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			The Red-faced Squirrel 

			It all started in the park during a beautiful spring day. The sun was casting a happy glow on the whole park as if it were bringing it out to show someone for the first time. The children were playing on the swings and monkey bars while the adults were sitting on the bench nearby talking small talk with each other while gently sizing up on a friendly basis the differences in each kid’s ability and demeanor before just settling down and enjoying the moment with one another. There were people farther down in the park throwing a ball for one of their dogs to dart after and from the look on the dog’s face it must have been the most wonderful thing in the world for a dog to do on this fine day. There was an older couple riding some ancient looking bikes along the road that meandered through the park as if they didn’t have a care in the world. There was something in the air today that made everyone feel as if some extra wellness and joy had magically come their way bringing along a feeling of nostalgia and remembrance of days gone by.

			I came to the park on numerous occasions just to walk around and do some people watching sometimes strolling down to the lake to throw some stale bread to the ducks that hung around the water’s edge. They quacked and picked feverishly at their catch while carefully keeping a watchful eye on their rivals so their prize would not be stolen and snatched away. It was an art that some of the ducks didn’t seem to get and so their bread got nabbed while others seemed to be able to eat and guard at the same time. I was amazed at the variance of intelligence in them since they all seemed to look alike. Oh well, maybe it was a matter of education and experience but who knows where they went to school or if they did at all. I was not able to strike up a conversation with one of them because I heard that once you did, they would all want to talk at the same time and it would be a real nightmare to deal with.

			Today I wanted to change things up so I was going to try something new. The last time I was here one of the park rangers told me that there was on the right side of the woods paths that people used to ride horses on back in the day but now the horses are gone and the paths were partially over-grown because nobody went back there anymore. He also said that if you go back there far enough on one of those paths it will lead to a nice size pond where people use to go swim now and then. It sounded like a fun thing to do so I grabbed a bottle of water, my walking stick, and headed out in the woods in search of the old swimming hole.

			There were only a few paths left that headed that way and they were mostly over-grown and kind of hard to get through. All I had to do was pick the right one and then I could slowly make my way to the pond. That was the problem, I am one of those people that could lose a 50/50 chance coin toss ten times in a row, so I knew that this was going to be a challenge. I used the close your eyes and spin around with your finger pointing out method to pick the path and headed out on my journey. I got about three hundred yards down the path but unfortunately it came to a dead end, so I headed back and tried the next one. This one was a little friendlier looking and meandered through the trees in a more casual way as if it had all the time in the world to reach its destination. I walked along pushing the branches away from my face with my walking stick and after ten minutes or so lo and behold, there before me was a small clearing and a pond the size of a gym floor glistening in the distance just beyond the clearing. I walked out toward the pond cautiously just in case any wildlife was lingering around like gators, snakes, and other critters that I might scare off by being in their territory. 

			There was a big tree about five or six feet from the water that shaded that side of the pond and it made for a nice place to sit down and look out at the water. I just got settled in and was sitting with my back to the tree when suddenly I heard something stirring from behind the tree. Could it be some crazed creature coming after me? I did not know if I should run or sit there and be quiet to see what happened next. Then all of a sudden I could see out of the corner of my eye a squirrel unzipping his furry little suit and hanging it on the bush just a few feet away from where I was sitting. I stayed still as possible so I wouldn’t scare him into running away as he slowly walked down to the edge of the water and dove in. He went under the water for about two yards before his little head popped up as he swam hand over hand all around the pond until he wore himself out and headed back towards my way. He took his time coming back occasionally just floating on his back while kicking his feet just slowly enough to give him the motion he needed to keep moving through the water. He soon made it back and walked out of the water up the embankment casually moving toward his fur suit that he had hung up earlier. Then it happened, he saw me! I was between him and his little fur suit and he froze in his tracks. He instantly turned to the side and put his hands in front of his bejubie to shield me from seeing it, his red face glowing from embarrassment. He did not know if he should run over and just grab the suit or just stand there and hope I was not going to be mean to him or hurt him in any way. I felt sorry for the little guy and said, “Don’t worry, I am not going to hurt you, go ahead and get your fur suit on and come hang out with me a while.”

			The little creature then looked more at ease and went over and got his furry suit off the bush and started to put it on. He slowly put one leg in and then the other while gradually pulling it up on himself until he could get his little arms in and zip the thing up. He looked so cute in his little outfit as he came over to me to see what I wanted to talk about. I asked him if he came here often to swim and he said yes. He had been coming here for years and said that he had never seen a human here at the pond before nor even heard them coming through the woods since the horses were gone and humans did not use those trails anymore. “I am so sorry that I embarrassed you by catching you naked by surprise, could you please forgive me?” I said. “I did not do it on purpose, I was just as surprised as you were.” I had never seen a squirrel naked before and I was in a little shock at first. The little guy looked off for a second and then looked up at me with those dark little eyes and said, “It’s okay, we both are guys so it is no big deal” he said. We both then smiled at each other and then I slowly reached over to shake his hand. It was nice to meet a new friend that did not know me personally, it was like starting over again. I was debating if I should tell him the truth about myself or make up something that would make me more likable to him. Since I did not know much about him I figured it best to just be myself and let things fall as they may. What do squirrels think about anyway? Do they have sadness in their lives like humans do? Do they think about their lives and wonder what they could have done to make things better along the way? If they had to do their lives over again would they change things or would they just leave things as they are?

			We talked about what is like to be here at night in the woods and how he learned to hide to keep his enemies from grabbing him and making a meal out of him. It was fascinating to hear how he buried the nuts that he had gathered for the winter months when food was scarce and how he was able to remember where they were hidden. He was clever and resourceful in his methods and even used psychology on his fellow creatures to keep them at bay and away from his food supply. I was totally at ease with him. We also talked about girls, art and poetry and had a few laughs along the way. It was great, totally unexpected and a wonderful way to spend a nice afternoon. The squirrel offered to help me back to the main part of the park so he climbed up on my shoulder and pointed the way out. As we walked along I thought how glad I was to have come out to the park today and met a new friend that I felt was going to be friends with me for a long time to come. What could be better than that?

			The End

		

	
		
			Saving Christmas 

			It was rather warm for this time of year so it was hard to get in the spirit of Christmas. I had struggled to get all my shopping done, the presents wrapped and all that goes with it. It was Christmas Eve and I did not want to do anything else except chill out and maybe watch a Christmas movie or two, have a few drinks and then go to bed and get some sleep because I had a busy day of visiting planned for the next day. It was late, after 2:00 am when I heard a commotion outside by the house next door. Those people were notorious for going to bed early so I was extra curious about what was going on. I walked over to the front door and opened it slowly and peeped out, I could not see anything but I still could hear some noise. I went outside for a better look and there on the roof of the house next to me was Santa’s sled and all his reindeer. He had gone down the chimney and placed the presents under their tree, filled the stockings on the mantle of the fireplace with goodies, ate the cookies and drank the milk that the people had left out for him. Then he went up the chimney and back to his sled where the reindeer were patiently waiting for him to return. As he exited the chimney he caught his pants on an old antenna mount that was no longer used but stuck out far enough to cause some trouble. He tore his pants from the middle of the back of his leg to almost his waist exposing his underwear and embarrassing him completely to the core. He looked down from the roof at me and said, “I’m so sorry, I look a mess, what am I going to do, I can’t go into people’s houses like this. Suppose you can help me?”

			I told him not to worry and that we would figure something out. He took his sled off the roof and hid it behind my house tying the reindeer to the fence to keep them hidden from my neighbors. Santa came inside and looked in the mirror in the hallway at the damage that was done to his big red pants. It was bad, they needed to be stitched up and it was going to be a while before it was done so I suggested he put on my robe and give me his pants so I could sew them up and get him back on his way. We took a few shots of tequila to get things going along and after a while Santa became very talkative and told me some personal things that he probably did not talk about with just anyone. He told me that he and his wife were going through a rough time right now. He said that his wife was having an affair with one of the elves for the past year or so and things were starting to come apart. Maybe it was because he spent so much time getting toys made for the kids all year long that he ended up neglecting his wife more than he should have so she was acting out her frustrations by having a fling with an elf. He wasn’t sure about the affair at first but one day when he came in from the toy factory and plopped down on the bed he found the elf’s pointy little green hat tangled up in the bed sheets. He knew then that the relationship with his wife was about to go south. He figured that when Christmas was over that he could approach her and work it out somehow if it were at all possible. 

			As he talked about his domestic problems at times his eyes would well up with tears. He would then indiscreetly wipe them away pretending that he was not so upset and went on with his personal story as I sewed away on his damaged pants. I did not have a machine so I had to sew them up by hand. It was a long and tedious job but it was coming along pretty good. I did not have thread strong enough so I used some thin fishing line that I had in my tackle box. It was working out well considering that the only thing I have sewn before was reattaching some buttons now and then. I had to make do with what I had. Santa had a few more shots of tequila before the night was done and it seem to make him talk up a storm. He told me how they got the materials to make toys up to the North Pole. There were not any roads nearby to bring anything by truck so all the material had to be flown in by plane. Santa after World War Two had bought an old twin engine troop transport plane from an auction of military surplus equipment in Dallas and used it to haul things to and from the North Pole. It was equipped with a wheel and ski combination under it so he could use it on either an airport runway or just behind the toy factory on the snowy area he had smoothed out so he could land nearby without having to walk far in the snow once he got out of the plane. It has served him well all these years and was easy to fly and maintain. He learned to fly by taking lessons while he was on vacation in Costa Rica after the war.

			The sewing was coming along slowly but surely. Santa went into the kitchen to fix us some sandwiches. I could hear him in there singing Christmas carols as he went along with his task, humming and whistling in the places where he forgot the words to the songs. He was in a great mood considering the mess he got himself into so I hurried up my work so I could get him back on his way as soon as possible. He told me how his reindeer got along a lot better since a few of the more popular and famous of them had quit and got contracts to zoos around the world where they could make a lot more money then just being sled jockeys. The group of reindeer he had now just did their jobs and hung around the barn behind the toy factory telling stories and bragging about their sex life while lying about the size of the fish that they caught during the summer when the ice thawed out a little. Typical reindeer talk that Santa had gotten used to during the off season when everyone started to get a little cabin fever from being hold up in the snow during the winter season. Although I enjoyed all of Santa’s stories I was determined to get the sewing done and get Santa back on his way to deliver the rest of his toys before the sun came up again. Soon all the kids would be waking up and running into their living rooms where the Christmas trees would be all decorated with colorful ornaments with the presents peaking out from under the bottom branches just waiting for them to tear them open and see what was inside.

			It wasn’t much longer when I finished up the sewing, tied off the fishing line I used for thread and handed the pants back to Santa to try on. He was impressed that you could hardly see the damage that was done to them. He went into the bedroom and put them on. In a flash he was back in the room where I was sitting with a great big smile on his face. “Great job,” he said, as he looked at himself in the mirror and synched up his belt and put his big black boots back on readying himself to go get his job done for the night. He came over and gave me a big hug and said, “I will never forget you for saving Christmas.” He gave me his address up at the North Pole and said that if I ever was in the area for me to just drop by and see him. He then went over to his sled and climbed aboard. He was ready, the reindeer were ready and with a howdy ho and a crack of his whip he was off to finish delivering presents to all the rest of the kids on his list. Somehow I knew he would make it okay and all would be well, after all it is Christmas when miracles are suppose to happen.

			A few months after Christmas I sent a letter to Santa at the North Pole and asked him if he ever worked it out with his wife that was having the affair with the elf. He wrote back saying that he had. They took a few weeks off and went to one of the lesser know islands in the Pacific spending the time walking hand and hand along the beach watching the pelicans swooping down grabbing a fish for dinner while the sea gulls were coasting along the shore line looking for their big prize of the day as they glided by. The wife had broke down and told Santa that she still loved him and that she was just wanting some attention by messing around with the elf. She promised that she would not do anything like that again if he would only find it in his heart to forgive her. He said that when he looked in her eyes that he could see that she was telling the truth so he reached out and held her tight in his arms while tears of happiness ran down both of their faces. He said it was the most beautiful moment he had ever shared with her. He felt closer to her than he had ever felt before and it was wonderful to be with her again. 

			His letter had made me feel good all over. Maybe it was that Christmas feeling that you get towards the end of December. I was hoping that I could hang on to it for a long as possible, maybe even for a lifetime.

			The End

		

	
		
			The Screen Door

			It all started down in Florida after a hard rain with some strong winds, thunder, lightning, and some minor flooding. The ditches on the side of the road were full to the brim and the turtles and other small wildlife were scrambling for higher ground. After things calmed down and the sun came back out, my wife and I decided to go for a walk around the neighborhood to see what was going on. We were both hoping to see some gators or snakes that sometimes move around after storms. When we came around the corner by the little grey house we could hear a wooden screen door banging back and forth on the back of the house with the wind that was left in the air. Wooden screen doors have a unique sound about them when they close, if you have ever heard one you would never forget it, not an unpleasant sound but different than anything else. I used to have a cat that would go in and out the screen door by the back of the kitchen. He would stick his paw under the bottom edge of the door and pull it out to get in and when he wanted to go out he would just push on it from the inside. Well, as I was saying, we looked over at the grey house and noticed that nobody was home so we figured why not be good neighbors and go over there and latch the screen door so it would not annoy the neighbors all day and especially tonight after things got quieter and people were trying to get some sleep. 

