized it year after year. I
developed a sense of pride that I had not known before.


***


After a month,
Marsha stepped away and I was the only clerk for those two cases.
If someone asked about a certain fountain pen and it resided in my
case, they were referred to me. Each clerk had domain over two to
five cases. The more senior clerks had more cases. You were
responsible for stalking, cleaning and knowing everything about
your cases. It’s one of the many things that made the shop unique
and lovely.


“Your sales
are incredible this month,” Timothy Kraft told me. He was the shop
accountant, we were sitting in the kitchen early one morning,
before we opened, having coffee.


“Seriously
impressive, not many new clerks have had numbers like yours.”


Timothy kept
track of all the sales for all the clerks. We didn’t work on
commission, Merriman Charles had said that made his clerks too
aggressive and cared more about the sale than the people they were
selling too. So, we were given a very good hourly rate.


However, Alan
Charles, the owner, liked to know how his clerks were doing. If a
clerk’s sales were low, perhaps they weren’t selling the right item
for their personality. It was a very human way to run a business.
It had worked and continued to work for hundreds of years and so it
went.


“I love the
pens,” I told him, “and the watches, oh my, they are so beautiful.
I just... Well, I really like working here.’


“It shows in
your numbers,” he said, “keep it up, perhaps you could get a third
case.” A third case would mean a raise and, although I was very
happy with the money I was making, I wouldn’t mind having a third
case to preside over. I wanted to learn everything about the
shop.


***


One evening,
after class, I stepped into the shop and was looking over my cases,
thinking of what I wanted to restock and what new items I might add
when Timothy came down the stairs. He saw me and smiled. But, his
eyes were dark and sad.


“Just thinking
about adding a few new items to my case,” I told him. He nodded,
distracted and headed to the kitchen. It wasn’t strange to see him
there, he often worked late, but his demeanor was not usual. I made
my notes and went to the kitchen and found Timothy slumped over the
table with a cup of coffee. “You don’t look well,” I said. He sat
up and tried to appear calm. “Something is wrong.”


“Yes,” he said
and slumped again. “The school... the grant,” he mumbled and sipped
his coffee. I sat beside him, waited patiently because I sensed
there was more to say. “We have been denied our grant, because of
the way the school is run, basically in secret, because we only
teach remedial reading, the grant has been denied. The money is
being given to more flashy projects, higher profile things. That’s
the way the world works,” he went on, “simple, quiet pleasures are
cast aside for the things that get splashed all over the news.”


“What will
happen,” I asked, “will you just stop holding the class?”


“Most likely,”
he said, “the funds are in place to finish the year, but after
that...” He waved his hand in the air, sweeping the idea of the
school away. We were quiet for some time.


“Could we make
the school more... splashy,” I said, hoping to cheer him a little.
He shook his head.


“I mean, yes,”
he said, “we could, we certainly could. We could advertise, we
could point to all our success, but that’s not the way the class
was started. That’s not what Merriman Charles wanted.”


I was struck
by this notion. The shop was run very much the way Merriman Charles
had run it when he was alive. His children, grandchildren and great
grandchildren had kept it running just the same way. Part of me had
thought it might have been a gimmick. A facade to keep the shop
separate from the office super stores. The shop did well because of
this., because of the level of service and the quality of the
products. I had no idea that the feeling, the desire to keep things
as Merriman Charles had wanted them, went this deep.


“Is it that
important,” I asked, “to keep things the way Merriman Charles had
them?” He looked at me with a very slight smile. His eyes were a
lovely shade of green. His features were soft and kind. He was
clean shaved, always, he smelled faintly of leather and soap.


He was a fine
looking man, a handsome man. Because of the way we all dressed and
comported ourselves in the shop, with an old world style, I never
thought of him or any of the other men in a sexual manner but now,
in the kitchen, I was finding myself very, very attracted to
Timothy.


“It is
important,” he said, turning to face me with his whole body, “you
wouldn’t believe the hoopla that went on when I suggested we start
carrying computers. It made sense, we all knew it. We knew we would
do well when we started selling them but...” he paused and laughed,
“it was like we had decided to sell porn. We were all so nervous,
so worried about them ruining the feeling of the shop. What kind of
clientele would we now be attracting. We were so worried, all of
us.”


“But, why,” I
said, “the computer department makes huge sales.”


“Oh, yes, of
course, and we all agreed it was the thing to do but...” he stood
up and took my hand, “come with me, show me your case.”


So we went out
to the floor and I showed him my case, told him about every pen and
time piece. Then I shared with him the three new items I wanted to
add. I pulled out the catalogues and showed the items, told him why
and what they would add to the customer experience. “How long have
you been thinking about adding these,” he said. I stopped and
thought.


