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    To my brother Roger. Love you.

      

    

This story is fiction.

None of the characters exist.

The events never happened. Yet.

1

The taxi bounced through the potholes as it left the Lincoln Airport. Chance looked at the end lights of the runway 32 as the car sped down the divided highway and into the night. It was snowing.

“Is it sticking?”  Chance asked.

The cab driver said nothing. He hunched forward, tightening his grip on the steering wheel. The wipers pushed the wet snow to the side of the windshield as the new flakes covered the yellow cab in a blanket of white.

He looked both ways as he came to the intersection of the airport road and Cornhusker Highway, a major road on the North side of Nebraska’s capital city. The light turned green as the cab reached the intersection.  There was no chance the driver could have stopped the cab had the light been red.

Chance looked at the man. He still had a death grip on the wheel. He leaned more forward with each jolt from a pothole hidden in the blackness of the night. 

Chance looked at the side of the road and off toward the city to see if he could see the skyline. As they passed each streetlight, he could see the falling snow and the white ground but not much more. It had been a long time since he had been in Lincoln, and tonight his welcome was hidden by Mother Nature’s crowded sky.

“How long have you been driving?” Chance asked the driver.

Nearly two months now,” the driver said over his shoulder in a pronounced Arabic accent.

“Are you new to America?”

“Yes, yes. I new,” the driver said. “Where are you from originally?”

“Iraq.”

“Do you like Lincoln so far?”

Yes. Yes,” the man said as he turned his head slightly and put his hand in the air, “except for this, yes I like Lincoln.

“You don’t like the snow?”

“No. It makes the car go squishy.”

Chance smiled. He could see the driver’s timid smile in the mirror as he took a look at his passenger and then quickly focused his attention back on the road. As the car sped down the road, the tires threw the wet snow against the wheel wells, making the driver grab the wheel even tighter.

Chance looked at the buildings as the car pushed along. They stood like sentries in the night, the outside lights gleaming off the white snow piling up on the roofs. This was going to be a major snow event

The car slowed as it approached the light at 48th. Street and Highway. Chance could see the silver glow from the aging Burlington Northern railroad trestle, which spanned 48th. Street. 

The driver looked carefully to his left as he turned right from Cornhusker and merged onto 48th. Street. They went under the trestle and sped down the street towards the University Place section of Lincoln.  Finally, the taxi slid to a stop.

“Eight dollar,” the driver said in broken English.

“Where is 3138?”  Chance asked as he looked out at an empty lot.

“There,” the driver said as he pointed across the street in the opposite direction. “Is there.”

“Can’t you turn around and park over there?” Chance asked.

The driver said nothing but pointed ahead through the windshield. In the distance. there were flashing orange lights. Snow plows were approaching, clearing the opposite side of the street.

Chance pulled out his wallet, took out ten dollars and handed it to the driver. 

“Here, keep the change.”

The driver bobbed his head, took the money and said nothing. Chance grabbed his flight bag, opened the door and got out of the car, stepping into melted snow and accumulating water as he did.

Dammit!” Chance said as he danced like a stork in the mud trying not to get wet. He slammed the car door and the taxi sped off, almost covering Chance with brown slush.  

He watched as the two road graders passed. One pushed the snow from the center of the road and the trailing grader pushed the pile to the edge of the road. The snow was five or so inches deep by now and still coming down. 

Chance carefully stepped through half of the snow covered road and onto the cleared side as he crossed the street behind the graders. He carefully scaled the snow pile and made it to the porch of the old house without falling.  This would be his Lincoln home for now.

If everything went as planned, his keys would be under a rubber mat in front of the door. He lifted the mat and a used envelope was under it. He picked up the envelope and opened it. Two keys and a note were inside.  

Put the money under the manager’s door tonight before you use the room,” the note read. Your rent is due every week at this time before six. If you don’t pay, you get put out. No exceptions. Read the house rules posted on the wall. You are in room number five.”

“Friendly assholes,” Chance muttered as he tried the keys on the big door. The door opened and he stepped inside.  A musty smell hit his cold red nose. It was the smell of heat and stale cigars. Ahead was a door with manager on it. Chance opened his wallet and took out five twenty dollar bills. He put them in the envelope and slid them under the manager’s door. He looked to his left. There were two doors with the numbers 1 and 2 on them. 

He walked down the short hallway and looked to the right where there were two more door, 3 and 4, with a common bathroom at the end of that hallway.