			We went around the back of the house to see what we could do about the door, it was old, needed paint, some new screens and a new closer spring, in other words it was well used. I found a latch that was hanging down dangling off the side of the door. It had lost its screws somehow during its lifetime and was no longer able to hold the door closed. I found a few screws sticking out of the side of the frame of the door and took them out with a small pocket knife that I had. They were slot type screws so I had to use the tip of the knife to get them out so I could use them for putting the latch back on. Lucky the holes were still there from the where the old screws had fallen out. When I was finished I tried out the door and with a minor adjustment it worked about as well as one could want with an old door like that. We started walking away back towards the street then turned around and took a last look at the door for some reason before it went out of site. The shock wave hit us like a sneaky wave at the beach where it is just there and you did not see it coming. Although we both saw it at the same time we still could not believe it, we just stood there first looking at the door and then looking at each other. Then I said, “Oh my God, did you see what I saw?” After a short pause she said, “Yes, if you are referring to the face of Jesus on the screen door?” Of course neither of us had ever seen a real picture of Jesus since the last time he was suppose to be on earth that we know of, cameras were not invented yet. That did not matter, it was the kind of face that you would expect if it were really him on the screen door. 

			We went on around the block to finish our walk but could not stop thinking about the thing we just witnessed at the old grey house. Maybe it was just the way the dimming evening sunlight was shining on the door that made it look like Jesus or maybe we were just letting our imaginations run away with us. We went home, made a few drinks and laid back on the couch thinking about it some more. We decided to wait until the next day before going back there again. We were hoping that the people that lived there would still be gone so as not to arise any suspicion about why we were being there. Even if it still looked like Jesus’s face in the morning, it was not our door so what could we do about it anyway? Could we offer to buy the door from the people that live there? No, we could not do that because they would want to know why we wanted to buy an old screen door when we could buy a new one with all the hardware on it for under a hundred bucks at any of the home improvement stores in the area. They might ask what is so special about their door and in the process we might end up giving the secret away by mistake. If we let them in on the secret then they might not even want to deal with us at all. They could put the door up for bid or sell it in a classified add or even donate to their church. We would be the ones screwed here, I could see that coming. 

			The next morning we went casually over to the grey house looking around to make sure nobody was watching us or might figure out what we were up to. Lucky for us nobody was home once again so we just walked around the back of the house and took another look at the door. At first we saw nothing and were obviously disappointed and felt let down. Then as we were walking away about twenty feet or so, the image appeared once again. I guess you had to see it at the right angle and in the right light but it was there as sure as there is sin on a Saturday night. What should we do now we thought? We looked at each other and then went home to think about it for a while before we made any decisions. After what we had witnessed we were not about to just let it go and drop it. It was time to make a life changing decision here and we needed time to think it through.

			We decided to wait until dark and then go over there and steal it, then hide it in our shed behind our house until we could figure out what to do with it. We picked out some dark clothes and I got an old cork that we had some pins sticking out of and took my lighter and burned the surface of it. Then we could use the black part to darken our faces so they would not be as visible in the dark. Besides, it was a lot easier to wash off afterwards then some type of marker and we might have to get rid of the evidence in a hurry. I gathered up some tools to take the hinges off and free the door from the back of their house. If only they would stay away for another day we could pull this off and have us something that might be worth something for a change. It seemed like the longest day in history but the sun did go down and the evening was settling in. The neighborhood had calmed down and most people had gone to bed because they had to go to work in the morning. 

			The time now felt right so we took a deep breath and then went for it. We snuck down the street without anyone seeing us, went around the back of the grey house and listened for a minute to see if anyone was stirring. It was quiet so we went right to it. Within five minutes or so we had the door off and were carrying it back to the house where we lived. We felt like a couple of teenagers pulling off a high school prank. It was the most excited we were about anything in a long time. We tried to be quiet about it but ended up dropping the door once, making all kinds of noise and nervously laughing the rest of the way home. 

			Once we got back home we opened the shed, put the door in and ran back to the house locking ourselves in before anyone could see us. We were so freaked out that we did not even put the lights on for a while. We just stood there in the dark peeping out the windows to see if anyone had come out to see what was going on. When we felt that we were in the clear, we turned one of the lights on, mixed some drinks, put on some calming music and just chilled for a while. A little while later she turned to me and said, “What are we going to do with the door now that we have it?” I did not know what I was going to say to her. Would the people that we stole the door from recognize it if it were on display somewhere? Should I paint the frame and disguise it somehow? All this was swimming in my head like a fish trying desperately to free itself from a hook, it made no sense. Why were we doing this anyway? I was about to go smack nuts when all of a sudden it hit me. We don’t have to be in a rush to do anything, we got the door, it is not going anywhere, we could just wait until we are ready and take our time about making any decisions about it. No hurry, no worry.

			We decided to wait a year before we did anything about the door. By then the people that we stole it from would have forgotten about it and we could do with what we wanted with it. It was all settled, we would wait and then do it up big. The year went by fast and then one day we were standing in the kitchen fixing breakfast when my wife said, “Let’s start thinking about what we are going to do with the door in the shed?” Surely by now it was safe to explore the possibilities. We talked back and forth about it all day long and then at the end of the day we decided to take the door down south to her sister’s house and maybe find a place to display it to where we could charge admission without getting in trouble with the cops or have permit problems. My wife contacted her sister and asked if she could help us out some. He sister was a middle-aged woman that was recently divorced from her low life husband that could not keep a job or keep sober enough to be around with for some time now. She finally bit the bullet and filed for divorce a few months ago. It was the perfect set up for our Jesus display to work out. 

			We arrived at her sister’s house late in the afternoon just before dark. We had put the door in the back of the pickup truck and covered it with a tarp so no one would be able to see it along the way. We took the door out of the truck and leaned it up against her sister’s house so she could see the Jesus image on the screen. Just like before, you had to walk back about twenty feet or so for the image to appear. She stood there with her hands over her face and said, “It is Jesus, there is no doubt about it, oh my God, were did you find it?” “We will tell you all about it if you could find a place to put the door in the meantime.” I said, so we placed it in the garage where we could hide it until we decided where we were going to put it on display for all the world to see. Well, maybe not the world yet, but at least the locals might enjoy it and cough up some money for the privilege. 

			We all sat around over a few drinks the rest of the evening throwing around all kinds of ideas for us to not only to display our door but make money doing it. We got so involved in it that we forgot all time and went well into the night before we decided to put off any further discussion until the next day. My wife’s sister’s name was Jenny. She looked a bit worn for her age but considering some of the things she had been through with her former husband you would have to expect that. She still was somewhat attractive when she wanted to be but did not work much at it. Maybe this Jesus thing might get her back in the swing of things where she could shine once again? After we all got up and ate breakfast she called the pastor of her church and asked if he had any suggestions to help us out. He told us that he had the use of a small wedding chapel (with a small donation falling his way) down the street from his church that was available on a daily basis for rent if we might be interested in that. He said he would contact the owner and find out when it was available and get back to us soon. As it turned out the chapel was already rented for a wedding on Sunday but was open for Friday and Saturday. We decided to take it anyway. We had to slip Jenny’s preacher a hundred bucks under the table and it cost two hundred dollars more to the owner for the two days we were going to display the door for the public to see.

			We advertised the viewing of the Jesus door in the local papers. We were hoping to at least get enough donations to cover the three hundred we had already had to dole out for the rental and the forty dollars we had to put out for the advertisements. We spent all of Friday morning setting things up. We put the door propped up near the front of the chapel and then measured off about 20 feet or so to put the line down for people to stand in order to best be able to see the image. We played with the lighting and placement for about an hour until we felt that we had the best overall set up. We had said in the add that it was going to be on display from three o’clock in the afternoon until seven o’clock in the evening. We figured that four hours a day would be enough.

			By the time we opened the chapel, there were about twenty five people standing outside waiting to get in. We told them it was going to cost them a dollar to see the door and for them to not touch or go near the door in any way but to just stand behind the line drawn on the floor and observe without bothering anyone or making a fuss to where we would have to ask them to leave. Everyone agreed so we opened the door and let them in. Not everyone at first saw the image but after they stood there a minute or two they all found a way to focus in on it. They were amazed and quickly took pictures of it with their cell phones and most of them called someone they knew to come down and see the image for themselves. By six o’clock there must have been two or three hundred come through. Most tried to hang around, but since the chapel was so small we had to send them out the door once they got to see, take pictures and call someone so as to not cause any problems. Besides, the more people we could get through the more money we could make. 

			It took us until about ten o’clock before we could get everyone out of the chapel and get things locked up so we could get home and celebrate our good fortune. We ended up taking in about six hundred fifty dollars for the first night. Well, if this keeps up we could have well over a thousand dollars in by tomorrow night. We went out on the town and celebrated with some wings and a few pitchers of beer. When we got back to Jenny’s place there were notes on the front door from people that wanted to see the door up close at maybe a private showing or two. It was all good. The next day we started at two instead of three because there were already a few hundred people waiting when we got over to the chapel to open things up. It was fantastic that people were so obedient and filed through as if they were at a funeral for some diplomat or important person like you would see on the news. They kept on coming, by six o’clock on Saturday night there were about five or six hundred people lined up outside waiting for a chance to come in. We tried to get people moving as fast as we could but they kept arriving and getting in line faster than we could move them through. In some ways it was tremendous, we were making more money than we could have imagined and it was only the second day we had the door on display. Should we go nation wide or should we stay local? Was it going to fall apart or be proven in some way to be a fake or was this just the beginning? Those were the decisions we were going to have to make and from the attention we were getting we were going to have to do it sooner than later. 

			Like the night before people kept showing up so we did not get to close up until after eleven o’clock when the local police dropped by to tell us that in this section of town there was an eleven o’clock curfew on noise. They told us that if we were to continue to ignore it than they would have to issue us a citation that would end up costing us two hundred fifty bucks. We assured them that we were trying our best to get everyone out but they did not want to leave on their own. The cops hung around for a while and helped us disperse the crowd and send everyone home. Because they were having a wedding there the next day, we decided to take the door home. We carefully placed it in the back of the truck and covered it with a tarp. We then went back to Jenny’s house and threw the money on the kitchen table. This time we counted over twenty three hundred dollars to add to our stash. It was working out to be the best thing we had ever done. We could not wait until we could get a more permanent place to display it so we could continue to rake in the cash. 

			It took some looking around but in the next larger town a little south of Jenny’s house we found an old movie theater that had been closed for about three years now and was for sale or lease. We decided to lease it and signed a contract for one year. We figured we could not lose, after all we nearly raked in three thousand dollars for the first couple of days we displayed the door at the chapel and it was a lot smaller than the theater. We were on our way to riches for the first time of our lives. We could not be happier, everything was going smooth and working out just like we planned. 

			We set things up in the theater like we had in the chapel only better. We had bought some decorative angels that we hung from the ceiling and put a sound system along with some heavenly music that Jenny’s friend Larry had made for us with his buddies from the college nearby who used to sing together at the church that Jenny worshiped in while she grew up. It was great, a combination of spiritual and some old funeral music rolled up into one long CD that we put on a loop so it would automatically start over after it played through. We had someone to control the lighting to create the right mood and fixed it so people could file past the door without any trouble in order to get the most people through in the shortest time. It was working out perfect. The first day we were open from eleven in the morning until eleven at night. In the twelve hours we took in nearly five thousand dollars. It was a gold mine and we knew it. What a country?

			The next day things went even better since the word got out that we had the image of Jesus on display for them to see at a reasonable price of just a dollar. Rumors started coming out that there were miracles happening to the people that prayed in front of the door although nothing was confirmed or proven. It was more people’s imaginations running away with them as their frenzy built from mouth to mouth and from the coverage we were starting to get from the local media that was dropping by to see for themselves what all the commotion was about. Before long there were people fainting and crying as they were filing by causing more of the same coming from the people behind them. Some people were even throwing themselves down on the floor in front of the screen door having all kinds of emotions and antics that were causing things to get out of control. It got so wild we had to close the doors to keep more people from getting in and causing more problems. They were no longer observing the line we put for them to file by but coming right up to the door itself. One woman even ran up to the door and hugged it nearly knocking it over. Then out of nowhere a man broke out of the crowd and ran full speed toward the door yelling out, “I am coming to join you Jesus,” just as he dove right through the door scattering pieces of the door and screen everywhere. People were screaming and going crazy. It was complete chaos, the people that were still in the theater stampeded to where the display area was and one by one grabbed what they could of the remains of the door and ran off out the exits. They were tearing at the screen and pieces of wood that was left on the floor for keepsakes or maybe they thought that the pieces had some kind of religious powers that they could use on themselves for one purpose or another, I don’t know. All I know is that when they were through there was nothing left of the door or the screen that was on it. We were finished, no more display, no more money coming in and I was probably going to get sued for the rest of the money I owed on the lease. It was a horrible end to what started out to be a beautiful thing.

			The End

		

	
		
			The Clothes Makes The Dog

			There once was a couple of neighborhood dogs sitting on a bench in the park on Sunday morning just doing a little people watching and enjoying the nice morning air. It was late May and although it was a little cool right now, later in the afternoon it should warm up nice so everyone could be taking their time meandering through the park and enjoying seeing everyone so happy and carefree. Being it was Sunday some of the people cut through the park on their way to church all dressed up and looking like a new spring flower on its first day in the sun. Then there were these two dogs and their dilemma, well, let me have them tell their own story.

