


  THE EARS HAVE IT


  THWAP, THWAP, THWAP, THWAP, THWAP—NEVER ANOTHER, always with the five thwaps. It’s a reset to stop the clinging. With her head shaking and ears readjusting, Ellie is like a lady fluffing out her skirt after being seated too long in a church service.


  After compressing her ear flaps into a crevice near the arm of the couch, the leather loveseat, or any other of her chosen nighttime venues, fluffing of the ears is necessary. When she gets up, the only sound is the click of her claws on the hardwood floors or of the soft threads as she rakes her paws across the living room rug. First, she stretches, sometimes yawning. Then comes the obligatory stroll down the hall. She goes into full thwapping mode about three strides before getting to my bedroom door. It’s loud, and it almost sounds painful—the resetting of the ears.


  Then, like a mother checking on her child, she stands in my doorway—backlit by a nightlight down the hall—hopeful that the thwapping has brought me around to consider a trip outside and a chaser of kibble and fresh water. Then it’s my turn. If I want ten more minutes of rest, I have a standard slogan, “It’s time to lie down.” But if I say, “Good morning, Ellie,” that starts the tail; once that kicks off, there is no stopping it.


  If I ask her to lie down, she walks to her soft bed over by the closet and thumps down, huffing out an exasperated groan fueled by minor joint pain and frustration that all the drama was for naught.


  I have to give her credit; that’s all I have to say to get a little more sleep. She makes no other noises unless I stay in bed too long and she happens to catch a glimpse of the sunrise in one of the bedroom windows. But I rarely make her wait until the sun shows up. I typically only need a few minutes to contemplate what a waste of time it is to stay in bed past a quarter of four.


  Thwap, thwap, thwap, thwap, thwap—never another, always with the five thwaps.


  If she can rise, I can, too. It’s the shining that takes effort.





  THE MUNDANE—REFLECTIONS FROM SOUTH DAKOTA


  I’M SPOILED. I’VE SEEN MUCH OF THE COUNTRY ON SOMEONE else’s dime, but it very well could have been yours. If so, I thank all of you.


  I’ve been to Sioux Falls, South Dakota, thrice within a month and a half—and I’ve enjoyed every visit. I found the people genuine and the scenery breathtaking (for a kid from the Jagged Edge of America). I loved that the folks there could register an all-terrain vehicle for road use. 


  Yeah, I found that out when a Honda Rubicon ATV passed me on I-90 while we were driving to lunch at a place that claimed to have foot-long hot dogs. They did, by the way, and they were good. 


  You see, I am not an accidental tourist. Since I was always working on my business trips, I made sure that I saw things that most people would find mundane. Mundane is open all the time. Life—to Timmy—is cobbled together, secured by the mundane. 


  I visited the South Dakota Battleship Memorial in the center of Sioux Falls. Silly me, being from a maritime state, I thought I’d see the entire ship. I was wrong. It was the outline of the boat in a park. I had to use my imagination.


  Volunteers run the tiny museum there. They can picture the ship because they must; it’s not there. The spirit of the battlewagon lives a proud and vibrant life, and the South Dakota people honor her and the sailors who crewed the ship. Necessity is the mother of invention and the crazy uncle of imagination. It’s a fantastic spot, respectfully done. I appreciate that. 


  On the one day that our murder suspect was unable to speak with us we made our way to Devil’s Gulch. It’s up near Garrettson. Jesse James is said to have jumped the gulch when on horseback, apparently running full speed, fleeing a bank robbery in nearby (as the crow flies) Minnesota. James jumped the 18-foot-wide chasm in 1876; there is no video. I used my imagination again. There are some naysayers. 


  Volunteers also staff a replica western-themed cabin near the launch site. The day my partner and I were there, killing time until our suspect could be fed lunch at the Minnehaha County Jail, we met a pleasant gentleman who shared some of the suspicions held by locals concerning whether Jesse James indeed jumped the gorge on a horse. We appreciated his honesty. 


  Myself, I believe it. I must. I must believe, for I have been there. I’ve been to a lot of other places, usually because the murder suspects got there first while trying to avoid speaking to me or another cop or two. Missoula, Montana; Baltimore, Maryland; Spokane, Washington (one suspected killer wouldn’t stay put, so we followed him around for a few days; eating the perfect steak in northern Idaho made the trip worthwhile).


