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THE GIN GAME

Buck turned on the radio to listen to the jazz station. It was hard to locate one that played strictly jazz in Walnut Grove, MN in 2022. The song played was ‘Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy from Company C’ by the Andrews Sisters. It brought back memories of his time as a fighter pilot during WWII and stationed near London, England.

He’d loved the serenades by the Glenn Miller band. The blue skies and freedom it brought to fly on heavenly wings. His best friend from grade school, Ed, enlisted with him and was usually his gunny. They’d been blood brothers since childhood. 

Buck’s love for flying and building model airplanes came from his grandpa Olaf. By golly, he planned to bring joy to one of these four youngsters, the art of model airplane building. It was time to get up and go to the old schoolhouse in Heritage Square where Laura Ingalls Wilder attended as a child. He was employed, volunteered, to teach a model airplane building class to the enrolled boys.

The glaring morning sunlight burned his eyes. It was as if he got sun blindness. Buck had been this way ever since his plane went down in the ocean way back during the war. The Great War, the Greatest Generation. As if—We were all just a bunch of scared shitless youngsters still pulling on our mommies’ apron strings. 

Just because he’d lost his footing and fallen a few times, he’d been forced to live with his son and daughter-in-law. The ground seemed unsteady at times, but that had to be expected, he reasoned, since his birthdate was nearing a hundred years ago.

Buck grudgingly walked down the stairs, past the living room filled with all kinds of new electronic fandangle thingamajigs, including a seventy-two-inch wall-hanging television. Such crazy stuff nowadays. He couldn’t make sense of all the new toys in the house he lived. Why on earth do they need a TV that huge? Just plain old-fashioned lunacy. Spending money recklessly. Someday, he figured, they’d be sorry about wasting money on nothing. He’d look down from the great beyond and laugh when another depression like the one in the twenties hit again. By God, what about the one in the eighties, and they still kept buying nonsense! He wasn’t sure if he should believe in God and all that good stuff or not, but his late wife of seventy years had. She’d gone to church every Sunday and even coaxed him into going a few times over the holidays such as Easter Sunday. Why, he’d even bought her a bonnet. She’d fallen in love with one that reminded her of what Judy Garland had worn in the old classic, Easter Parade, also starring the dancing nut, Fred Astaire. Those were the days. He could wake up, have his morning coffee, go outside, and stretch and smell the sweet smell of the cornfields and the barn without having to look around to see if anyone was watching. Now he lived in a small house right in the middle of a city block in the small town of Walnut Grove where Laura Ingalls Wilder had lived in that dugout, and Pa had played his fiddle.

As he passed through the living room, Buck growled. The damn son of his, who should be out working the fields, sat by the computer.

“Why ain’t you workin’?” Buck said, passing through. “Go find a job that makes sense like farming.”

“Same to you, Dad,” Donnie said. He scratched his bald head. “In case you’d like to know, I do my work from home. Ever since that crazy pandemic, lots of workers are staying home and doing their jobs. It frees them up to take care of family matters as long as their work is completed at the end of the day. It’s good for people with—”

“I’m on my way.” Buck continued to the kitchen. 

“Time for coffee? Sleep well?” Sandy held her cup, put on a pasted grin. “I’m glad you’re here Buck. Donnie worries about you.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, but I’m just old. Not dead,” Buck said. “I’m taking my coffee and going back up. I’ve got reading to do.” He poured his mug full and swiped a large cinnamon roll.

“Do you want me to show you how to use the microwave? Then the roll will be nice and warm. It’ll taste really good. They’re homemade, just like you like them,” she said, smiling again.

“Thank you kindly. I appreciate your graciousness. I don’t necessarily need looking after, Sandy, but it’s right kindly of you.” 

Buck proceeded to leave and return to his upstairs cave. Sipping from his mug, he slowly circled the room, inspecting his creations. Two shelves of model airplanes lined all four walls. All from the war with one exception, the Wright Brothers’ Glider. The Wright flyers came next. He picked up the Glider and is heart skipped a beat or two before it was returned to its spot on the shelf. Moving over, he settled down on his chair beside the bed to listen to the music on the radio.