			We were just ordinary dogs that did not have one thing to wear that made us look pretty or stand out in the crowd. I am just a run of the mill male mutt dog, part one thing or another and about forty pounds on a good day. I have this chain like collar that has been on a few years now with a tag from the vet’s office where I get those horrible shots that is rusting in places and itches me on hot days when I get wet. My partner over here is a poodle mix that wears this red leather collar with little silver stars on it in about two inch intervals around the center of the collar. It is faded and scratched up a bit but is still functional and also has a tag from the veterinarian’s office that is silver to match the collar it is on. She is a good and loyal dog but lately has become a pain in the butt about the way she looks. “Do I look fat with this fluffy hair?” she says when she looks into a puddle or a mirror somewhere. She sometimes waits until night and then says stuff like, “What color eyes do I have?” as she puts her paws over her eyes and looks off to the side. It is driving me nuts! Sure we are both a little older now and are not as active as we were a few years ago but we do alright getting done what we have to do. I need to think of a way to make things better so I don’t have to hear that kind of thing every day.

			I thought about it while we were just sitting there on the park bench people watching that Sunday and sure enough it hit me like a bag of nails falling off a building. Why can’t we get dressed up like some of these people do? There were not laws against it and there was a thrift store about two miles down on the other side of town that should be easy for us to break into. I waited until there were nobody walking by and then I asked my partner if she would be interested in breaking into the store and getting us some cool stuff to wear. It took me a while to convince her that it would be the thing to do but in the end she went for it like a cat after a ball of tin foil. The caper had to be planned out carefully since we weren’t that familiar with the part of town that the store was in. The store was not on our regular schedule of destinations. We would have to find a way to get down there besides walking because we both were not that big of dogs and it would take us a long time to get there and our feet would get sore from all the concrete and asphalt we would have to walk on. Besides, our little paws would get all that oil and road mess on them and then later when we licked them when we were laying down we would get that horrible stuff in our mouths. That means no kissing and no kissing means no action if you know what I mean. Oh well, enough of that, what I need to be thinking about is how we can get in and out of the store without getting caught. After all if we got caught breaking into a store they would just take us to the pound and put us on death row along with the other older dogs. They don’t keep you there long I hear. Dogs have told me that when you just start to get used to being there, then the executioner comes in and puts the mark on your collar that means you are next in line to get iced with all the rest of the dogs that nobody seems to want to save. I heard about those guys wearing all black and sporting a hood while carrying a meat clever that they could swing around so fast you did not even see it coming. Way too scary for me, that is for sure.

			After things slowed down and there were not as many people left in the park, we went back to the makeshift lean-to that we found in a vacant lot in the neighborhood nearby. It looks like some homeless person might have lived there at one time but it has become over-grown and now was empty except for us. We both were abandoned by our former owners when they moved away, not because they hated us but because they had to move for job purposes and could not take us with them. We came from an apartment house across from the park about the same time and ran into each other digging through the garbage cans in the alley between the buildings. We liked each other right away and have been hanging out ever since. If you get to the garbage cans in the evening right after people eat dinner you could sometimes get some real good stuff. Last night some fool threw out nearly a whole pizza and someone else threw away a half of box of donuts. We usually eat right there at the garbage cans and then go to the lean-to and bed down. It’s not a good idea to take the food in there with you because it draws out ants, roaches, and other pests that will annoy the hell out of you all night so when it is time to get up in the morning you are still tired and feel worn out. We have gone that route before and have learned our lesson. 

			The next day I spent the day making plans for us to get down to the store so we could do a dry run on our little caper so it would go real smooth when we actually got a chance to rip off some clothes from the place. I checked the bus schedule and checked out how much a taxi would cost to get us there. The bus was going to be our best bet since it only cost one dollar to go anywhere you wanted to go along the route. We could steal the four bucks we needed to get back and forth from the store by swiping some tips off the tables at the sidewalk café next to the theater. Those people were dumb enough to put about five or six tables outside on the sidewalk for us to take advantage of. When the waiter would go inside to get something we just would sneak over to one of the tables and grab the tip that someone left there and then run like hell. I have done that many times and it works out well. I can outrun most humans at least for a few blocks anyway whenever I get the hankering to. I don’t like doing it because running down the street or sidewalk on all that concrete makes the pads on my feet sore and it can also tear up my nails which then can get caught in everything. It also leads me to not pay that much attention to what I am stepping in and I end up with gum stuck to my fur that I end up chewing at all night long which keeps my poodle friend up too. That kind of thing could get a guy in the “Dog House” quick, so to speak. 

			We scarfed the money for the bus and decided to make a dry run over to the thrift store before it got too late in the day. We did not want to get stranded after the bus service was done for the day. Once we got on the bus it took about twenty five minutes to get to the area were the store was. They seem to stop at every corner and either pick or let people off, it was ridiculous. I should have checked if they had an express bus that did not stop at all the stops before we settled in on this bus. Oh well, what is done is done they say. When we got there all was going as planned so far. The place was old and dark with just a few poor looking people walking around looking at things. There were the ones looking for a specific thing and those that have to look at everything. We casually walked through the store not wanting to attract any attention to ourselves. Every so often I or my lady friend would hold up something and say, “Look at this, do you think this would look good on me?” Then we would slowly go along and do the same thing over again in some other part of the store. 

			It took what seemed hours walking around the store but we finally found some cool stuff to wear. I even found a couple of neat hats to wear with my outfits. Once we gathered up what we wanted, we waited for everyone to get busy doing something then we hid our stash under an old display table that had a cabinet under it. It did not look like they used it in a long time so I figured that our stuff would be safe there until we could get back here to claim it all. Then we went slowly out of the store and walked down to the bus stop that was down on the next corner. We waited about forty minutes for the next bus that was going back to where we came from and then another half hour of stop and go before we got home. We were tired when we got back so we went right to our little lean-to and went to sleep.

			The next day we did it all over again but this time we were going to come home with some good stuff. It was going to be great to put on a new look and of course my partner was going to be able to do some strutting of her own once she could put some new duds on herself. All we had to do was to get to the store about a half hour before closing and then hide in the cabinet under the table with our stuff until everyone left and went home for the day then grab it all up and get out. Our timing would have to be right on the mark because if we messed around too much we would miss the last bus back home and be stuck in that strange part of town all night long. We were likely to get robbed ourselves if we did that. Sure we were nervous, we had some pride and did not want to be the laughing stock of the neighborhood in the days to come. 

			The time had finally come and we were off on the bus once again. Since it was later in the day then when we got on the bus the last time, there were not as many stops to make. The bus could skip the corners where no one was standing so we went along pretty fast. Before we knew it our stop had come up and we got off with a little bounce in our step because we were so excited that the time had come for us to make a good haul for the first time in our furry little lives. We approached the store slowly like we had all the time in the world and walked in through the front doors like we owned the place. A little bell rang when you walked in that was positioned over the doors and fixed so that the corner of the door would hit the bell when it was opened. Kind of sounded neat, a sort of pleasant sound at that when you think about it. We worked our way over to the table where our stuff was under and when no one was looking we scurried under it and hid in the cabinet. All we had to do now was to wait until everyone left and then grab it and get out of here and head for the bus stop.

			We waited until it got quiet and then I peeped out to see if the coast was clear. I saw nothing going on anywhere so we came out and grabbed an old sheet out of a pile of bed clothes and loaded our stuff in it. I slung it over my shoulder and we headed out to the front of the store. Then out of the blue there was a big mean ass dog right in front of the exit doors cutting us off from getting out. He looked mean as a junk yard dog and had one of those collars that had spikes all over it. I had to think in a hurry what to do, there was no time to mess up now and be chewed to death by this big ass bully. I looked over at him and said, “Hey there big fella” and stuck my paw out for him to shake hands. He just stood there and growled at us and it looked like we were getting nowhere so I went for broke. “Look big guy, we came here because this good looking poodle girl wanted to meet you, she saw you in here not too long ago and had begged me ever since to bring her down to meet you,” I said. “She thinks you are sexy and was wanting you to call on her sometime in the near future, what do you say?” 

			The dog did not know what to say to that, it really caught him off guard. He just looked back and forth at us and tilted his head to the side and took a closer look at my little poodle friend. He was not used to having another dog around. His owners did not ever bring any other dogs to the store and they kept him upstairs in the office until the store closed at night. He sometimes would get a glimpse of someone’s service dog but since this was the poorer part of town nobody much has that kind of thing going for them. Having a good looking girl dog making eyes at him was a new experience for him. He was hooked, “Sure,” he said, “I would love to go out with your poodle friend, maybe we could arrange something for next weekend?” I told him that it would be no problem and that she would drop by next Friday night after the store closed to see what you wanted to do. He went for it hook line and sinker, let us out the front door with our stash, waved goodbye and off we went to the bus stop. Our chatting with the big ole dog almost made us late for the bus so when we got there we only had to wait a few minutes to get picked up. It was great!

			When we got home we dragged our load of goodies back to our sleeping place and then we each picked out an outfit to wear the next day before we laid down for the night. Just as I was about to go to sleep the fluffy little woman looked up at me and said, “You weren’t serious about me going out with that horrible dog were you?” I pulled her over close to me and said, “No baby, I was just trying to get us out of there in one piece, I don’t want you to be with anyone but me for ever and ever.” She then came closer and laid her head next to mine. As she laid there a tear of happiness dripped down from her almost closed eyes and landed right on the side of my face, it felt wonderful.

			The End

		

	
		
			The Last Pair Of Sandals 

			Jesus just got into town and was sitting on the bench outside the bus station. It was early June in the year 1959 and the afternoons were still warm enough to go around without a jacket on. You might want to wear one in the mornings when you first start out but by eleven or so you would have to take it off and carry it the rest of the day until the sun went down. With the unsettling of Europe and the Middle East, Jesus thought it best he did his work in the good ole’ USA. He loved the chrome laden cars, the drive-in hamburger stands with the cute little girls on roller skates bringing out the food and hanging the trays on your car window and of course those soda fountain drinks with the cherry and vanilla flavors. Since Jesus was suppose to know all and foresee the future to a certain extent, he knew that soon there would be a big change taking place in America. He wanted to take advantage of things before it was too late. 

			Flip flops were coming into fashion and Jesus wanted to sell out his sandal line before flip flops took over the market and sidelined the sandal trade. He had been secretly making and storing the footwear in his factory in central New Jersey for the past two years and was confident that now was the right time to push them out in the market so people could buy them for their friends for presents and maybe corner the spring footwear market. Then if there were any left over sandals going into summer he could put them on sale and unload the rest of them. He figured that he could bank the money so when he did come back officially to do his preaching tour he would have enough money to hire the people to secure venues, supply security, get permits and hire people to leap out of wheel chairs and say, “I can walk,” and have the blind guys take off their dark glasses and say, “I can see,” add in the deaf mute that can now hear, and all the catch men that hold up the fainting people and you got a show for the road. If he was going to put on a good show and draw the people in, then he was going to have to spend some money. He needed a big tent with a red blinking light on top, chairs, an alter, a sound system, lighting, props, and he was going to have to get a white suit with matching shoes and a big white bible with a large gold cross on the cover to look genuine and official. 

			Jesus was feeling good and knew it was going to be a short while before he would be in his natural element preaching and making miracles. First he had to sell all of the sandals so he tried to get the preaching stuff out of his mind. There were all kinds of sandals coming out of his factory. There were low cut and high laced sandals of all styles and colors. He had both men’s and woman’s styles in buffalo hide with your choice of gold or silver tone buckles on them. Jesus knew that this was his best chance to get them all gone before the plastic shoes took over. He did not use the name Jesus right now because he did not want the press following him around asking questions about the end of the world and such. After all, this trip was solely for the selling out the sandals and not for getting bogged down with preaching and the stuff that goes along with it. He used the name Joe Christ and called the sandal line “Christlike Sandals” with a C that had a small cross in the middle and the edges were lined with gold leaf. It was also stamped on the top part of the sole by where the ball of your foot would be touching for brand identification. 

			He was waiting outside the bus station in Asbury Park, N.J. for the next bus to Newark where he was confident he could obtain some phony identification cards to make it easier to get around and obtain permits and such. He needed a phony driver’s license and a Social Security card along with a couple of credit cards to pay for things in a hurry so he would not have to carry so much cash. Once he got his identifications in order he went out and bought a used 1956 car that was as big as a land yacht and had a trunk so big you could put six people in it. That was going to be perfect to haul his wares in and a back seat big enough to sleep in along the way. He drove out to the factory and loaded up his sandals and sales brochures, threw some clothes in a suitcase along with a few personal items then headed out on the open road. He loved to drive with the windows down and the breeze blowing in while the radio played some cool tunes. He would sometimes slump down in the seat and hold the steering wheel with his knees while he put his hands folded behind his head just to see how far he could go without touching the wheel with his hands. Sometimes he could go miles like that. 