“Upstairs I guess,” he muttered as he turned around and started looking for steps. He hadn’t noticed the stairs when he came in. There was a set of four steps, to a landing and then more steps the opposite direction.  The steps creaked as he started his first journey to his room on the second floor. He smiled as each step announced his arrival.  

“No doorbell necessary,” he said.

At the top of the steps was another hallway with two more doors on each side. The closest one had the number five on it and across from it was number six. The hallway opened up into a small area with another room and a common bathroom. He didn’t go any further. There would plenty of time to get to know this hobo hotel. He listened to muffled sound of old men snoring and put the other key into the lock on room number five.

The door opened to a dark room lit only by the incoming light from a streetlight almost the same height as the window.  He patted the wall to his left until his hand found a switch. He flipped it to turn on the light. The single light bulb hung from a long cord from the high ceiling lit up the room.  

On the right was a single bed, covered with a plastic sheet and at the far end was a chest-of-drawers built into the end of the room. A small closet was built in at an angle next to the chest-of-drawers. The bed took up all but enough room for a walkway allowing Chance to reach the chest and closet. The room was no more than five feet wide.

“Guess they are worried about me wetting the bed,” Chance said as he sat down on the plastic covered bed.  

He put his bag next to him and took out the things inside. Shaving kit. Three pairs of socks.  Three t-shirts. Three pairs of briefs.  Two golf shirts—one was black and the other one had blue and white stipe. He had one pair of dress pants, a pair of brown loafers and a pair of jeans.

He stood up and walked the three feet to the chest-of-drawers. It was about chest high on him with two small drawers of equal size at the top and four large drawers the rest of the way down. Chance opened the top largest drawer. Everything he owned would fit in that drawer with room to spare. He put his shaving kit on the top of the chest.

“Would be nice to have a TV and a microwave,” he said as he moved his hand across the top of the chest.  He looked at his palm.  It was covered with dust. “Guess some cleaning is in order tomorrow.”

He wadded up his duffel bag and tossed it on the end of the bed. He walked back to the door and turned off the light, sat down on the plastic-covered bed, slid himself to the other end and plopped his head on the duffel bag pillow. 

He looked at the street light as the snow continued to fall. The snowflakes made a “pink pink pink” sound as the snowflakes hit his room window and turned into small streams of water down the pane.

“Welcome home,” he whispered as he curled up on the plastic sheet and drifted off to sleep.
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A rumbling sound startled him. He sat up on the bed and rubbed his eyes. The rumbling sound started again. It came from the door. He opened the door and found a man standing there.

“You’re five dollars short,” the man said. He was a burly man with a full, bushy red beard and wore a blue New York Yankee baseball cap, a plaid shirt, and jeans.

“I put $100 in the envelope,” Chance said. “That included sixty for the room this week and forty for the deposit. Wasn’t that what you said?”

“The room is sixty-five a week.”

“You said sixty on the phone.” Chance protested.

“It’s sixty-five,” the man said in a more demanding tone as he held out his greasy hand.

Chance took out his wallet and pulled out a five-dollar bill. The man took the money, turned, and started down the steps. He said nothing.

It wasn’t long before Chance could hear the sound of scooping outside.  He looked through the window at the blanket of white snow covering everything but the street.  Just a few clouds were in the morning sky, and the sun was rising from the other side of the house. Chance’s window had afternoon sun.

Chance stood up, walked the few steps to get his shaving kit, opened the drawer to get the towel, and headed for the bathroom.

The floor was wet from a previous tenant’s morning bath.

“Slob,” he said as he looked at all of the water on the floor. 

He looked around for a mop. There was a sponge mop in the corner. It was brown and covered with hair. He pulled it out and started mopping up the water.  It left a trail of brown as he ran it across the floor. He flipped the mop into the sink and opened the hot water faucet full blast to try and wash off the crud.

“Use the toilet.”

Chance turned to see the manager standing in the doorway.

“Wash it out in the toilet. Don’t waste water.”  The smell of a cheap cigar filled the room as the manager took a drag from his small cigar hanging from his lip. He blew the smoke at Chance, turned and walked away.  Chance could hear the steps creak as the manager returned to his apartment downstairs.

“Good Lord,” Chance muttered as he tossed the mop into the corner and went back to his room.

He sat down on his bed and took a small notebook out of his bag. He looked around for his pen.  It was in the outside pocket sleeve of his army surplus green flight jacket. He flipped the notebook open and looked around the room.

“Let’s see, sheets, pillows, and a blanket would be nice,” he said as he wrote the three items in his notebook. “Coffee maker, coffee, filters, and a cup.  Alarm clock. I should start eating some fruit, too. Maybe some disinfectant for that bathroom. Yeah, I will donate to the cause.”