His old transistor radio announced the news as it had when purchased back in the sixties. He slurped the hot coffee and chewed down on the roll. His eyes opened wider as he listened to the broadcaster speak:

“The Wright Brothers’ Glider plane will be on display in Walnut Grove, MN in the county park. The Laura Ingalls Wilder festival is happening at the same time. Two impersonators who look like Wilbur and Orville Wright will speak as well as Laura Ingalls Wilder. And....there’s a rumor floating around the station that someone just may fly in for the festival on a Lancair Columbia 300 small single engine aircraft. Remember, though—it’s just a rumor! (he cleared his throat) More news at the top of the hour.”

“What? The New Spirit of St. Louis? Right in my lap? But—but—Kitty Hawk! In my own backyard!” Buck turned the volume up higher, then louder in case he hadn’t heard the news correctly. It didn’t take long before Donnie pounded on the floor from the ceiling with a broom handle. “Damn kid. Can’t even have my radio on loud enough so a person can hear it.”

Since the family insisted upon him living upstairs in a room that reminded him of a cave, Buck made sure he wouldn’t go along with any kind of phone family plan. He insisted on an old-fashioned dial telephone with his own separate number. Buck cranked the radio as loud as it could go. He glanced at the clock and saw it was at the top of the hour. He sat on the foot of his bed to listen. 

“The Wright Brothers’ Glider will be on display around the state of Minnesota. It will have a certain route to follow and will be in Walnut Grove. It’s part of a nationwide road trip sponsored by the Air and Space Museum. The Minnesota tour kickoff will begin in Little Falls to pay homage to Lindbergh’s transatlantic flight in the Spirit of St. Louis. From there the Brothers’ Glider will travel by semi-truck around the state and will stop at several historical sites such as Fort Snelling, in St. Paul, and it will continue on to Walnut Grove.”

Buck was about to reach for the phone when it rang. Only two people had his number: Ed. He’d known him from childhood, school, military enlistment, and fighting the krauts through WWII. Dave was the second. Since he’d flown helicopters in Vietnam, Buck figured him as a comrade in arms. He picked up the ringing phone.

“Ya hear it?”

“You betcha,” Ed said. “And both, coming here.”

“I can’t believe my ears. It’s our lucky day,” Buck said.

“We’ve talked about this for years. Since we were kids.”

“Don’t get your shorts in a bind. We’ve got planning to do.”

“Yeah, and we’d better get Dave onboard,” Ed said.

“We will, but first we need to purchase some lumber and do it fast,” Buck said. “Your sawmill still running?”

“Yep.”

“Meet me at the caves after my class in roughly two hours,” Buck said. 

“Gotcha.”

Buck put aside the old newspaper pile full of old war headlines but left the Glen Miller front page on top. Man, he loved listening to that man’s music. Who was he kidding? He was a product of the big band era. Before going off to war, he’d set the radio on the jazz stations out of Chicago at night and swoon. Now he wished for a chance to play the old sax again like he’d played in high school. He remembered the fingering to a T for the tune, “Moonlight Serenade.” The beautiful memory of dancing with his wife while he inhaled the fragrance of her sweet perfume choked him up. He sighed, knowing he was stuck with this damnable kid downstairs who played on a computer all day. Sandy was so sweet. She was sweet in a way that made him sick to his stomach because she reminded him of his late wife.

Buck grabbed the box of five Wright Brothers’ Glider models and headed out of his bedroom door, locking it behind him. He marched down the steps. Stopping at the bottom, he remembered that a large package from UPS was expected. It was another model airplane, the Spirit of St. Louis. This model, he was sure, would prove harder to put together than all other larger fighter planes assembled down in the basement or across the shelves in his upstairs cave. He walked quietly over to Donnie and stood behind him to watch.

“You really do know how to hunt and peck efficiently,” Buck said. “I’ll have to give you credit even if it is a girlie-type job, sitting by a keyboard all day long.” He snorted.

“I’m not sure if that’s a compliment or not? However, you should remember that I pay the bills,” Donnie said, glancing over to him. “I see you’re going out, and I know you’ve brought a plate and coffee mug upstairs. Did you remember to haul them downstairs and place them in the kitchen sink like a grownup?”

Buck growled. “I’m going out to teach the youngsters how to build airplanes, and I’m expecting a package. I’ll be home later.”