			Jesus now known as Joe Christ did not like to take the interstate highways. He would rather use the back roads where he could take his time and see more of the small towns and sites that you never see on the big highways. A few thousand years ago when he was preaching and making miracles there were not any cars or highways. He had to travel on mules and end up sleeping in the middle of nowhere without tents, running water or any of the other conveniences of traveling today. Last summer while Joe was on vacation down in Mexico Joe took the time to learn how to drive so he could tour the country selling his sandals without having to rely on someone else to drive him around. Sure he could just put his white robe on and fly around but that causes too much attention and then people would want selfies which could hold him back from getting the sandals sold and that was his main priority right now.

			The first town he came to was a rather small town of just nine thousand people that had everything on one street that went down the middle of the town. There was a café, a barber shop, a feed store and a general store with those old oil wood floors and some old glass cases which held some costume jewelry and a few trinkets in them. Joe was interested in the general store more than the others, so he went in and walked around a bit looking at what they had and checked out where he maybe could display his sandals. After a little coaxing, the lady behind the counter agreed to let Joe bring in some of his wares for her to see. He went out to the car and brought some samples back to the store. She loved them and said, “Yes, I think we can sell them in here.” Joe whipped out an order form and had the woman order several pairs for her store to sell. It was a success, he went out to the trunk of his car and gathered up her order of sandals, brought them in and helped the nice woman display them so people that came in could see them right away. 

			The next day, he went on and tried the same thing in the next town and the towns after that. It was going so well, he figured at this rate he was going to be able to sell out even before the summer was half way through. Joe had these unusual eyes. He could flip them around in his head so fast you would be hard pressed to notice it. On one side his eyes were a pretty blue but when he flipped them around they were brown on the other side. He would greet you with the blue eyes showing but when he got down to business they would flip over to brown and put the “Jubie shuffle” on you. With the brown eyes showing, he could control what your thoughts were without you ever knowing it was happening. If he would show a store owner a group of sandals with his brown eyes shining out he could make the merchants say “Yes” instantly to the sale of his wares. 

			Cheating you might say? What the heck, under the Joe disguise he really was Jesus so he was bound to fudge on the work ethic thing. After all he needed to get rid of the sandals quickly so he could go out on the preaching circuit before the weather got too bad in the winter. Summer was around the corner and he needed to step up the sales of his footwear so he could get on down the road and do other things. He decided to try a little bigger town on the next stop so he went to a town with about fifteen thousand people in it. They had bigger stores and Joe figured he could sell more sandals there. He scoped out the town in the morning and then decided on a rather large independent type department store that was right at the end of town. He did his usual spiel to the owner then flipped his brown eyes out when the man was distracted for a moment and worked the “Jubie Shuffle” on the poor unsuspecting guy. He crumbled just like the rest of them but this time the guy bought all the remaining stock that Joe had on hand. The man paid Joe cash right on the spot. With this Joe knew he was going to be on his way to his preaching ways which would not only bring him some good money but increase interest in his ministry all around so it would be easier and easier to make money and advance his cause.

			He gassed up the car and headed out to the bowling alley at the edge of town so he could grab a hot dog and a couple of beers to prime him for the long trip ahead. When he arrived he put his personal things in the trunk of the car and went inside. It was not a big bowling alley as far as allies go. It only had twelve lanes, a pool table, and a shuffleboard table over on the side by the wall and a bar that maybe sat fifteen people across the front. Jesus was still going to use his Joe disguise while he was in here, promising to himself that he was only going to use his blue eyes in here and not try to cheat or anything else that would bring unwanted attention to himself. He went over to the juke box and put a dollar into it. You could get five songs for a dollar. He picked out, Jesus Is Our Buddy, God Is Still The One, Jesus Was A Cross Dresser, The Devil Has No Fire Extinguisher, and everyone’s favorite, The Nun Found Her Some Batteries. 

			Joe went up to the bar and ordered a hot dog with chili, onions, jalapenos and some cheddar cheese melted on top. To go with it he ordered a bottle of cold beer. Afterwards he wandered over to where a few people were shooting pool and asked if he could join in. “Sure” they said, “There were only three of us so now that you joined in we can play partners” one man said to him. Joe agreed to the game and began to chalk up his stick and get ready to play. He had played this game a long time ago but figured it was just like ridding a bike, after a few minutes you just get the hang of it or you end up crashing a lot. He did alright holding his own using only his blue eyes so as to not bring any unwanted attention to himself. He brought another pitcher of beer for the guys and then settled in and played a half dozen or so games. He was catching a pretty good buzz from all the beer and decided he best put his stick up and get on down the road before he got too drunk to drive. He thanked the guys for letting him play with them and then went out to the car. Joe was not used to drinking so much during the day like that. It made him tired and he had a long way to go to reach the next town where he could get a room and spend the night. He opened the car and climbed into the back seat and took a nap for about an hour and a half. When he was refreshed and rested up he went back into the bowling alley and got a cup of coffee to go and then went back to the car. 

			The keys weren’t there! He started grabbing at all his pockets and then desperately looking in the back seat of the car where he was sleeping just a while ago but they were not there. He was panicking and broke out into a sweat, “Think” he said to himself, “Where could I have put them?” He paced back and forth next to the car trying to think and then thought why not look in the trunk of the car? Sure enough when he got to the back of the car, there they were hanging out of the lock on the trunk. He turned the key and opened the trunk but there was nothing in there to see. He almost fainted, someone had come along and stole all his stuff, his suitcase with all the checks and money that he has collected from the sale of the sandals was gone. What was he going to do, what was he going to tell his father, his friends and the people that were counting on him? He felt his heart sinking in his chest as he fell to his knees and cried like a jilted teenage girl after a breakup. He finally got his act together somewhat and closed the trunk of the car, took the keys and went and sat in the driver’s seat. He figured he would go to the next town like he planned and get a room and think it all out. 

			He had a gas credit card and eighteen dollars in his pocket. The gas credit card was not good at all stations so he had to be careful how he used it. He made it to the motel in the next town just as dark settled in for the night. He decided to just chill and watch a little TV for a while before he went to bed. The next morning he decided to go back to the factory in New Jersey where he took one last look around before turning and walking away. He had never been so depressed even when he was back there in that cave that time trying to push the rock away from the entrance with his feet and hands being so sore from being nailed to the cross just a few days before that. Even still that day he knew that if he could just grin and bear it until he moved the rock out of the way that he would be able to come out and float up in the air back up to heaven where he could get some medical help for his wounds. Looking back he thought, “Why did they have to nail me to the cross anyway? After all there were some other bad guys being hung up on crosses that day and all they had to do to put them up there was to tie them up with a few lengths of rope? That did not seem fair to me because after all I was the only one that had to end up pushing a giant rock to get out of a cave. Oh well, life is not fair they say.”

			Jesus had originally auctioned off the things he had left over from the last supper to finance his sandal factory. He had nothing left from that venture and now was worried how he was going to get along without any money to finance his preaching tour at the end of the summer. All he had left was a used car with eighty five thousand miles on it, besides, he was not allowed to take the car up to heaven anyway because cars were so heavy they tended to fall through the clouds and could crash down and hurt or kill someone below. The only thing he knew to do now was to go back to heaven and chill out for a while until he could come up with a new plan to get back to his preaching tour that he felt the most comfortable with. 

			He figured if he waited until dark it would be his best bet to get back to heaven without someone seeing him. Tonight he was fortunate that there were no moon glowing and it was a little cloudy out there. He went and got his white robe on, his sandals, skipped the crown of thorns because it was dark enough so as nobody would notice, and got ready to float up. He had to be careful not to let his dad see him because he did not want to be grilled for the next two hours on how he blew it and made such a mess of things. At the last minute he decided to discard the white robe and headed off to the local thrift store to look around for some dark clothes to wear so he would not be seen floating his way up to heaven. Usually he would be expected to float up in his white robe, but tonight he did not want to be seen at all. He just wanted to get to heaven, go to his apartment and hide out until he could find something positive to say to his dad. At least the dark clothes would give him a fighting chance to make it undetected. He decided to go for it. He was careful to check for airplanes because one of the apostles got hit by a plane just a few days ago. He was talking to someone just before he floated up and was not paying attention. The propeller broke his leg and made him drop his cross down into the forest somewhere. It was not found as far as I know. Jesus was a lot luckier and made it without too much trouble. He almost hit an owl on the way up but heard it flying around and was able to duck around it and make it all the way up. If he could avoid his dad for a few days so he could think about it, he was sure he could find a way to raise some money to get back on his preaching tour perhaps before it was too late in the year, after all, he was Jesus, “The Miracle Guy.” 

			The End

		

	
		
			Lucky Girl

			She was just an ordinary girl before a series of accidents changed her life and nobody much noticed her. She was not unattractive but she downplayed her appearance because of an inner shyness that she had from her youth. She was kind of shy in school and some of the students picked on her and called her names. She came from a family that was very low income and her clothes came from thrift stores on bargain days. She wore used shoes and her school supplies consisted of what she could find that was either thrown away or could get from a teacher that felt sorry for her and would slip her some paper and pencils now and then. It was hard for her to make friends. He parents would not let her bring anyone over to the apartment because they were too busy fighting and had serious substance abuse problems. She was only allowed to meet her friends in the park down the block and then it was only good during the decent weather when kids would come down to the park and play. It wasn’t much of a park for kids, it just had benches along the sidewalks that meandered through the park and a gazebo in the middle. No playground equipment for the kids to play on, that kind of thing was only in the more affluent parts of the city where money was more available for that kind of thing.

			Well, her name was Candice and while having a happy kind of name, she was not in reality very happy in her everyday life. She wondered what it would be like to be one of those girls that had nice clothes, went on vacations in the summer and during Christmas and spring breaks so she could come back and tell everyone how much fun she had. When it was her turn to tell the class what she did during the summer, she would say, “I played in the park” and then the hush along with the “Let’s move on to the next person cloud” would pop up and hang over her like a giant umbrella for all the world to see. It was hard and it hurt but there was nothing she could do about it except to get quiet and try to blend into the room and disappear. Soon that would all change and her life would never be the same again.

			It all started when she met a man in the park on a gloomy afternoon. It was late in the day and soon the sun that was hiding behind the grey skies would be going away and darkness would be taking over. She knew that her mom would not want her in the park after dark but at the same time she did not want to go home and listen to the arguing and fighting that her parents did on a daily basis. What they got out of it she did not understand but it was sure to go on regardless. The man was not intimidating to her although she was a bit standoff when he first approached her. She was sitting on a bench along the sidewalk about a fourth of the way or so into the interior of the park. Because of the gloominess of the day there was no one else out in the park. The man approached her with slow quiet steps and stopped about ten feet away. He had a scarf around his neck that blocked the sides of his face and made him seem more mysterious than he would have been otherwise. It was about forty-five degrees out with a slight mist in the darkening light. He wore dark pants, a coat with an old black sweat shirt underneath and an old somewhat worn black felt fedora on his head.

			“You look troubled young lady,” he said, “What can I do to help you?” She did not know this guy or had ever seen him in the park before. Since she was there nearly every day except during really bad weather, that in itself was a bit disturbing to her although she did not feel that this man was here to hurt her. “I don’t know, just stuff, you know, everyday stuff,” she said. There was a slight but noticeable pause and then the man said, “Tell me, I have been through it all so maybe I can help.” She then proceeded to tell the man about the violence and craziness at home and the insecure feelings she had at school. Sometimes at school some of the students picked on her and left her out of group activities that made her feel small and un-important. She told him that sometimes when no one was around she would sit out here in the park daydreaming that she was someone else with a different kind of life. She imagined that she had real friends and not just kids that walked by in the park and said hello only when they had to because she was right there. Sometimes when they were short a person for jump rope or hopscotch they would ask her to join in but mostly they treated her like she had something contagious and kept their distance. The man listened intently and observed every word as if they all mattered and was tumbling it all in his head where it was all being analyzed and made ready for some final solution. She went on and told him also that sometimes when no one was around she felt depressed to the point that she would sit on the bench and cry for no reason. Not out loud crying where people would hear her and notice, just silent crying where the tears would one by one slowly wander down her face along the side of her neck until dampness settled in along the collar of her blouse. Soon she would get tired of feeling sorry for herself and would wipe the tears away and then try to think of something else. If someone was heading her way along the sidewalk she was quick to wipe the tears away because she did not want the embarrassment of getting caught being a big baby. Either way she would then somehow get up the courage to go home again and face the music.

			The mysterious man took a minute or so and then said, “Okay, I can help you but you have to do something for me first so you will be ready when the time comes for you to break out and become the new you.” He then told her to go home and find something small that your dad either likes or had possession of and then do the same for your mom. Make it something that they would not miss but they handled and put away themselves. Then when that is done meet me here in a few days just before sunset and I will tell you how I can help.” He told her it did not have to be anything of value, just something that they have handled a few times and that they considered it theirs and not something that was there for everyone to use.