  On our final trip across South Dakota, we were getting tired and thirsty from the seven-hundred-mile day of driving. With the sun at our backs, we hurriedly drove from Rapid City toward our hotel in Sioux Falls. We were in awe as we drove, watching the vast fields being scoured clean by huge combines, something two simple cops from the Jagged Edge had never seen. We both were impressed with how many of those combines sported a very proud waving American flag. No one was burning them there, I can assure you. 


  We’d been near Wyoming and had done a few witness interviews, taking a quick visit to Mt. Rushmore and the Crazy Horse memorial between conversing with humans who, in part, were lying to us about our suspect’s past. We were used to that part of the job. None cared that they were being watched ever so carefully by honest Abe or the notoriously honest George Washington.


  We pulled off at a nondescript exit for fuel and cheap snacks. Rolling to a stop just off the exit, we ended up on a gravel farm road infested by dusty, rust-less pickup trucks (they were well-used working trucks, but no rust), some without tailgates. At the store, maybe a mile from I-90, we didn’t fit in, because we weren’t dusty or sore. 


  The thing I remember most was how cordial everyone was. It was clear we weren’t locals; we wore ties. Oh, they were loosely hanging from our necks, but they were ties nonetheless, hovering over dress slacks and formerly shiny shoes. We’d locked our guns in the glovebox, figuring we were safe from malfeasant ne’er-do-wells. We didn’t need no stinking badges. 


  I talked with a ballcap-wearing farmer who didn’t even ask what we were doing there. He looked tired and worn out, but we chatted; I asked questions about how long the harvest would last. He smiled after explaining so an idiot could understand, then said, “Have a safe trip,” knowing that I didn’t belong but offering hope for no problems on the way to where I was going. 


  Outside, my partner finished filling the gas tank. He looked at me and said, “I like it here.” I stood in the dust-filled breeze and strongly agreed, passing him water and a portion of beef jerky. I said, “I think I’d like living here,” knowing I never would.


  Why do I write about this? I can’t tell you, except that it’s mundane yet memorable. 


  That’s why traveling, no matter the reason, is essential: to see life, even a glimmer of it, outside the place where you are most comfortable. 


  In the years since those trips to the breadbasket of America, my partner and I have often waxed profound about that trip and the ensuing journey driving a now-convicted, since-freed, man across America in a minivan. That’s a story in itself. 


  And, yes, he and I disagree about whether Jesse jumped the gorge and whether there’s a better way to represent a storied battleship without water to float the hull. But we both loved the hot dogs.


  It’s the mundane that makes our time here worth remembering. Keep it in mind.





  KEEP THE CHANGE IF YOU CAN FIND IT


  ACCORDING TO THE NOTIFICATION’S HEADING, I’M APproved for another credit card, which has had no impact on my credit score—they are so good to me. It’s the fifth one this week: two by mail and three by email. When a credit card carrier sends you five unrequested blank checks begging you to run up your balance, you have to wonder how their collections department can keep up with the onslaught of bad decisions. Not everyone has self-control. If I am getting these, I surmise there is something similar in every mailbox in the country.


  Each time I tear up an offer, I become a tad paranoid and tear it into even smaller pieces. I imagine a malfeasant puzzle specialist finding the contents of the trash bin and methodically putting the checks back together, then buying a new Corvette or a PlayStation; it all depends on whether the thief is wearing sneakers from New Balance or a pair of Jordans—IYKYK.


  As if it matters, I sometimes transfer a few pieces to separate bins, hopefully demanding they be good at scavenger hunts, too. My mother runs bulk mail through a shredder in case some innocuous detail can be gleaned, enabling someone to clean out her bank account. But she’s a puzzle specialist.


  However, she is also a patient practitioner—the most dangerous type of criminal mind. I found out how good she was during her recent move. Sitting in her recliner sipping a pre-packing coffee, I noticed a folded twenty-dollar bill on the side table. I picked it up and hailed her to put it in her purse so she wouldn’t lose track of it during the loading process. She spoke from the other room, “It’s no good; I found it in a box. It’s one that Dudley ate years ago while Dad was pastoring the church in Portland.”