“Does this mean you’ve ordered another unwanted toy airplane? Another of about two hundred and ten, but who’s counting?”

“I’ll take care of the dirty dishes upon my return.”

“Please do,” Sandy called from the kitchen. She peeked her head out from around the corner. “I’m running short of clean mugs and dishes.”

“Such a shame. Take it out of my retirement to purchase more since it’s already directly deposited into your joint account.” Buck held the box holding all five glider boxes tight. “See you later.” He walked out the front door, gritting his teeth.

The 1978 pickup truck, Old Blue, still got him where he wanted to go. The old Ford never let him down. He’d given it the name and liked it. Buck missed his wife and wished he hadn’t been such a rotten cuss to her over the years. He couldn’t decide if she died just to piss him off or she really did have cancer.

He swore to God he’d be a better person if only she wouldn’t die, but He took her anyway. Now Buck didn’t know if he really hated God or not. He rubbed the back of his neck as he plunged the key into the ignition and turned it. Old Blue started right up, just like a brand new babe. As the truck rolled down the streets of Walnut Grove, he drove past the farm that had once belonged to him and his wife, where his son, Donnie, was raised. Buck’s eyes filled, and he wished that son of his had had some interest in farming. Instead, his centennial farm was sold to strangers. 

Buck didn’t think it possible to ever forgive his son for selling his grandfather’s farm. Now he’d never be able to legally walk the fields, check on the corn crops, milk the cows, or taste sweet peas or beans from the garden. Picking the windblown apples from the ground was a pain, but the applesauce, apple butter, apple jelly, and apple pie was so sweet and good his mouth watered thinking of it and how much he missed it all. Seeing Donnie sit in front of that contraption all day only reminded him of his age. My God—ninety-eight. He knew there wasn’t a whole lot of time left and the reason for the move into the house really did make sense, but he felt like he lived in a jail cell. Couldn’t Donnie have driven the tractor across the fields and smell the fresh air and fallen in love with it? Just like he’d done with his father and his father before him? Why didn’t that memory pull on Donnie’s heartstring and make him want to farm? Didn’t his palate yearn for another jar of homemade jelly or fresh fruit and vegetables? Buck’s wife’s strawberries had won awards at the county fair. Why weren’t there grandchildren so that he could’ve been like grandpa Olaf and taken them on a spin around the pasture and fields?

Buck parked in the lot nearest the schoolhouse and got out. He expected the door open upon his arrival, but instead, he had to wait. The four boys soon were by his side and the woman with the key arrived and opened the door.

Once inside, the boys took their seats.

“Call me Buck. You are? Tell me your names, and I’ll write them down on a name tag for you to put on your collars. Oops. No collars, the front of your shirts.” 

“Tony.” Buck gave him his name tag.

“Jethro.”

“Jed for a nickname?” Buck asked. When he nodded, Buck handed him his name tag.

“Tim.”

“Nick.”

“Done,” Buck said, passing the final name tags out. “Today we’ll talk a little about what’s expected before we get going on the project.”

“Are you a real teacher?” Jed asked.

“Nope.” Buck held up the box to reveal five boxes inside. “What we’ll do is open your box and on the side—hold on. Do we have markers?”

“Over on the counter.” Tim pointed. “Want me to get them?”

“Yes.” Buck kept talking. “We’ll place your name on the box sides.”

“Should I pass them out?” Jed asked, still standing.

“How old are you twerps?”

“We’re seven and eight,” Nick said. 

“Don’t we need trays to put our stuff in like at school?”

“Great idea, Nick. Go ahead,” Buck said. “We’ll place each piece on the trays from inside the box.”

Once Nick had passed them out and the students printed their names on the boxes, Buck instructed them to look at the directions. As he read through the directions, they carefully followed the instructions. 

“That’s all for today,” Buck said. “Next lesson, we’ll apply the decals to the wings. I assume the glue is supplied. I’ll check on that. Where can we place these trays so no one gets their greedy, dirty little fingers on them?”

“Up on the top shelf,” Jed said, pointing to it.

Buck went to stand below the shelf and said, “Okay boys, bring them over here, and I’ll place them up there. Don’t try pulling any down yourself next time because it’ll just dump over and you’ll lose pieces. We don’t want that to happen.”

Buck placed the four trays high on the shelf and said, “See you guys later.”