			Candice went home that evening and thought about what the man said. Should she trust this man she had never met or seen before to help her or should she just blow it off and try to avoid this guy in the future? After she ate a peanut butter and jelly sandwich she went off to her room and laid on the bed in silence spending the time throwing things back and forth in her head trying to make some sense of what the man had proposed. Without warning the atmosphere in the apartment changed. There was no longer any silent contemplation, it was all out war. Her dad had come home drunk as usual and her mom was well primed with some spirits of her own which was a recipe for disaster and the ensuing long night ahead. She heard her mom jump on him for coming home late, being drunk, and generally being no good for anything. He on the other hand yelled back at her calling her nothing but a drunk street whore and then the “shit hit the fan” so to speak. He picked the lid off the coffee pot that was sitting on the counter and slung it at her mom hitting her on the left side of her forehead then bouncing off the wall before landing in the middle of the floor. It left a small cut and lump on her head but that was not going to stop her in the least. She got a big spoon and scooped up some cold mash potatoes out of a pot that had been sitting there a while and slung it at her dad hitting him in the chest spattering all over him and the floor in front of him. Then he came after her and slapped her around a bit before pushing her to the floor and then stomping off to the bedroom slamming the door behind him. Sometimes there would be round two after that kind of thing but this night they seemed to be content with just one round of fighting. That doesn’t mean that tomorrow they might fight for a couple of hours to make up for lost time. You never knew what was going to happen, you just knew it was not going to be good no matter what. 

			The next day after her dad went off to work and her mom was passed out in the chair in the living room she looked around to see what she could bring to the man in the park so she could find out how this man could help her. She sneaked into their bedroom and opened their top drawer to see what was in there. There was an old watch with a broken band and a cracked crystal that her mom used to wear and an old tie clasp that her dad wore way back when he use to go to church on Sundays. She took the items and put them in her pocket before she peaked out the door to make sure her mom was still slumped down in the chair before coming out of the room. Since the coast was clear, she quietly went to her room and hid her find until she was able to meet the man in the park a few days away. Millions of things were going through her head right now and the two days went by in a flash.

			Finally the day had come for her to find out what this man could do for her to possibly get out of the hell she was living. It was about twenty minutes before dark so she went to the bench where she had met the man a few days before. Only a few minutes went by and then she saw him coming down the sidewalk towards her bench with the same small steps that he approached with before. When he did arrive he asked her if she had found something of her parents that he could see and feel to get a sense of who these people really were. She reached out with the broken watch and the tie clip and handed them to the man. She briefly told the story behind the items and then stood there and waited for the man to say something in return. In each hand he held one of the items and closed his hands around them in a gentle way turning them slowly over in his hands until he opened his eyes and said to her, “Yes, I can help you have a new life, it will take a day or two before you notice anything but it is going to happen, you can be sure of that.”

			The next day things seemed to be the same for the most part but there were a few things that were different. Her dad came home from work and for once he was not drunk and was not in the mood to fight with her mom. He seemed a bit subdued and just went over to the stove and lifted up a lid on the pot that was there. Her mom came into the room ready to engage in some sort of combat but came short of saying anything that would get her dad started. “Is that soup that you got there?” he said cautiously, “Can I have some?” Her mom went over to the cabinet and got a bowl out and was filling it with the soup that was on the stove. Her dad in the mean time went over and sat at the table. He said a quick thanks to his wife as she put the soup down and slowly picked up the spoon blowing on the soup before putting it in his mouth. “Good” he said as he labored through the rest of the soup in front of him. Now and then he would put the spoon down leaning on the edge of the bowl and rub his chest with his right hand and then would pick up the spoon again and continue eating. It was different, not his usual was of acting. She thought he was maybe wore out and taking a night off from fighting in order to build up enough strength for the next day’s combat. When he finished up he said goodnight and then went to bed. 

			The next morning she woke up with her mom saying, “Something has happened to your dad, he is laying there not breathing, go down the hall to the pay phone and call the ambulance, the number is on the front of the refrigerator with the rest of our numbers.” Candice although scared and nervous grabbed a quarter out of the change bowl in the kitchen and ran down the hall to the phone. Lucky for her nobody was using it. She stuffed the quarter down the slot and dialed the number. It seemed to ring forever but after the sixth ring a voice came on the other end. “Kramer’s Ambulance Service, can we help you?” they said. Candice told them what was going on so they said that they would send someone out right away. By the time they arrived there was no chance to revive her dad. From the temperature of the body they knew that he had been dead for a while and there was no hope. They took the vitals just to be polite but there was not a spark of life left in him. They loaded him on a stretcher and put a sheet over him all the way over his head and carted him away to the morgue where he would be put on ice until the coroner had time to determine what the cause of death was. Candice was confused, her mind was spinning, was this the result of the man in the park or did her mom put a pillow over his face and smother him while he slept? She was scared and did not know what to do. Should she tell her mom what went on in the park or should she just think about it for a while? She chose the latter.

			That evening she went to the park just before dark to see if the man had come back. She wanted to ask him if he had anything to do with her father’s death and if anything was going to happen to her or her mom. She waited until dark had set in before giving up on waiting for the man to show up. She went home to see if her mom was acting strange in any way like her dad did the night before he died. She did not notice anything wrong so she went to her room and listened to the radio for a while before going to sleep. The next morning she woke up and heard her mom stirring in the kitchen so she went in to see what was up. He mom was dressed and ready to go out. She had a skirt and blouse on with medium heals and her hair was neat and fixed rather conservative for her mom along with a minimum of makeup. She was loading a small purse with her wallet and personal things when Candice walked in. She asked her mom where she was going. “Since your dad bit the dust, I am going to have to find a job or we are going to get kicked out of the apartment and be living on the streets.” Her mom said. Her mom picked up her keys and left the apartment. She could hear her catching the elevator in the hallway right outside the apartment. Candice threw on some clothes and got out of there herself. She was almost late for school. 

			When she was about a block down the road she saw a commotion in the street in front of the local bus stop. She slowly went by on the sidewalk trying to look through the crowd to see what all the commotion was all about. A police officer asked the people to get out of the street and up on the sidewalk. When the crowd started to break up and move up on the sidewalk Candice noticed that her mom was lying on the street not moving and there was blood spattered on her legs and her white blouse. Her heart liked to jump out of her chest as she stood there in shock at what she just saw. Then she ran over and screamed, “Mom, that is my mom!” The policeman grabbed her and said, “No, don’t go there, she is gone and you can’t help her now.” She was pulled away and was put in the back of a police car and left all alone. She tried to get out but the doors were locked from the outside. There were no handles or buttons on the inside for her to get out with. 

			Now she was really scared, was it that guy in the park or was it just a coincidence that both her parents were dead within twenty four hours of each other? She had to know. After the police talked to her and finished their report, they let her go and told her to stay available in case they needed to get in touch with her later, then they took her mom away like they did with her dad the day before. That afternoon she went back to the park at dusk and looked for the man in the black outfit with the scarf and hat on. She sat there for a while with her eyes closed trying to figure out what was going on. Then like he did before he came walking slowly towards her. “I fixed it so there would be no more fighting in your apartment anymore, I hope you are pleased. You can’t say that I am not a man of my word?” He said. “Yes, she said, “I am glad I don’t have to listen to all that fighting anymore. What about me though, I can’t pay for that apartment and utilities by myself, I don’t have a job and I am still in school?” He told her not to worry, that it would all work out, all she needed was a little patience. “You have to have faith in me,” he said. He told her to go home and wait a few days and then come back and let him know how she came out.

			A few days went by and then something happened. She was on her way home from school when out of nowhere an armored car went by and turned around the corner where she was standing. The door on the back of the truck opened and a bag which looked like a small laundry bag fell out and landed by her feet. She immediately reached down and snatched it up and tried to hide it somewhat by holding it close to her body. She did not know what was in it but was not about to look into it right there on the street corner. She then high tailed it to the apartment which was only a block away and ran up the stairs to her apartment. By then she was breathing hard and felt her heart pounding in her chest like a wild cat trying to get out of a gunny sack. She threw the bag on the kitchen table and fell into one of the chairs trying desperately to catch her breath. Her head was spinning, “What did she get herself into,” she thought? 

			When she finally calmed down she got out some scissors and cut through the ties at the top of the bag, slowly opened it up and then peaked in to see what was there. In there was more money that she had ever seen in one place in her life. Hundreds of twenties bundled in packs stacked one on top of the other. There must have been thousands of dollars in there. Should she call the police and report her find? Would there be some kind of reward for finding it? She did not know what to do, so she closed up the bag and hid it in the closet behind the Christmas ornaments where nobody would find it easily. After spending the rest of the evening thinking what in the world she was going to do about the money, she decided to go to bed and sleep on it. 

			The next morning she went down the stairs, walked across the street and got a newspaper out of the machine in front of the apartments to see if anyone was missing money or if there was any robbery near by. There was not a word about any of it. She looked at every page twice and there was nothing. She called in sick to school and spent the day at the kitchen table counting the money and carefully putting it back in the bag as she got through it all. There were about two hundred and fifty thousand dollars in the bag give or take a few bucks. She was as happy as a girl could be and decided to keep her stash so she could live on it while she finished school and lived her life like a real girl should.

			That evening she went back to the park hoping to run into the old man that helped her turn her life around. She waited over an hour but nothing happened. Then just as she was about to leave, she noticed a note stuck to a tree next to the bench that she used to sit on. On the note was a stick figure picture on it of a man wearing a fedora and a scarf. Under the picture was the words “You are welcome, goodbye and good luck.” She felt alive for the first time in her life. She went home partly skipping and running all the way hardly slowing down as she came through the door of her apartment and down to her room. She flopped down on the bed with her mind spinning as to what she was going to do the next day to get her new life started. First she was going to do some shopping so for once she could go to school in style. There were not going to be any kids looking down at her while making fun of what she was wearing ever again. In the days to come it all worked out in the best possible way. She felt like a million dollars and lived on happily ever after.

			The End

		

	
		
			Flower In The Crack

			Last night I dreamed I was a flower trying to grow up through a crack in the driveway. It was a breezy day to start with and there I was just a seed sitting on a flower in a field on a beautiful day in the first month of spring. All around me there was new growth and wonder as far as I could see. It was my favorite time of year. As I swayed in the breeze I did my best to hold on but I knew in my heart that my destiny was to be somewhere else. At last the wind calmed down and I got a chance to relax for a minute. I was tired from using my all my strength to hang on all day. I became tired and drifted off to sleep. The air felt wonderful around me with the sun gently warming my outer layer as if I was one of its children on a picknick in the park. I felt happy and disconnected from the hectic world just a few blocks away. It was beautiful here and it would be forever the place where I would call home. 

			The breeze suddenly became a wind and I was lifted from my resting place and sent along aimlessly through the blue sky and around the few marshmallow clouds that hung in the sky like ornaments on a tree during the holidays. Where I was going I did not know, I was at the mercy of the wind and had no idea where it was going to take me. What was my new home going to look like I wondered? Was I going to be hidden behind a fence post or on the edge of a cliff where rain could take me away and drown me in the raging stream below? As you could imagine, I was scared to death and wished it was all over and I was safe in my new home. I longed for some moist cool earth where I could lay shaded by blades of grass while the light spring rain ran slowly over my body making me wake up to be bigger and stronger every day.

			I felt like I was tumbling along for the longest time before things began to calm down to the point where I was close to landing in my new home. 

			My flight seemed to last forever but when I got up the courage to peak out and see where I was, I felt myself bounce off something a lot harder than a meadow or a garden. It felt more like a street or a sidewalk. When I stopped rolling along I unfolded myself from the ball I was curled up in. I stuck my head up to get a better look but all I could see was darkness and above me in the distance was a thin blue line of light. As I got use to the darkness I began to see the concrete walls that surrounded me on all sides and began to realize where I ended up landing. I was stuck in a crack in the concrete. What could I do now? How was the wind going to come down here and lift me to safety? I was scared, could I just die here and no one would ever know I ever existed? I was at the lowest point in my young life and I felt sick all the way to my core. 

			After an hour or two a car came by and stopped right above me. The thin blue line of light disappeared above me. The light must have been the sun shining on the top of the crevice I was in the bottom of. The car parking above blocked the light and I could hardly see anything at all. I could only hear the people that were in the car getting out and walking away. I heard a wooden screen door slam shut and a woman’s voice saying, “I am so glad you all are here, I have been waiting all day for you to drive up.” After a bunch of hugs and greetings they all went inside and it became quiet once again. Why didn’t I call out and say something while they were there in the driveway where they might have heard me and rescued me from this awful place? I must have panicked and not been thinking clearly. Now all I could do was wait and see what was going to happen next.

			I lay there looking at the darkness above wondering if this was the end or was there some kind of miracle waiting in the wings to save me and make things good again. Now and then there were faint sounds in the distance but not much happening anywhere near me. I drifted off to sleep then after a while I was awakened by a crunching sound in the dirt. I even began to feel my feet being moved around in the soil below. It was dark and I could not see. I knew it had to be some kind of bug or insect moving around in the dirt looking for something to eat for a late night snack. Was I to be eaten up by some creature before I even get a chance to grow up to be a beautiful flower like my ancestors did for generations before me? I could see my life flash by me as if it were the end and there was no hope for survival. I had by now excepted the fact that I was going to die. It is a funny thing, up until now I would have been panicking and scared to death over this but now that it was all facing me I almost felt a kind of peace and the drama seemed to have been squeezed out of it all. Then the rain came!