  Only when I unfolded the bill did I discover that Dudley, a massive, happy golden retriever—long passed—was crafty enough to chew off much of the serial number from Andrew Jackson’s favorite folding money. Mom relayed that “The Dud” had eaten four twenties—eighty bucks—taken from a tabletop while they were next door at the church one Sunday. “That’s the only one that I couldn’t save. The bank said there wasn’t enough of the number to be able to replace it.” “What about the other three, Mother?” I said.


  My mother came along right after the Great Depression, “Oh, I followed him around the backyard for two days, collected the pieces, and put them back together. I even found some on the third day. That was the only almost complete bill.” “The bank took all those #$it covered bills?” I laughed. “Timothy, watch your language.” I stopped laughing.


  “Of course, I washed them all. And I used gloves during the collection. I had to tape them together.” “Did you bleach them?” “Of course I did. Then, I taped them together. It took me a while. It was years ago.” “Mom, I have to give you credit. Not many people would have the fortitude or patience to do this.”


  I stared at the bill in my hand, knowing where it had traveled, unbothered because I knew that my mother’s idea of clean and mine were vastly different. She uses bleach in defiance of all the silly rules of engagement.


  “So, you took three taped twenties to the bank, and they gave you back three pristine bills?”


  “Yes.”


  “And this one is the one that they rejected?”


  “Yes, the others were chewed up in smaller pieces, but I found all the numbers, so they were acceptable for exchange.”


  “Mother, you are the reason I tear up my mail and put it in separate containers at the post office.”


  All I am trying to tell you is—if you have a dog—place your bills up high when you head to church. If you don’t, I know a lady.





  SLEEVES


  I’D MANAGED TO KEEP THE WELL OF TEARS HIDDEN, NOT quite prepared to share it. Like anyone working through grief, it can overwhelm your stoic nature without fair warning.


  In the last few weeks, along with my little sister, I have been focusing on moving my Mama to her new island home. Mom has moved twice over the last couple of years, first from a large apartment at my home and now from the smaller place where she shared the last days with my dad, her husband of sixty-six years. We hoped the simplicity of the living arrangement would help him thrive longer, but we don’t control those things, do we?


  I’ve sensed some frustration from Mom, as she doesn’t like being told what to do, and sometimes, I can be short and to the point. As her son, I assure you that I do it out of love. This move has been challenging and overwhelming, forcing her to focus on getting rid of more of her lifetime of memories and possessions. It can be paralyzing, and it makes me deeply sorrowful to have to oversee it all. Moving her into a single, large bedroom demands that we make hard choices.


  One of my toughest moments came yesterday while I was leaning over a moving dolly, wiping away sweat while taking a break from loading yet another trunkful of her life into her little car, trying to make sure that she made it to the coast in time to get onto the three o’clock ferry boat. Out of the blue, she said, “I can’t get over how much you look like your Daddy.” I had to turn away, focusing on the sunshine coming through the window, hoping the bright light in my eyes could be blamed for the welling up of tears. But she knew. You can’t hide your feelings from your Mama.


  I hustled another load down the hall, out the doors, and into her little blue Honda. While outside, I took an extra minute to dry the inevitable leakage onto the sleeve of my flannel. I don’t control those things, you know?


  Once I had her buckled in the car and crushed down the excessive dunnage in the backseat so that she could peek at cars behind her in the rearview, I kissed her head and told her to call when she was in line for the ferry boat. “Do you have a book, in case you’re there early?” “No, but I’ll be fine. Don’t forget to tell the ladies in the kitchen that I won’t be down to the dining room tonight for supper; I told them I was coming.” “I’ll take care of it. How much gas do you have?” “Over half a tank.” “You can stop for gas, but they also have gas on the island. You have plenty to get there. Just don’t miss the boat. Maybe Jason can come across the bay and pick you up if you do, or I’ll drive down to grab you, and you can stay at my house tonight.” She laughed. “I’m not helpless, you know.” “I know that, Mama. I know that.”