He watched them leave, picked up the mess he’d made of his model, and dumped everything into his box. He’d placed the cover on when two women strolled in, one shorter than the other and about the same age. Both women had more gray hair than colored.

“You done?” the taller woman called.

“I’m not standing around without kids here for my health,” Buck said. He started for the door.

“Don’t leave on our account,” the shorter woman said. “I’m Maggie. We’re here to teach little girls how to tie flies for fly-fishing.”

“Well, Maggie, that’s all fine and dandy.”

“I’m Patty, in case you’re wondering. We’ll be here each time you are, so don’t mess things up,” she said, with a wink.

“Got it, but the same for you, sister,” Buck said. “And by the way, those trays up there belong to my class. Don’t touch them.” Buck headed out the door to the truck.

“Nice guy,” Patty said.

“The biggest bastard of the county,” Maggie said.

They stood and watched Buck hike to his truck and drive away as three girls entered.

Patty and Maggie turned their attention to the girls.

“Good morning, girls! We’re going to have fun. Call me Patty.”

“I’m Maggie, the smart one.”

“Yeah, right,” Patty said. “Maggie, find three trays for the girls, would you?”

“Sure.” Maggie glanced around the room. “I don’t see any except for the four up there Mr. Grouch told us to leave alone.” She walked toward the back of the room. “We’ve got cardboard boxes out in the closet area.” 

“Bring three.” Patty found the sticky paper used for name tags. “Names, please?”

“Sarah.”

“Jane.”

“Debbie.”

When the name tags were passed around, Patty opened her kit and explained about the string used, the colors for the fish types, and the hooks for the catch. The scissors and other instruments used for tying. When finished, the girls had their names written on their respective box.

“Where should we put them?”

“Right over here,” Maggie said. “Right on the end of the boys.”

“How about the shelf in the clothes closet?” Patty said. “I think it’s better.”

The girls carried their boxes to the location. 

“Grab your belongings, girls,” Maggie said.

“I’m waiting for my mom,” Jane said. “I’m to wait here on the steps.”

“That’s fine.”

The other girls left. 

Jane turned around and went back inside. “I forgot something,” she called.

“We’ll wait outside,” Patty said.

Jane hurried and dragged a chair over to the shelf where the boy’s trays were and reached for her brother’s. It tumbled down to the floor. Quickly she placed everything inside the box and was going to bring it home but stopped when the door reopened. She left it on the floor.

“Jane,” Maggie called from the doorway.

“Coming.” She raced back outside. “I wanted to bring my brother’s model home so I could see it.”

“It belongs here,” Maggie said.

Patty and Maggie waited for Jane’s mom with her.

When Jane left, Patty and Maggie jumped into their camper.

“This was a great idea to rent a camper, Patty. Now we can cook inside or out and each have our own bed.”

“I love it,” Patty said. 

“I’m glad we have it.”

“Yes, me too. I glanced around as we stood waiting. It doesn’t look like it’ll be too hard to police when the Wright Brothers’ display is here,” Patty said.

“It doesn’t seem like it,” Maggie said, “but that remains to be seen.”

“True, but remember, we have to keep it secret that we’re going to be used as security extras. The Wright Brothers’ Glider is the utmost important plane of all time. As outsiders, we won’t be suspected.”

“I can see why Mark and Ronnie mentioned it to us. As detectives for Minneapolis, they’d know that extra policing such as the citizen’s patrol would be necessary,” Maggie said.

“That’s right! A perfect undercover job for us, and it’ll pay for all of our camping expenses such as the site rental for a week,” Patty said.

“And extra fishing time!”

They drove to the creek. It was time to get the poles in the water. 

Buck drove back home to retrieve his transistor radio and in turn he carried his dirty dishes downstairs to the kitchen. He went back outside and jumped into his truck, driving toward Plum Creek. Laura Ingalls Wilder used to tickle the fish in the creek, and it was located right on the shoreline next to the caves. Buck stopped and parked. After shutting the engine off, he headed for the cave and noticed the same two women who taught at the school fly-fishing. Patty was already reeling one in. Buck wanted to see the fish but decided against it because he didn’t want to get caught up in all the useless small talk that women seemed to enjoy. It wasn’t that he was against it, but not now. However, he planned to investigate who these women were and why they were here. Women didn’t normally fly-fish.