			The rain came down just before dawn and began to slide down the walls of the crack I was stuck in the bottom of. The moisture began to slide down and settle on my skin slowly sinking in. The bug was trying to get out and climbed over my mid-section and placed one of his hind legs on my head pushing me down lower in the hole. He then made his way up to the top of the crack and went on his way. The water that was starting to fill the crack began to make my whole body swell up and move at a snail’s pace up the sides of the concrete. I felt the rough concrete cutting into my sides as I rose up towards the light above. I could not stop myself and the pain was getting unbearable. It was like being just below the surface of the water in a lake where you were doing all you could to reach the surface of the water from below, kicking and clawing but the surface seemed to not get any closer no matter how hard you tried. 

			After what seemed to be a lifetime I heard the car up above start up and drive away. The sun was once again shining above the hole and I could see that it was not going to be that long until I could get my head above the crack and see the world above. I struggled for a while longer. My excitement kind of muffled the pain so I managed to squirm out of the crack and stick my head out, take a deep breath and enjoy the moment. I stuck my hands up as far as I could stretch them and let out a cry of joy in the air. It was ecstasy!

			The day went by and I was as happy as I had ever been. The growing had pretty much come to an end and the pain of scraping along the walls of the crack started to subside. It was with every moment becoming better and better. I had grown up in the middle of the driveway which gave me a great view of everything around me. There was a little house about twenty five feet away from me where you could hear the laughter of little kids and all the activity that went along with it. There was a feeling of love and kindness in the air. The children decided to play hop scotch on the concrete about ten feet away. They seemed to be far removed from the violence and deception that they would have to deal with in the years to come. For right now they were shielded by all that kind of thing by innocence and youth. There were children playing, neighbors riding their bikes along the street and dogs wandering along the sidewalks skillfully aiming at every tree or fire hydrant along the way. I was in heaven, this was more wonderful than I ever thought it could be. I could not wait to share this with any other flowers that might land by me within shouting distance. 

			The day rolled on, soon I heard the sound of a car coming along the street in the distance. It slowed down as it approached and turned into the driveway. I was just sitting there bending back and forth in the slight wind. The car came to a rest just a few feet away from me then a man got out and greeted the kids with hugs and kisses before he headed towards the house. 

			All of a sudden, one of the children spotted me in front of the car and ran towards me saying, “Look, there is a flower growing right there in the driveway.” She stopped and knelt in front of me slowly pulling on me trying to get me out without breaking me in the process. I tried to resist but she was too strong and I could feel my feet breaking away from the little dirt that they were in. I felt my body coming out into the air as she gripped me tightly along my sides and lifted me out. She stood up and headed towards the house pawing over me as she went. We came into the kitchen where her grandma was standing by the stove cooking the evening’s dinner. “Look grandma, I found a flower growing in the driveway. Can we put it in some water to save it?” Grandma wiped her hands on her apron and then walked over to a cabinet where she pulled out a single flower vase adding some water to it and then gently placing the flower inside. At first the flower looked a little weak but after a few hours it began to perk up once again and stand tall while it sat there in the middle of the table for all to see. 

			Everything was once again as good as it gets and I was feeling like a million dollars. I was there right in the middle of all the action in the household and for once I felt like I had a real home. Two days of bliss went by and then on the third morning when I woke up I could hardly lift my head. I felt weak and nauseated as if I were falling apart and losing my consciousness little by little. Was this going to be the end, is this all of the life I have left, a fading end without any means of saying goodbye to anyone or any time to get my thoughts or my affairs in order? I felt cheated and depressed to the point I just wanted to scream out to the world but inside I did not know what to say. I neither had the energy or the stamina to scream out. I was getting a vile taste in my mouth as my eyes were slowly losing focus. It was time to face it, the end was near and I was going to have to except my fate. The sad part was that I will never get a chance to live long enough to seed and start a new generation of flowers like my family did before me. It was the end of a dynasty and the end of an era. All I had left was the beginning of the silence of eternity. I did not know if I would be able to handle it or not. I felt myself fading fast as I was slipping into the darkness. All I could hear was my heart pounding in my chest and all I could feel was the hand of death on my shoulder guiding me somewhere I did not want to go but I was too helpless to resist.

			The End

		

	
		
			The Only One

			It was a beautiful day not only because I got a check from the last job I was on that I had been waiting for but because it felt so good to be outside you just wanted to be out there doing something. I paint murals for a living so I do a lot of outside work mostly on small businesses like restaurants and such. Unfortunately a lot of people take ninety days or so before they pay you once the job is done. Paydays are not all that common so today I was feeling like I was on top of the world. I cashed my check, came out of the bank with a bounce in my step and felt that nothing could possibly mess up any part of the rest of my day. When I went to my car I could see that the person that was parked by me was having a hard time starting his car. I asked the man if he needed any help. The man said yes. He told me that the battery cable had come loose but he did not have any tools with him to tighten it back up with. All I had was a couple of screw drivers and a pair of pliers in the trunk of my car but we managed to get the cable back on and get the car started. He was thankful that I came along when I did and offered to buy me a cup of coffee at the café across the street. I figured there were no harm in that so I went along and sat with him.

			After we did the usual small talk, he told me that he was starting up a new congregation in an old church about a mile or so outside town. He asked me if I wanted to go see it after we finished our coffee. “Sure” I said, “Why not?” When we were finished we got up and went over to our cars. I got in and followed him over to the church that had been empty for the last fifteen years. It used to be a Second Baptist Church with a small congregation that could not support the place enough to keep the doors open. It wasn’t long before the bank took possession of the church and it had been for sale ever since. It only sat about two hundred and fifty people and needed just about everything done to it from painting to plumbing, electrical, window repair, floors, etc. As we walked through the church the reverend pointed out all the things that they were going to do to make the church grand again. You could see the pride and excitement in his eyes as he went on with the tour. I mentioned that if he wanted some kind of mural for the church that I would give him a good deal on it.

			I said, “By the way, I am Jerry Burrado.” I stuck my hand out to shake as he came back with, “I’m Reverend John Balm.” He had a firm handshake that a lot of men that are used to being in charge seem to have. There was an air of confidence about him that made you think that nothing could get in his way. It made you want to follow the progress he was going to make at the church in the near future. 

			I went home and cracked open a beer, turned on the stereo and laid back on the couch and just chilled. It was a great afternoon. After I finished the beer and got through about half of the CD that was playing, I fell asleep and missed the rest of it. When I got up about hour and a half later I picked up the local paper that had been sitting on the coffee table since yesterday and slowly began going through the pages. There in the middle of it was an article about the church I was just in earlier in the day. They mentioned that the Rev. Balm was looking for volunteers to help fix the old church up. It said to come with a tool belt and some paint clothes on and join in on the fun.

			After a few days I took a ride out to the church to see how the progress was coming along. There were three cars and two trucks out there in the front. As I pulled in I could hear hammering, sawing and talking going on and you could smell the sawdust in the air as you went through the front doors of the church. There were about ten people in there scraping, painting and sawing away. The Rev. Balm was up on a ladder painting the frame around a stained glass window that looked very old but the glass was still in pretty good shape. There were only two stained glassed windows in the church. One on each side of the alter in the front part of the church. Everyone seemed to have a good time fixing up the church which made me feel a little guilty just standing there doing nothing. I told the Reverend that I was going to go home and get my work clothes on and come back and help out some. He told me that they were going to be here for a while yet today. I came back and stayed until dark with the rest of the people there. It felt good to be part of something positive with such nice people doing something that was going to make a difference in all of their lives when they were done. 

			As the weeks went by the church seemed to take on a life of its own. Everything was coming together faster than expected and soon the church was ready for some good old Sunday preaching. I was not one to go to church except for weddings and funerals but I was anxious to see how the first Sunday went so I bit the bullet and got my Sunday go to meeting clothes on and went over to soak it all in. The reverend introduced himself to the one hundred or so people that showed up and thanked all the volunteers for all the hard work they did to get the place ready. He preached an upbeat sermon, there was no fire and brimstone or fear of the devil, just stories about God. He talked about “Our God” like he and his little congregation had exclusive rights to him and if you wanted to go to heaven and have a front seat in the presence of the Lord then you better tow the line and come to church on a regular basis and not be one of those Christmas and Easter Christians that were so prevalent in other churches around the country. He then told everyone as he was finishing up the service to bring a friend to church with them next week. He gave them a blessing as he walked down the isle to the back of the church where he shook hands with the men and gave a slight bow to the women as they exited the church and went out to their cars.

			I skipped a few weeks of church and did some mural work in a new restaurant that was going to open soon. Afterwards when the job was complete, I took a day and went fishing down at the lake in my canoe. It was so peaceful being all by myself on the lake sitting there with just a rod in my hand waiting for a fish to bite. I could hear the fish occasionally splashing somewhere as the birds flew by and made sounds of their own in the distance. Now and then a butterfly would go along and land on a plant along the shoreline of the lake. It was the perfect way to spend a day off from the everything and made me feel good all the way to my bones.

			The next Sunday I got up the courage to go to another church service because I was dying to see how things were coming along since I was absent for a while. Now there were about two hundred or so people in attendance. There was a small choir in the left front of the church and a piano in the right front with an elderly woman playing hymns as the people filed in for the service. Once the people were all seated they picked up the prayer books that were sticking out of the slots in the back of the seats in front of them and started singing along with the piano player in the front of the room. They were hymns that I had never heard before, not that I was any expert on hymns, but there was something peculiar about them that I didn’t wake up to until the Reverend was well into his sermon. I noticed that in the hymns and in the sermon there was no mention of Jesus anywhere. The only mentioning of God at all was when he talked about “Our God” as he put it and nothing about Jesus, Mary or the Holy Ghost as I heard in other churches along the way. I thought that a bit odd but did not mention it when I shook hands with the preacher and said goodbye on the way out. 

			There was a man handing out flyers as people were leaving the church so I took one and walked out to my car. I went home and hung out for a while and then picked up the flyer that was handed out earlier and read it. The church was having a special learning experience on Saturday around three in the afternoon. All were invited to attend. It was still six days away so I did not pay too much attention to it. As the week went by I got more curious about the Saturday event at the church and wondered if it was going to be worth going to or not. Come Saturday I decided to go since I had nothing else planned anyway. I got to the church about 2:45 and took a few minutes to walk through the crowd and listened to the small talk that was being thrown around. I went in and was greeted warmly by the Reverend and the many people that were standing around in the isle. I was introduced to a few new people that were just joining the congregation while the rest of the people started settling in their seats awaiting the preacher to start the special service.

			The Reverend Balm took a stand in front of the church slowly pacing back and forth across the front of the isle looking out into the eyes of the people wondering if he was bringing them in or if they were immune to his preaching and teaching. He spoke in a very calming voice into the microphone assuring everyone that they were not only in the right place but in the only place that could save their souls from destruction while guaranteeing them at the same time a place in heaven with the most powerful God in the universe. He said that the people that attended other churches with different faiths and beliefs were worshiping “Fake Gods” that were getting them nowhere except going on their way down the wrong road to salvation. 

			He went on to say that “Our God” as he called him came to be the most powerful God by challenging the other Gods with games and contests until he was the only winner left among them. He told the stories with such calmness and confidence that everyone just sat there in total amazement. They hardly moved at all as if he had some hypnotic powers that led them on without any objection on their part at all. He wrapped up things with “Our God” is watching and counting on you to do his work. Go and embrace your neighbors and friends and bring them before me. I will show them the way to all happiness and peace of mind. Everyone slowly and quietly filed past the Reverend shaking hands but instead of speaking just gave a polite nod or bow before leaving the church. 

			I stayed away from the church for the next couple of weeks. I no longer felt comfortable going there as I used to. Another month or so went by and then when I was over at the café I heard that the Reverend was going to broadcast his Saturday and Sunday services to a nation wide audience on a religious station that was easily picked up by an antenna so you did not have to subscribe to cable to get the broadcast. Having it available on the antenna made it accessible to the people in the areas where is was hard to get cable or dish networks. I was surprised that it had gotten so big so fast. Once on the air it grew by the tens of thousands of followers. They brought some five acres next to the church where they put a big outdoor screen TV so that the people that gathered outside during the services could enjoy the live feed giving them a feeling that they too were a part of the service.

			You could hear over the speakers on the big screen people cheering when the Reverend said, “Throw away your old Gods and join us in the only way to salvation known to mankind. The word is out that the rest of the “Fake Gods” are shaking in their boots and running for cover since we began to show the people the right way to the promised land. You can be one of us that go there or you can be one of those that are roasting in the bowels of Hell. There is no other choice so come and be counted among us”. They surrendered one by one and the movement became larger every week. The frenzy was on full throttle.

			People around the world were beginning to become afraid that they might get found out that they were still worshiping the old Gods. They even started to worship their old Gods in secret places to keep the other people from finding out what they were doing. I quit going to the church before I got brainwashed into being just like them. I could not or would not become an “Our God” zombie like the rest of them had done. I fought it over and over in my head for weeks. If only there was a way to stop this and give the people back their lives where they could openly worship like they used to do, was it too late? What could a guy like me do? I was just a bystander that has nobody to work with or confide in. I decided to meet with some of the old style religious leaders and try to formulate some kind of plan to go up against these people that were so brainwashed that they no longer had control of their lives. Before long word spread and we met in an old barn in the outskirts of town one Saturday night. There were only about twenty five people there but it was a start. We knew we had to stop the “Our God” movement if anybody was going to get their lives back and able to freely worship the God and religion of their choice without being harassed by the Reverend Balm and his followers or anyone else. Just as we were feeling united and good about what we needed to do we heard a large truck drive up outside. 