He closed the notebook and stuffed it in the inside pocket of his flight jacket. He looked out the window, the morning sky was almost clear, and the sun made the snow shine a brilliant white.

“Where are my damn sunglasses?” he muttered. He spotted them on top of the dresser. He put his keys on the dresser and put his sunglasses on. He pushed the door knob in and turned it to lock it and walked out the door.

He bounded down the steps and out the front door.  “Damn,” he said as the cold morning air hit him in the face. “Gloves and hat,” he said as he grabbed his notepad and jotted down the note.

The manager was scooping the sidewalk in front of the house. Chance walked down the steps and past the manager, who never looked at him as he passed in front of his shovel.  

The morning air was filled with the sounds of snow blowers, trucks with chains clinking under their wheel wells, and the sound of spinning car tires as people tried to take their lives back from the blanket of white. Chance looked at the trees as he walked down the street. The snow was a heavy, wet snow. It covered the trees like white frosting on a birthday cake. The tree branches held back the strain like a weightlifter on his last set of curls. Mother Nature had left a good six inches of snow as her morning gift.

The wind was still, but Chance’s ears started to sting. He covered them with his bare hands and began to look for shelter. He walked about three blocks when he noticed a large parking lot on his right.  

“Shopping center,” he said as he smiled. He blew on his hands to try to win the battle for warmth.

The biggest store in the little center was a grocery store. He quickened his pace and entered the store. There was a small café just inside the door. Chance grinned.  

“Hi,” he said to the clerk, "may I have a cup of coffee, please?”

“Why sure,” the lady said. “You look a little cold, and where are your gloves and hat?”

“Don’t have any, yet. Just moved here.”

“Well, have a cup of coffee on us and welcome to the neighborhood,” the lady said, smiling and handing him a brown paper cup. “The coffee pots are right around the corner, and if you would like some breakfast, the menu is right up here,” she said as she pointed above her head. “Sometimes we have little specials, and they’ll be right here she said as she patted the front of the register, which faced Chance.

Sure enough, there was a small card taped to the front of the register. Biscuits and gravy. $1.99.

“That works,” Chance said. “I’ll have the biscuits and gravy.”

“OK,” she said as she wrote the order on a piece of register paper, “and could I get a name?”

“Chance,” he said.

“That will be $2.05 with tax.”

Chance pulled out his wallet and gave her three dollars. She rang up the order and gave him his change. “We’ll bring it out when your order is ready. The utensils are right around the corner on the left.”

“Thanks a lot,” Chance said.

“You’re welcome, and welcome to the neighborhood,” She turned and took the small piece of paper with his name and order back to the cook at the grill.

Chance walked around the corner, picked out a knife and fork from the utensil holders, and filled his coffee cup. The counter was well-stocked with creamers and sugar, peanut butter, jelly, syrup, tea, mayonnaise, ketchup, and mustard. Chance smiled. For a coffeeholic, he was in heaven.  

“This will do just fine,” he said to himself as he turned and looked for a place to sit.

There were twenty or so tables with four chairs at each one. Booths lined the window sides of the cafe.  Chance spotted a booth near the window and sat down. For now, all he wanted to do was warm up and watch as people scurried in and out of the grocery store. This place felt good to him.

There were several occupied tables this morning.  A group of ten men gathered, pulling several tables together, and began discussing sports. 

He looked out at the snow and the parking lot.  The wind had picked up. Swirling snow blew off the store’s roof.  A lady flipped her long scarf around her face as the blowing snow doused her with a cold taste of winter.  The grocery carts clinked as shoppers put them to work.  The store slowly came to life as the sky brightened.

Chance looked at his notebook. He wrote, “Things to do” at the top of a page.

“A job is the first thing,” he said as he chuckled.  He could see a rack of magazines out in the grocery cart area. He slid out of the booth and walked to the magazine rack. Most of the magazines dealt with local real estate, but there was a large stack of shopper newspapers and a special, small newspaper with just help-wanted ads.  He took both and went back to his booth.

He wrote transportation on the second line. No way I can have a car right now, he thought. Bet there is a bus line around here somewhere. He put a dash after transportation and wrote bus schedule.

“Chance?” a woman hollered out from near the kitchen. He turned and raised his hand. She was holding his paper plate loaded to the brim with biscuits and gravy. She saw him and started his way. 

“Here’s your breakfast, how are you today?”

“Fine, thanks,” he said as he smiled back at her. “Well, you have a nice day she said as she smiled, gently touched him on the shoulder, and turned and walked back to the kitchen.