  I watched her leave, surprised at her caution behind the wheel, feeling bad for anyone behind her who might be in a hurry. I finished moving more items and cleaning up the place a bit more, then headed home. It was late in the day when I saw a round rainbow orb on my cupboard—it had never happened before, but that’s a story about yesterday.


  Today, my nephew drove up from southern Maine. He moved into his first house with his family, and there were some furnishings that we had that he could use. He came to my Mom and Dad’s old apartment at the far end of my house, where some of their old furniture still resides. We loaded the truck quickly since we had to pick up a few extra things from Mom’s now-old apartment.


  Mom had lost a special ring years ago, her Mother’s Ring; she’s been sad about it, but she never complains; she hides her tears like I do.


  What you need to know about my mom is that her kids have always been the most important people in her life. She never worked outside the home, simply so she could be there when we left and when we got home. She made our meals, kissed our boo-boos, and told me—often—to go to my room to wait for my father to get home.


  My siblings and I bought her a four-stone Mother’s Ring a long, long time ago. One day, she lost it, never complaining but sadly and quietly longing to get it back. So much so that we, her kids, bought her another last year. She loves it, but it’s different from the original. It’s not the one she got on Mother’s Day when we first surprised her. Dad was here then, too.


  My nephew and I were moving furniture into the box truck that afternoon. Mom had to leave many furnishings behind the first time she and Daddy moved away—furniture they’d had for thirty years, maybe longer. I’ve kept their apartment empty except for their excess belongings, mostly because I can’t find it in my heart to rent the space. I’ve had more than my fair share of frustration in dealing with people’s problems, and I am not accepting or importing new issues at this point in life. It’s simply cold storage. My Dad’s bedroom looks almost exactly like it did when he left, and I like it that way.


  Hastily, I emptied some drawers on a small occasional table that had been close to my mother’s recliner for decades—pens, papers, notes to self, a tape measure, life-savers, and pennies. I even found some forever postage stamps, and I felt good that I could give them to her the next time I saw her. After loading was complete, I returned to the main apartment door, waiting to go through and see if there was anything else my nephew needed.


  I looked down and noticed a glimmer of gold. I knew what it was immediately. We have had many discussions centering on her sadness at losing the prized possession. It must have fallen out of that chairside stand. However, I had emptied the single drawer in its entirety into a small plastic trash can, and I was thorough, even in my haste. Once I pointed the treasure out to my nephew, I said, “That ring has been missing for years. It could have fallen out anywhere outside in the driveway and rolled under the leaves or into the mud, but it fell right on this rug in the doorway. It’s like somebody placed it there.” Scotty said, “Wow, Uncle, talk about a God thing.”


  I looked for a beam of sunlight, hoping I could blame the tears on something else, but I gave up and used my sleeve again. I called my mother. She was in the kitchen at my sister’s. I relayed the story in short, supposing she might have taken it off to put lotion on her hands at some point, placed it safely in a drawer, and forgotten where she stored it. It could also have been stuck in a crevice of that table; neither of us knew, but her original Mother’s Ring would be back on her finger within a week or so.


  For a few moments, Mom’s voice sounded different, better.


  She shed tears and had a slight quiver in her voice. She was amazed and thankful. A heartfelt ensemble of sheer delight accompanied all of that.


  It was raining, and since I was alone in my truck, I went directly for my sleeve again. But we don’t control those things, do we?





  LOOKING FORWARD TO SOMETHING


  DURING MY FIRST NINETEEN YEARS OF LIFE, WE MOVED seventeen times; I know the figure is correct, but memory serves me poorly sometimes. If I sat down with pen and paper, I could sketch out a timeline for you, but I’ll spare you the details. Most often, we were within the boundaries of Maine, but Dad threw us a curve in the summer before my senior year in high school—“What do you think about living in Georgia for a while?”


  I didn’t think much of it at all. I didn’t argue, but I recall moping around after he finalized the decision. I was accustomed to loading and unloading furniture up and down the ramps of rented moving vans, so that part was second nature.


  He’d taken a pastorship at a small northern Georgia church and was going to work on his theological degree at a college there. He forged ahead with the plan, buying a small brick ranch on a quiet street. The house had central air conditioning, something unheard of in Maine but necessary for a houseful of Yankees hanging around in the hot south.