			I went to the opening in the front of the barn to see what was going on when all of a sudden a shot rang out. I felt a bullet rip through my upper chest like a hot poker coming in at the speed of light. I grabbed my chest and fell to my knees not wanting to believe what just happened. Then as I was fading out I heard a barrage of bullets coming from the opening by a handful of men with semi-automatic weapons, the bullets tearing through the people that were gathered behind me. I could hear the screams above the gunfire as they were torn apart and sent to their death on the dirt floor of the barn. I was fading fast, no bright lights, no pearly gates or anything else, just blackness that was void of any thought or feeling. I was perhaps being punished in some way by “Our God” after all.

			The End

		

	
		
			Hangers And Shoes

			I am a seven year old boy who lives in an apartment with my mom in the city where it is noisy most of the time with sirens from the cops, fire trucks, ambulances, and other emergency vehicles that seem to be ever present on a daily basis. Then there are the doors slamming in the hallway that echoed throughout the building all day long. It seems like nobody ever comes out of their apartment and closes the door behind them like a normal person would. The elevator is on its last leg and doesn’t work half the time which makes living on the seventh floor a bit challenging if you have a bunch of groceries or anything else that you have to carry on up there. My mom works at a convenience store down the street. Sometimes she has to work the evening shift which she hates but it is a job and she needs to work. When she goes to work if I am not at school, she puts me in the closet in the hallway until she comes back. She has been doing that for years so I am used to it. She goes to work, comes home and lets me out, then she fixes us something to eat. While we eat she talks to her friends on the phone while I take my food into the living room and watch television. When I get tired I go to bed and then it starts all over again the next day. 

			It is not as bad as you would think being in the closet. My mom puts a pail in there for me to use as a toilet and few snacks to munch on along with a jug of water to drink. There is no light in the closet so it’s pretty dark in there when you first get in but it does get a little better the longer you are in there. At first you could see a faint light coming in under the door from the hallway. You could only see about an inch or so into the closet at first but after your eyes get used to it you can gradually see more and more. By the time you are in there about ten minutes you can actually make out the tips of the shoes and other objects on the floor. I then carefully move things around to get a more comfortable way of sitting on the floor making sure I don’t dump or spill the bucket that I needed to use if I wanted to take a leak or do a number two. My mom puts a half cup of mouthwash in the bottom of the bucket to hide the smell so if I do make a doo doo it doesn’t smell up the place too bad.

			You are probably thinking by now what I do all day while I am in the closet? Well lately I have been sneaking in some of my comic books and other reading material the night before while my mom is on the phone so she doesn’t catch me doing it. She gets real mad if she sees me reading stuff with the lights off. She says that it will ruin my eyes and then I would have to wear those thick glasses that the lenses look as if they came off the bottom of a soda bottle somewhere. Since it is one of the easiest ways to get my mom pissed I carefully hide the stuff in the closet where she would not find any of it. She might punish me by hitting me with the belt or worse if she found out. Once she held my hand over the burner on the stove until I screamed because I left the dishes in the sink that I was suppose to wash after we ate breakfast on Saturday morning. 

			I was in the middle of watching cartoons when she came in and dragged me into the kitchen by my ear and showed me the dishes in the sink. She then said, “I will teach you to listen to what I say.” Then she grabbed my hand and turned the burner on with this look of hate in her eyes. It scared me to death and I have not left any dishes in the sink since. Oh well, I am sure other kids have gone through the same sort of thing so it wasn’t that big a deal. 

			When my mom is at work I either go to school or spend the day or night depending on if my mom is working the night shift, in the closet. I don’t mind the closet too much, in fact I would rather spend the day in the closet than go to school any day. At least in the closet I can do what I want. I usually sneak in a book or two so once I get used to the light coming in under the door I lay on the floor with the book open and read stories for a good part of the day. Sometimes you have to tilt the book a little towards the light in order to make out some of words but mainly you could just lay it close to the bottom of the door and you could see good enough to read it. I have fallen to sleep many times and woke up with my face laying on the book in front of me. I feel safe being in the closet except when I hear noise that sounds like it is coming from the apartment that I can’t make out. The last thing I would do is call out to someone from inside the closet because it could be a burglar or someone that could hurt me. That is why I try to stay as quiet as possible while I am in there.

			It smells like a combination of old shoes and moth balls in the closet but I don’t mind that so much. I sat on one of my mom’s high heals the other day by accident and broke off the heal on the shoe. Later that night when I was in the kitchen cleaning up after we ate, I reached under the sink and grabbed some glue to fix her shoe with. When my mom went into the shower I snuck down the hallway and quietly opened the closet door snatching up her shoe and carefully gluing the heal back on. I placed it upside down on the floor so the heal would not fall off while the glue was drying and scooted out of there. The next day was Saturday and my mom had to work so I was going to have to spend the whole day in the closet where I could check on the shoe and place it off to the side so it would not get broken again. I was getting bigger and since the closet was only 50 inches wide and 48 inches deep it was getting harder and harder to find a way to get comfortable while I was in there. If I moved everything over to one side I could sit up for a while where I could catch a nap or just sit there with my eyes closed and daydream about things and places where I could go when I was a little older. Then I would not have to stay in the closet anymore and I could go out and explore. The days rolled on and blended into one another.

			Today started out to be an ordinary day. It was a school holiday so I was bound for the closet as soon as my mom got ready and had to go off to work. I had snuck my usual stuff into the closet the night before so when I heard my mom turn the key in the door to lock me in for the day I was ready and at ease. I waited like usual for my eyes to get used to the lack of light when all of a sudden I saw these little whiskers sticking under the door moving slowly from side to side. Then the little creature stuck his little head under the door as well. It was the cutest little mouse you had ever seen. It had these little pointy ears that were grey on the outside but had a little pink on the inside. The black eyes were shining in the dim light that was coming under the door and the mouse seemed to be looking right up at me. I was scared to move because I did not want him to run away. I sat there as still as one could possibly be just watching the mouse gradually making his way into the closet. 

			Mice can almost flatten themselves out to get into closed spaces so getting under the door was easy for this one. Once he got fully into the closet he just walked around looking at the shoes and things not really getting in a hurry to do anything. At that point I knew that we were going to be friends so I just sat back quietly and watched him for a while. He slowly went around and explored every inch of the closet before coming up to me and then he sat down, started grooming himself, stretched with his arms out and then said, “I am an old mouse with just one more day of magic left in me. I was looking for a place to lay down and die when I snuck into here, do you need anything while I am still here?” “In what way,” I said. He then explained to me that he only had one day to live, had limited magic powers but if I wanted to use any of them on myself I better speak up now. He said he was tired and was going to go take a nap but when he got up later that if I wanted anything to speak up then. The mouse then curled up next to me and fell asleep. I sat there thinking of what to ask for but before long I ended up falling asleep myself. 

			When we woke up it took us a few minutes to feel normal and awake again. What helped is that I shared some tea and cookies that I had stashed over in the corner. We did some small talk until we finished our snack and then we got down to business. The mouse said that I could have two wishes and he would do his best to fulfill them before he went off to his reward in mouse heaven. “Okay,” I said, “I wish this closet was a little bit bigger so I could lie down comfortable in it.” Poof, the closet expanded out to be an eight by eight foot square with plenty of room for an eight year old boy. Wow the boy thought, it was like opening up a whole new world for him to play and read in. I did not know what else to ask for. The expansion of the closet was great but it was so dark in the closet that the little light that was coming in under the door was not bright enough to reach to the back of the closet. I said to the mouse, “How about putting a little more light in this place so I can see all the way to the back?” The mouse then looked up at me in wonder “Okay” he said and poof there was sort of a golden glow in the place that was pleasant but not too overpowering like a 60 watt bulb hanging out of the ceiling or anything like that. It was great, from now on not only was I going to be able to lay with my feet stretched out and read my books but I had all kinds of room to play games or exercise so I would not be so stiff when I came out of the closet at night or at the end of my mom’s shift when she got home.

			That night when my mom came home and unlocked the door to the closet, I told her I would be right out after I straightened up the shoes and things I had moved to the side to get more comfortable earlier in the day. She then went down the hall and I got out of there before she saw the expansion and light that was now in there. She would not believe my mouse story and would have punished me with who knows what kind of torture until I told her the truth of what happened. I did not want to go through all that tonight. We ate dinner and my mom got on the phone like usual while I went into the living room and watched a little TV. When I got to bed I went to sleep right away because I was excited that I had a new place to play and hang out in during the days when I wasn’t in school. Things were looking up.

			Today was Sunday, my mom was off occasionally on Sundays. If she did not have to go anywhere I did not have to go into the closet. This Sunday was going to be a little different. My mom said she had to go see an old friend that was in the hospital in the next town. She said she did not want to take me because they did not let anyone in the hospital under 12 because of the noise that they might make talking loud or running in the hallway. She said that she would lock me in the closet for just about half of the day until she could get back home. Then maybe we could go out for pizza or something later. Wow, I thought, that would be great, we haven’t gone out for pizza in over a year or so. In fact, we haven’t gone anywhere together in probably a year and a half. It was going to be a good day I could tell already. My mom got dressed, handed me a snack and a bottle of water, then locked me in the closet as she went on her way. 

			It felt good to be in the modified closet. I made myself a comfortable place in the corner and sat back and read one of my books. There was no sign of the mouse, he must have climbed into the wall somewhere and found him a place to lay down and meet his maker by now. The day went on which seemed to be longer than usual. After my nap and a half a bag of chips I noticed it was getting late. I did not have a watch or any way to tell time but my mom said just before she left that she probably was only going to be gone half a day to visit her friend in the hospital. More than half a day had already gone by. I waited a few hours longer and then I began to get worried. Was my mom coming back or did she just forget about me and is coming back a little later? It was a shame that I was so anxious since it was the first day of me spending time in the revised closet space because up until now I was really enjoying it. 

			I waited all evening and then I knew that something must really be wrong. She had never left me in the closet for that much time before, only when she went out with the guys to clubs and such. I finally got so tired of waiting that I fell asleep. The next morning when I woke up she still was not at home. I began to panic. I began to try to get out of the closet on my own. I took a belt off the hanger and used the point off the buckle to try to get the door unlocked from the inside. I tried to jimmy the door latch by inserting the buckle tongue between the door frame and the little tab that falls into a slot and keeps the door closed. It took a while but all of a sudden click, the door opened. 

			I felt proud of myself for getting the door open. I had never tried to do anything like that before. I had spent many of hours in that closet over the years and not once did I ever try to escape before. I went out into the kitchen to get something to drink. There on the kitchen table was a note with my name on it and inside was a hundred dollars in twenties. I sat and opened the note that was folded over and stapled shut. It read, I knew you were old enough to find your way out of the closet eventually and would read this. If you were too stupid to get out then you would have deserved to be locked up in there and die like a moron. I am running away with my new boyfriend and won’t be back ever. He doesn’t like kids so you are on your own. I should not have to give up my life and sacrifice my happiness for you. You got your whole life ahead of you to have fun, my life is already half or better over. I left you some money and the rent is paid up until the end of the month. If you are resourceful then you will survive, otherwise see you in hell, Mom.

			The End

		

	
		
			The Girl With The Metal Teeth

			It all started not too long ago at the café along the main highway that ran through town. All the main roads in town had a 35 mph speed limit. There was not much traffic on the old highway since the interstate went through about five miles away, just the locals and some truckers trying to bypass the scales on big highway. There were some tourists that came by because they liked traveling on the back roads along with some biker groups that would come by mainly in the summer months when the weather was good. The café normally would have a few people in the morning for breakfast, then the lull before lunch time would set in. The lunch crowd was mainly regulars who sat in the same seats every day. If they came into the café and some stranger was sitting in their seats sometimes they would just leave and come back later. Change was not a popular experience around here. It was slow in the evenings, there were a few people that came home and did not want to cook that would show up now and then but it was generally a mixed bag of people after dark. 

			The evening menu would include a buffet style set up. They had on one side of the café along the wall a hot table with food already cooked so you did not have to wait on your food. It did a decent take out business for a small town which probably kept the place in business. They would put out fried chicken, beef patties swimming in gravy, mashed potatoes, black eyed peas, pinto beans, the vegetable of the day and some apple pie for desert. It was good eating for sure. 

			The main waitress that worked the evening shift was Betty Lou. She was an attractive girl in her early to mid-thirties that carried herself well and had a pleasant way about her. She was good at her job and the regular customers loved her. She was about 5’6 inches tall and had an inner shyness about her that made her stand out even though she tried to blend in with her surroundings and stay in the background. Maybe some of her shyness came from her having bad teeth although the regular customers did not seem to notice them much. 

			One day a stranger came into the café and changed her life for ever. He was a dark haired man around 40 that looked like he had been traveling a ways and was looking for a place to land for a while. Betty Lou noticed him right away but took a minute or so to go over to the counter where he was sitting. She did not want to spook him or bring any unwanted notice to him in front of the others that were there. She slowly went over to him and said, “Can I get you something?” “A menu” he said, so she handed him one and told him to take his time and look over her way when he was ready. When she came back towards where he was sitting he looked up at her and said, “I will have the buffet and a glass of unsweetened iced tea.” Betty Lou took back the menu and walked over to the pass through window, turned his order in and then brought back some ice tea to the man at the counter. She had never seen him in there before so she was curious as to where he came from and what he was doing in this little town out in the middle of nowhere. 