“I would say I
have been thinking about them for... two months now.” He
smiled.


“Do you need
to go home right away,” he asked, “or can I beg your indulgence for
a bit.” I told him I was in no rush. We left the shop, got into his
car and started to drive. He removed his tie and unbuttoned his top
button. His look changed instantly and I felt even more
attraction.


“Where are you
taking me,” I asked.


“Make out
point,” he said, “ you know the spot by the lake where the kids
go.” I stared at him and he laughed. “I’m kidding, we’re going
here.” We pulled into the parking lot of the giant Staples. We went
inside and he walked to the aisle that had pens. There were your
typical varieties of roller balls, ball points, etc.


There was a
small case mounted to the wall that had several higher end fountain
pens. Nothing that we would carry, not even in the low end cases
that Greg, a very new clerk, had dominion over. We stood looking at
the case. I had no idea what was going on. No one bothered us. The
case was locked so we couldn’t actually feel the pens, hold them,
write with them.


“What are we
doing,” I asked.


“We are
thinking about buying a pen,” he said and put his hands in his
pockets and waited. Finally, after about fifteen minutes, a young
girl in a red jersey walked by. She paid no attention to us so
Timothy called to her. “Excuse me,” he said and she stopped, “we’d
like to look at these pens.” She stood still not sure what to say.
Obviously the pens were right in front of us and we could see
them.


“OK,” she said
and did nothing.” Timothy gave me a look.


“Can we hold
them,” he said at last, “feel the weight and such?”


“Oh,” she
said, “sure, let me...” and she wandered off. She returned some
minutes later with a key and opened the case. She handed Timothy a
pen and stood there. He began to ask her about it and she knew
nothing. He asked if someone in the store had any more information
and she informed us that the main office ordered them, we could get
online and check them out there. Timothy thanked her, handed the
pen back and we left the store. We got back in his car and sat for
a moment.


“So,” he said,
“now do you see?”


“I see that
she is a clerk in a super store,” I said, “I see that she doesn’t
really know about the products but why should she?”


“Because she
sells them, it’s her job. You may say she works for minimum wage,
it’s just a part time job etc, etc. But, that doesn’t mean she
doesn’t need to care. That’s why we still do things the way
Merriman Charles did, because caring is important. Did you see how
uncomfortable she felt? She felt dumb, she felt on the spot, she
was aware that she couldn’t answer any of my questions. That’s not
good for her or for the store.” I understood what he was saying


“But, people
don’t go into this store for that kind of thing,” I said.


“Exactly,” he
shouted with a sense of joy, “that’s why we survive and thrive,
because people want that. Merriman Charles knew that, believed it
and so, we carry it on still.”


“So,” I said,
“we could make the school splashy but...”


“But...” he
said.


“But that’s
not the way Merriman Charles would have wanted it.”


“Exactly,” he
said and poked the air for punctuation. I liked his passion. I
liked his way of thinking. Above all I understood and it made
sense. The shop and the school had both given me purpose and a
sense of self. I would do nothing to damage that. We sat quietly
for a moment and then he started the car. “May I take you home?” he
asked. I nodded and he started to pull out of the lot.


“Wait,” I said
and he stopped, “is there really a make out point by the lake?”


“Yes,” he
said, a little surprised, “didn’t you ever go there when you were
in high school?”


“No, I didn’t
date, I was shy and... kind of lost in high school. After high
school too. I have been kind of lost for a while now.” He pulled
out of the lot and drove to the lake. We drove down a small dirt
road and came to a clearing. There were a few cars there, windows
steamed up. The moon was playing off the lake, it was a lovely
spot. He parked the car and we looked at the moon. I was suddenly
very aware of myself. “It’s pretty,” I said, “the view and all.” He
chuckled.


“Yup, this is
what you did in high school. I don’t know how many kids looked at
the moon for more than a second but... this is where you went.” He
started the car and was about to put it in gear and I touched his
hand.


“So,” I said
softly, “what does one do here?” He leaned over and kissed me. It
was sweet and slightly chaste. We unbuckled our seat belts and
moved close to each other. We started making out like school kids.
It was a wonderful feeling. Kissing him. Just kissing with passion
and a pure kind of lust. We kissed and kissed, steamed up the
windows. He put his hand on my breast and I let it linger for a
moment, then took it away. “You’re not getting to... um... what
base would that be,” I said and he laughed.


“I believe it
would be second base. I was being a bit bold wasn’t I?” I forgave
him and we just kept making out, his kisses were incredible and I
was getting wet. But, it felt very good, very right to go no
further. After an hour, my lips were numb, my heart was racing and
I was afraid I would lose
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