Chance liked this place. People were friendly, and the hot biscuits and gravy tasted great to him. He picked up his pen and continued his list. In a few minutes, he had a day of errands.

The lady came out of the kitchen and hollered out more names and delivered more orders. When she came by his booth, he asked her a question.

“Excuse me; is there a bus that comes by here?”

“Why yes,” she said as she wiped her hands on a towel around her belt. “The number 4 bus stops right over there by the Post Office, and the Havelock bus stops up by the used car place about four blocks up the street,” she said as she pointed toward the street behind Chance.  

“Is there a clothing store or general store close by?” Chance asked.

“Well there is a thrift store right next to us,” she said as she pointed in the opposite direction. “They will be open at ten. They sell used things, but they have some good things if you are a good shopper,” she said as she smiled at him.

“I am,” Chance said.

“Just like me,” the lady said as she laughed and headed back to the kitchen. 

He watched as the little coffee shop filled. There were little groups of old men who had sat together in the same places for a long time. Chance wondered if he had taken someone’s turf by sitting in the booth. Too bad, it was his booth now.

He looked at his watch. It was almost ten, and time to get going and explore his new world and start his new life.
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The musty smell filled his senses as soon as he opened the door of the thrift store.  He went in anyway.  He needed some things for his room and knew he could find them in this store.  All that was necessary was a good washing.

He looked around at the racks of clothes.  Men’s things were on the left, and women’s things were on the right.  He could see furniture in the back and guessed that the bedding might be close to that area.  The store was busy.  Folks were going through tough times in Nebraska, and if Walmart was too pricey for a tough time budget, this was the place to shop.  

He strolled down the center aisle, scanning the men’s clothes as he went. On the opposite wall from him was the shoe display.  A pair of cowboy boots caught his eye.  He walked through the racks of men’s clothes to reach the shoes.  He took the left boot from the rack and looked inside—size ten and a half.  They were good boots made of ostrich leather.  They didn’t have much wear on the heels, but the toes were scuffed, as if the prior owner may have dragged his toes once in a while. A lady who wore a smock with the store’s logo on it came by.

“Excuse me,” Chance said as he motioned at her with his hand, “do you know how much these are?”

She took the boot from him and looked at the bottom.  “$19.95,” she said, “but we have a yellow tag 50% off sale today, and shoes and boots qualify, so they are only $9.95 today.”

“$9.95?” Chance questioned.  “Really?”

“Really,” she said as she handed the boot back to him.

“Thank you,” he said as the lady hurried off to another part of the store.  

Chance looked around for a chair and spotted one in the furniture section.  He took both boots and walked to the chair.  He slipped off his old boots.  They were not nearly as good as the ones he was trying on.  He slipped the new boots on and stood up.  They were a size and a half too big.  

“Close enough,” Chance muttered as he took a couple of steps.  He sat back down in the chair, took them off, and put his old boots back on.  “Guess I will be walking a few miles in this guy’s boots,” he said. As he looked up, he noticed a rack of bedding items.  He slipped the new boots under his arm and started going through the bedding items. Many of the comforters were old and faded, some were torn, and most smelled bad.  He found a blue blanket for a single bed that would do just fine.  

He hesitated about going through the sheets. Used blankets were one thing, but used sheets were something else.  Nonetheless, he pawed through the rack of hanging sheets.  He found a flat and fitted sheet for a single bed that seemed almost new.  They were mauve.  It reminded him of so many bridesmaid wedding dresses in his younger years when mauve was in.  But even new, these sheets were out.  

“I can’t sleep in mauve sheets,” he said as he continued to push through the hangers of sheets.  Finally, he found a set of light blue ones.  They too, looked new. $2.95 for both.  “Good enough,” he said as he pulled the sheets off of the hangars.

He walked toward the center aisle and noticed a display of appliances.  On the top shelf were some coffee pots.  He walked over to the display.  Two of the units were still in their original boxes and appeared to have never been used.  “$5.95 works,” he said as he tossed the sheets over his shoulder, put the boots under his left arm, and slid the coffeemaker box against his chest.  

“Do you need some help, sir?” the clerk who had helped him with the boots said as she stood behind him.

“No,” Chance said as he laughed, “just a typical man shopping.  Why get a cart when you can have a chance to drop all of this stuff and be the center of attention?”

The lady laughed and shook her head as Chance started down the aisle toward the checkout lanes. He left the store with almost $100 worth of stuff for a little less than $20.

The manager stood just inside the front door as Chance entered the building.  He looked at
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