He hightailed it into the cave.

Dave always brought his radio and played that rock and roll shit from the sixties—that Beatle bullshit. Ed liked country and western, and Buck loved jazz. He made it inside of the cave first and placed the radio just outside the entrance to pick up reception and turned up the volume once he’d found the right station. Ahh, it was Old Satchmo—Louis Armstrong on the air.

Inside the cave he opened a folding chair and card table that rested against one of the sides. He’d studied the drawings more times than he cared to remember of the Wright Brothers’ first flight in Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, on the Outer Banks. Buck smiled. He would build his own and compare it with the original. 

While Buck studied the drawing that he and Ed had drawn several years ago, Ed entered the cave.

“I can hear that damn radio all the way home, and I’m hard of hearing,” Ed shouted. “What the hell’s the matter with you?”

“Point taken. Shut it down, will ya?”

Ed turned around and shut off the radio, bringing it to Buck and set it down.

“You do realize that there’s two women out there fly-fishing, don’t ya?”

“Those two teach how to tie fly knots at the school right after I’m through my class. They’d better not mess up the boys’ trays. Period.”

“They’ll be careful, just wait and see,” Ed said.

“I sure hope you’re right.” Buck rubbed his neck. “Have a seat. Let’s figure out how much spruce and ash we’ll need.” 

“Let’s get busy, you ornery old bastard,” Ed said. “One of us will have to go and buy the French sateen. I wonder if it’s possible to purchase it?”

“Already did about two years ago. Been waitin’ for this day since I was born. Grandpa Olaf used to talk about it,” Buck said, smiling. “It’s going to be our finest hour.”

“We’ll have to get that old fart Dave onboard real soon. He gets to be a royal pain in the ass if he’s not included from the start.”

“Does he have a woman right now?”

“Nope, none that I’m aware of,” Ed said, drumming his fingers on the table. “That means we have to start planning.”

“What the hell?” Buck stood, pointed his nose upward and sniffed. “Don’t tell me—” Swiftly he walked to the entry and peered out. After he’d seen enough, he went back to Ed and said, “Ahh shit. They’re frying up fish.”

“Don’t spook ’em, or they might not leave,” Ed said, scratching his whiskers. “Remember what happened last time when two women walked by?”

“Those two young ’uns? Earlier in the summer?”

“They weren’t young, at least not that young. They reported you to the police and filled out a report against you for swearing like a sailor for no good reason. So leave those two grannies alone. They’re harmless.”

“This spot has been ours for years. They’ll catch our fish,” Buck said.

“You have to learn to play nice, as they say nowadays, because they won’t be here for long. They’re vacationers.”

“Okay. I’ll try to make nice, but they’d better not catch that old rainbow that’s been lying in wait for many years.”

“Let’s get out of here. I’ve got the dimensions written down and figured out the amount of wood needed already. We should pick up the wire too, all at the same time,” Ed said. “I’ll check out things at home and make sure my wife isn’t around when I begin to cut and plane the pieces. We don’t need anyone to know what we’re doing.” Ed took a moment and sucked in a deep breath. “Can’t you just smell those fish frying? I haven’t tasted fresh fish like that in years. Norma hates fish.” He removed his cap that had a fish on its bill, then plopped it down on his head. “Land sakes alive.”

“Get your head outta your ass and think of Kitty Hawk. Your sawmill should take care of our project, shouldn’t it?”

“Yes, you bastard,” Ed said, shaking his head. “Tell you what, I’ll go home and make the order and put a ‘rush’ on it. We should have planks by midweek. That gives us plenty of time to measure and cut.”

“I’m going over to Dave’s. I don’t like the idea of anyone hanging around especially those two women.”

“Don’t bother them.” Ed left the cave, shaking his head, stopping near the women. “I don’t know of many women who fish.”

Hearing Ed’s voice caused Buck to hustle. He folded the chairs, the card table, and grabbed the Wright Brothers’ Glider drawings and rushed out from the cave. He went right over to them.

“So, you really do fly-fish,” Buck said. “No bobber, Ed.”

“I’m Patty, and this is Maggie. We find it enjoyable to fish the state,” Patty said. “We’re teaching how to tie knots at the school. We met Buck there.”