  I was to finish my senior year of high school there, and I was terrified about it. The school was huge, and I was used to being in a small school in a small town. I remember the first time Dad drove me by the behemoth; it looked like a shopping mall compared to any school I’d ever attended.


  Maine to Georgia in the cab of a U-Haul is a long poke. I was seventeen, so our conversations on that ride were some of our most important. In comparison to earlier, shorter rides, it was an epic adventure.


  By June 1980, U-Haul box trucks, usually Fords, had AM radios installed in the dash, but you barely could hear them over the roar of the giant gas engine, especially with the windows rolled down.


  I remember a lot of Billy Joel songs—and top-forty fodder, such as Robbie Dupree, Ambrosia, and Tom Petty. You get the idea. Rupert Holmes had already charted and wore out our eardrums with “Escape,” but “Him”—a hit that summer—solidified Holmes as a master songwriter in my seventeen-year-old mind. I have always enjoyed trying to copy his subtle, melodic understatement and include some of that spirit in my writing. Whether I’m successful is another story. But Holmes was. Agree with me or don’t; that man is a master wordsmith.


  I didn’t smoke, but I can’t tell you how many times I sang out the truck’s open window, “Over by the window, there’s a pack of cigarettes, not my brand, you understand; sometimes a girl forgets.” The words flowed so well together, fitting like pieces of a puzzle. I loved the way Holmes transitioned that piece from a feeling that there was forgetfulness, slipping into the most sinister, “She forgets to hide them, I know who left those smokes behind, She’ll say, ‘ah, he’s just a friend,’ and I’ll say, ‘Oh, I’m not blind.’” I digress.


  Dad let me control the radio dial on that trip. But now and then, he’d turn it down on secondary roads and pontificate about this or that. Usually, the only time the engine wasn’t roaring was on slower roads, so he took those opportunities.


  “What do you think you’ll do after high school?” “I dunno, Pop. I really don’t. I was thinking about being a disc jockey.” “There’s not much of a future in that, and probably only a few openings. Whatever you do, do your best,” he’d say. “Even if it’s being a garbage truck driver, as you used to tell us. Be the best one ever.”


  And I did have that dream for a long time. I wanted to be just like the guy who picked up our trash. He’d often get out of the truck, grab one of our bicycles, and show us how to ride it around the yard—backward. It was impressive. I saw sanitation as being a doorway to that kind of skill. He was a lovely man.


  I’d turn up the radio after Dad finished, giving it enough time to ensure we would not have to turn it down again for a more in-depth conversation. Often, we stopped for some cold sodas and Slim Jims. My mother and sister were close behind in the blue Impala station wagon. Somewhere, maybe in Virginia, but I’m not sure, he gave me a piece of advice I’ve clung to forever. Well, at least since 1980. It was a time when I didn’t believe I’d ever see old age, the death of my dad, the sadnesses of life, a successful short career in radio—my dad used to listen to my show—and a long career as a cop.


  “Timmy, one thing is for sure: you have to have fun in life. The Lord expects us to have fun. He gave us so much on earth to enjoy, and we should, you know? You need to look out ahead. Keep in mind that you should have long-term goals. That’s all well and good. But make sure you plan to do something fun, even if it’s months or years away. Then, make sure you do it.” I understood him.


  Some people, even him, have accused me of not taking everything as seriously as I should. But Dad understood me. We laughed at a lot of things together.


  His follow-up, a synopsis of that conversation, came a few years before I married. “Plan something special—something fun. When you wake up every day to the monotony of life and work, you both will still have something to look forward to down the road. It’s important. It makes life on earth worth living, and there’s something better coming anyway.” Dad had a way of preaching to you without slamming the book on the pulpit.


  In an age when suicide is in every news feed, I can’t help but think how my dad’s simple advice could help a whole lot of humans, even to get just one more day. To have something, anything, to look forward to would save lives. Instill that thought in your kids, and then show them how.


  I know many people are in pain, but believing something better is somewhere down the road has always been helpful to me. Dad told me so, and he was right.


  We need to keep in mind that there are things to look forward to. It’s a powerful concept.
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