“Yes, he said,” Ed said.

“Why here?” Buck asked. He flipped his cap on and off. His bill showed a facsimile to the Wright Brothers’ first flyer.

“I bet you’re also here for the Laura Ingalls Wilder pageant,” Ed said.

“Nah. We’re over all that historical stuff,” Maggie said. “We’re here to laugh and have fun, catch fish.” 

“Actually, that isn’t completely true. We’re going to make a few bucks from teaching to help pay for our hobby,” Patty said. The fish was fried, and she lifted it onto a plate, split it in half, sliding a half onto another plate, then handed it over to Maggie. 

“Hobby?” Buck said.

“Fishing,” Patty said.

“Tasty fish,” Maggie said, taking a bite. 

“This rainbow is really good,” Patty said, taking another bite. “Almost as good as what we caught in Colorado last summer. Maggie, let’s do that again.”

“You betcha.”

“At least it’s not the old rainbow we’ve been trying for for a few years,” Ed said.

“How long are you two little grannies planning to spend your time here fishing?” Buck said.

“You should talk. You two are old gramps,” Patty said. “You mean hours? Days? Weeks?”

“Don’t be funny,” Buck said. “I grew up around here, and there’s not much to hold anyone’s interest.”

“Which is exactly why—oh never mind,” Maggie said.

“Well you see, we’re here at Plum Creek to see if we can catch some of the good fish that Laura did. The creek is full of fish of all kinds,” Patty said. “And to see the Glider. The flying machine of all time.”

“I hate women hanging around,” Buck said. “Laura fished upstream. Go fish over yonder.” He nodded his head in the general direction.

“As your grandchildren say—get over it. We’re not going away,” Patty said.
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Chapter two
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Old Blue knew its way to Dave’s place. A farm, not so terribly far away and near town. The best part of Dave’s old farm was that it had a straight, long driveway. The huge, red barn was large enough to house one of his semi-trucks while the machinery shed held another. The chicken coop was now remodeled and turned into his fun house or called another “hen” house. A bar along one side, and a small refrigerator, electricity. All the makings for a small kitchenette. The brooder house connected to the coop had a whirlpool and sauna. Back in the day, the brooder house was heated for the chicks. The building was now used for his entertainment. Buck actually grinned as he recalled Dave’s pasture of which he’d turned into a nine-hole golf course. The land was still a little lumpy and hosted a few scattered old cow pies, but that didn’t bother either of them when they played a round of golf, whopping each other. 

Once Buck turned into the yard, he noticed right away the barn door was wide open and missing a semi, which meant Dave wasn’t home. Buck frowned. He parked and shut off the engine right in front of the chicken coop and got out. He knew the door was usually unlocked and found it that way. Inside, he went straight to the bar, retrieved his whiskey bottle, and poured himself a shot. He slugged it down with a beer chaser. “Ahh.” He rubbed his neck, flipped his cap, and strut out to Old Blue. After the engine started, he shifted and headed toward home.

On the way to his house, he thought why not grab his rod and go fish? It’d be a great way to find out exactly what those two women were after. 

He parked in his usual spot at home, along the front curbing, and went inside. The door slammed behind him, and Donnie jumped.

“Dad, you know I’m working, and you know I jump when you do that. You’re driving Sandy and me nuts slamming the door. Please stop doing it—our nerves are stretched to their limits.”

“I’m sorry,” Buck said softly. “Please forgive the hell out of me.” He proceeded upstairs and placed the Wright plane papers under a pile of National Geographic magazines then went to the basement.

In a storage closet, he’d hidden the similar sateen cloth used for the Wright Brothers’ Glider. If only he and Ed could make it original looking. Wouldn’t that be something? He rubbed his neck and felt that lump again. He gritted his teeth and growled. No, he wouldn’t see a doctor, nor tell Donnie. He reckoned it was his time.

He put all thoughts from his mind and went for his rod, reel, flies and took them upstairs and out the backdoor, marching toward Old Blue. After depositing the gear gently into the front cab, Buck jumped into the driver’s seat and drove around to the back driveway. “Damn kid. Never parks inside, always in the driveway so there’s no room.” Buck put the stick shift in park and went for his waders and boots and threw them into the back of the truck. He got in, pushed in the clutch, locked in the stick shift, and backed away. After he re-shifted to second gear, he headed for the creek.

Buck took a detour to the mercantile building where Laura and family had purchased goods and sold eggs. His intention was to walk the area where the Glider would be viewed.

“Hello!” the lady behind the cash register said. “What can I do for you? Something for a granddaughter?”

Buck gave her an almost smile and said, “Have you heard anything about the Wright Brothers’ Glider being on display around here? I’m curious as to where it’ll be viewed.” He rubbed his neck again. 

“Nothing definite yet. I’ve only heard it on the radio. When the mayor finds out, then we will, I suspect.” She smiled. “Sorry for not knowing any more than that.”

“Thank you kindly,” Buck said. He took his hat off to her then set it back on his head. Back in the truck, Buck made a fast turn around and headed out of the lot. The drive brought him to the cave and the spot where the women had been eating the fish. He kicked more sand over the site where the fire had been. Buck went into the cave to sit and assemble the rod and pull on his waders so he didn’t look like some kind of dumbass in front of God and Country, most especially those two grannies if they should happen to show their smug faces again.

Once he’d put his gear on, he walked like a duck out to the water, waddling into the heavy, rippling stream. He’d placed one of his favorite ties on the hook and was ready to cast. He held the rod up high, swung backwards, lost his balance, and fell like a log into the water. Fortunately all he hurt was his pride as he crawled from the water. He somehow got his ass up in the air and managed to stand, albeit, slightly bent over. He drew in a few deep breaths, which gave him the needed strength to stand straight. That was when he felt it. Something swimming next to his ankle. He shook his leg. Shook it again. Stumbling backwards, his ass landed on the sandy shoreline. His head went backwards. 

When his eyes opened, he looked straight into a stranger’s eyes and growled.

“What’s your problem? Never saw someone sleeping before?” Buck groaned. He ignored his throbbing head and sore ass, which he was certain now had wider cheeks. 

“Do you need help to stand?” Maggie said. “I used to be a nurse. I took your pulse, and it seems normal, in case you’re wondering.”

“Now why on this bloody earth would you take my pulse? I’m not dead, am I?”

“Nope. Far from it,” Maggie said.

“We saw you flip backwards, shaking your leg. We came over to see if there was something wrong,” Patty said. “We were around the bend when you first came, that’s why we didn’t see each other. Later we moved and saw you. It looked like a dance from the sixties.”

Buck growled. “Go away. Or quit staring at me. Or help me up since you insist on embarrassing yourself even more.” He raised his hand and Maggie took it. She reached behind him, and Patty did the same from the other side. Between the two, they helped him to stand. “Thank you. Now if I don’t owe you anything for all of your good deeds, you can leave.” The little bugger still brushed against his ankle, and he wanted rid of the girls. They didn’t need to know the cause for his leg shaking. “Thank you, ladies.”

“Much better,” Patty said. “We’ll be around if something else should happen.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Buck said politely.

“You’re cute but a little on the mean side. Take care there, you’re not getting any younger,” Maggie said. She held her hand up as the two started to walk away.

“I’ve heard that before,” Buck said. He rubbed his neck and then looked out toward the water. He wondered what had happened to his rod and reel, then spotted it. With any luck it would still be in working order or at least not a jumbled-up mess, like he felt. “Damnable women. Snoopy and the one, mouthy and a know-it-all.” With the rod and reel in hand, he slowly walked inside of the cave. He plunked down on the chair.

First thing he removed his boots and set them aside. Standing, he pulled down on his waders. Tipped them upside down, shook them until two minnows fell out. Buck sneered at them, kicking them aside. He brushed his pantlegs off before putting his shoes back on. With the minnows in hand, he carried them out to the water and dropped them, brushing his hands together as if he were through with the women. Afterward, he took the fishing gear, waders, and boots out to his truck. Before leaving, the cave was set right after his little escapade of fly fishing. No one needed to know, and those two women better not say a damn thing when and if they ever met again.

In the mirror he saw nothing on his face that didn’t belong such as bruising. No one would see his ass, and that was a good thing because it was probably different shades of purple. What he needed was another shot before going home to his cave. Otherwise he wasn’t sure he’d make it up the stairs to his
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