			“You are not from around here” she said in a friendly way. “No” he said, “I am from Up State New York. I am just traveling through looking for a warmer place to spend the winter.” She gave him a friendly smile and went about waiting on the rest of the customers in the café. Slowly one by one they finished their dinners and left the café heading home to catch some shut eye before the next morning came creeping in to wake them up. Before long everyone was gone except for the stranger and Betty Lou. “What is there to do here in the evenings around here,” he said. She told him there was not much night life in this little town. There was the bar that was actually part of the independent motel down the street. It was a small dingy place with an old juke box that had 20 year old CD’s still there for playing and a dart board that was showing some signs of the years of wear it had on it. Betty Lou did not care too much for that place although she went there from time to time when one of her relatives or friends would have a birthday party or wedding reception there. Her favorite place to go in the evenings was to go down to the lake that was behind the café and sit at one of the picknick tables where she could watch and listen to the fish and birds that seemed to be everywhere. They would eventually settle down and it would get almost quiet except for maybe the sound of a fish splashing in the distance. It made her feel good just being out there.

			After she finished cleaning up and was ready to lock the place up, she asked the stranger if he would like to go out there to the lake with her and sit a while. He said, “I would like that very much, I have been driving all day and that sounds like it would be very relaxing and the perfect way to end the day.” So the two of them went out to the lake and sat and talked about life in general being careful not to say anything that might get under each other’s skin. She told him she was single, that she was married for about two years right after high school but the guy took off when she became pregnant. She lost the baby in the fourth month and has been living by herself ever since. The stranger on the other hand had not ever been married and for the last fifteen years he has been shipping out on freighters and traveling all over the world. He said he was getting tired of it and wanted to find a place where he could have a less hectic life where he could settle down and get a chance to make some real friends.

			He had saved up enough money to buy a small house and had some investments that were paying him a regular amount of money that he could live on without having to work every day. Before they knew it hours had gone by but they did not seem to notice. They were still out there at the picknick table talking up a storm. Betty Lou finally noticed the time on her watch, “Look at the time,” she said. “It has been nice, but I have to get home and get some rest because I have to work a double shift tomorrow. “Where are you going to stay tonight?” She said. He said that he was thinking about trying that old motel down the street so he went on back to his car in front of the café and got in after saying goodbye to Betty Lou. 

			After he checked into the motel, he laid on the bed and turned on the little 13 inch TV that was on the top of the dresser in the back of the room but all he could think about was Betty Lou and the good time that they had at the lake that evening. He was feeling good all over and after a while drifted off to sleep despite being able to hear in the background the noise coming out of the bar that was attached to the motel. The next morning he got up feeling like a new man and walked down to the café picking up a local newspaper along the way. Betty Lou was not at the café yet, she was to come about nine and stay until 10:00 tonight when the place closed. A woman usually worked from nine to three but she had to take care of some personal things today and could not work her shift. Betty Lou had to work both shifts today but didn’t mind since if she needed a day off the woman she was subbing for would do the same for her. 

			The stranger finished his breakfast and then went out to check out some places to rent that he circled in the paper while he ate. He drove around for a few hours before settling on a small house that was close to the café. It was within ten minutes walking distance to the café. It had a porch across the front that would be an excellent place to do some people watching at the end of the day. It was furnished somewhat and had a nice yard with a tire swing hanging off a beautiful shade tree that was in the center of the yard. It was perfect for what he wanted for now.

			That evening he went back to the café so he could tell Betty Lou all about it. She seemed almost as excited about it as he was and hung on every word. “By the way, my name is Danny Styles, I forgot to tell you that last night when I was talking to you.” Maybe that was because he felt so comfortable talking with her that he felt that they already knew each other for a long time. He didn’t normally feel that comfortable talking to women since he did not get that much practice on the merchant ships that were mostly all men. The women on those ships are mainly office personal or working in the medical areas of the ship. Regular worker guys on the ship did not go in those areas unless they were sick or needed to send a message out for some reason or another. He did not date much when he was in school because he lived on a farm and his time was usually taken up with chores and the animals around the farm. 

			It wasn’t long before he and Betty Lou were spending almost every night after she closed up sitting out at the lake or going back to his place hanging out sometimes taking turns pushing each other on the tire swing in the yard. They were slowly falling in love. Soon Danny wanted to ask her to marry him, but was trying to work up the courage to do so. He was scared to death of being turned down by her, after all he never even went steady with a girl no less got engaged to one. He practiced in the mirror over an over trying to get up the nerve to ask her. 

			Several days had gone by and then one night while they were sitting out at the lake at one of the picknick tables he decided to go ahead and ask her the big question. She seemed to be in a good mood so he got down on his knee like he saw guys do in the movies and said in a shaky but sincere voice, “Will you marry me?” She looked a bit in shock, scared and nervous while looking down at the ground as a tear began sliding down her cheek and said, “I don’t know, how can I marry you with my teeth in this kind of condition?” She said that she was saving up the money to get her teeth fixed but had a long way to go on that. Betty Lou had terrible teeth and to say that any other way would be a lie. When she was young her parents never took her to the dentist or doctor for anything. She got her shots that were required for school but not much more. Danny had made teeth for some of the guys that he sailed with on the ships. He did not have all that much to do on the ships when things were going well and the weather was good. He liked to tinker and made things in the shop next to the engine rooms and sometimes he would make some teeth for the guys that needed them. He got to were he could make some of the finest metal teeth that anybody ever saw. 

			He decided to surprise Betty Lou and make her the finest set of metal teeth that he had ever made. He gathered up the tools he needed and began to work on them in his spare time gradually making them shine like diamonds in the sun. He had made the mold of her existing teeth and gums and took it from there. She was not sure if she wanted something like that in her mouth but thought she would give him a chance to make it all work. He worked every day for almost two weeks on them and spent nearly three days alone just polishing them until they shined like a new star in the sky. He was so proud of them, they were the best set that he had ever done and he could not wait until he could see Betty Lou later on that night so he could show her what he had made for her. 

			Danny waited for Betty Lou to finish up at work and lock up. He met her at the door and took her by the hand. He said he had something for her that she was going to love. They walked on back to the lake and picknick area and sat down. Danny reached into his pocket and took out a small box that he handed to Betty Lou. When she opened it up a smile broke out on her face like she just won the lottery. “Oh Danny” she said, “Those are the most beautiful teeth I have ever seen, I can’t believe you made them just for me.” “Yes” he said, “Why don’t you put them in your mouth and let me see how beautiful you look in them?” 

			Betty Lou carefully put them in with one hand while holding her other hand in front of her mouth like she did when she smiled at people in the café. It was an unconscious reaction to her being so shy about showing her bad teeth in public. “Take your hand away and let me see,” he said. Slowly she moved her hand and made a week smile like she just got caught doing something a little on the naughty side. He could see them sparkle in the dim light that came from the back of the café that barely reached the tables where they were sitting. The teeth not only fit right but even in the dull light had a deep and lustrous shine to them that lit up her whole face when she smiled. Danny never felt so happy so there was no more excuse for them to not get married since Betty Lou was now going to be the prettiest bride that ever graced this town. Their eyes met and Betty Lou looked up at Danny with a sparkle in her eye and said, “Yes Danny, I will marry you.”

			The next day Betty Lou got nothing but compliments on her new teeth. They were made of stainless steel and polished to perfection. She was so proud of them and her Danny that made them that she had to tell everyone about them that came into the café. She felt all day long that she was walking on air. She had never been so happy and never thought it could be possible to be feeling so alive. She hurried up and finished her work at the café. She locked up and headed for home. She was not meeting Danny this evening because she wanted to get to bed early. She wanted to get up and spend the day planning and arranging her wedding. She had to shop for a dress, get with her fiancé and pick out a date and place for the wedding, get some shoes, arrange to get her hair done and maybe send out some invitations to some of her old time friends. It was going to be a busy day. 

			Later that night she met with Danny and they decided on having the wedding at the bar in the motel and the reception there afterwards. There was an opening at the bar for a Saturday night two weeks from now so it was going to work out perfectly. Since Danny was new in town and she was not a real social person herself, there were not going to be that many people there so it should go smooth and there was not likely to be any fighting or gun play going on during the ceremony. 

			The next two weeks went by fast and before they knew it the wedding was right upon them like a fast storm coming in. They scrambled to get things done on time and now was the day of the ceremony. It was a beautiful day and everyone that was invited came out all dressed up and in a good mood. It could not have been better. The Justice Of The Peace who was going to perform the ceremony  was a short little man that doubled as the Post Master of the town. He was dominated by his wife who was twice his size and seemed to boss him around a lot. He did not on the surface seem to mind it though. Danny knew that type before. He worked with a guy once that was beat up by his wife on a regular basis. Once she beat him with a frying pan and he came to work with a black eye and a tooth missing. Back then it was too embarrassing to a guy to complain about that kind of thing, even the cops would be laughing their ass off at that kind of complaint when they got back to the station and away from the earshot of the victim. 

			The wedding came off well. The reception was fun, there was dancing to the old juke box, a pretty cake and plenty of drinks to go around. Nobody got too drunk or out of hand. Afterwards when it was all over the newly wed couple went back to Danny’s house, took off their dress up clothes and put on something comfortable. Then they ran out into the back yard and jumped on the tire swing together. It was the best day ever!

			The days went by and things just kept getting better. Betty Lou had reduced her work days down to only three days a week at the café. She enjoyed the people there and did not want to quit altogether but at the same time she wanted to have some time for her new life as a wife. Danny still met her at the door of the café after she worked her shifts and in most cases they would still go down to the lake and sit for a while before they went home for the night. They would hold hands and sit at their favorite table as they watched the birds and fish rustle about in the water as the evening came to an end. It was paradise!

			It was starting to get a little colder at night now that winter was around the corner. They still went and sat at the table a lot at night but not for as long as they did in the better weather. Danny would still come to the café and walk his girl home at night. They would hold hands and walk slowly talking and winding down the day. By the time they got home they were relaxed and ready to just hang out and enjoy each other. They did not watch much television or socialize too much. Mostly they would just listen to music and talk or sometimes just lay on the couch together listening to music without saying anything. It was a great life and they both thought it would last forever. 

			Then from out of the blue, tragedy struck like a bolt of lightning coming out of a dark cloud before a summer’s rain. It all happened one night after Betty Lou had closed the café for the night. It had rained earlier in the evening and the streets were wet. It has been hot for this time of year in the afternoon and a heavy fog hung in the air. Danny noticed when he was walking towards the café that every so often he had to take his glasses off and wipe them with his shirt to get the moisture off or he had a hard time seeing because of the misty fog that was all about. As he got closer to the café the fog got thicker and was settling in. Betty Lou finished up early because no one came in after nine or so because of the weather outside. She had plenty of time to mop up and clean off the tables and counters. When she went out back to take the trash out she noticed that the fog was so thick that she could not even see the tables down by the lake where they used to sit after the café closed. 

			She worried about Danny walking along the road in this weather so she quickly finished up and waited for Danny out on the front porch of the café. There wasn’t much light out front of the café except for the sign next to it but she thought she could see her man coming from where she was standing without too much trouble.

			Ten or fifteen minutes went by before she noticed what looked like a human figure coming out of the fog along the road that led up to the café. Could it be Danny? She stood up and leaned against the railing of the porch to get a better look at the figure coming her way. It was Danny, she could tell by the way he walked and moved along. Then there was from out of the fog the sound of an eighteen wheeler coming over the hill. She could see the head lights bearing down on the spot where Danny was about to cross the road. “Danny,” she cried out, “Watch out for the truck!” Just then he looked up at her on the porch as the headlights from the truck threw a strong beam of light right up on her face. Her polished mirror like teeth reflected this flash of light that was so bright it blinded Danny and caused him to lose his sense of where he was which caused him to accidently step right in path of the oncoming truck. The truck tried to stop, it locked up its wheels and slid down the road the tires smoking from all the friction while giving off the terrible smell of burning rubber. 

			When the truck hit Danny there was a sound like a TV being thrown out a window of an apartment complex and landing down on the sidewalk and a scream like she had never heard before. It made her fall to her knees and place her hands over her face. She let out a scream of her own and when she got up the courage she stood up and slowly walked over to the truck. She knew in her heart that is was all over but she had to see for herself. She knelt down by the truck and bent down to look under it. There was Danny laying there in a pool of blood, his eyes open but he was not seeing her or anyone else. She wanted to cry but could not do anything but get up and lean against the truck with her hands in front of her face. Soon she peeked over the tops of her fingers and saw that a few people had gathered along the side of the road and in the parking lot of the café. No one knew what to say or do, they just stood there in silence.

			As you could imagine, Betty Lou was in for a long night ahead. First it was the paramedics, the ambulance, the questions from the police, then it was the awkward responses from the people that had gathered around. After they got Danny out from under the truck they placed him on a stretcher and pulled a sheet over him covering his bloodied face. You could see the blood seeping through the sheet as they slid the stretcher into the ambulance and off to the morgue.

			Betty Lou by now was kind of numb, all she wanted to do was to go home and have a good cry. She wished that everyone would just leave her alone and go home to their houses. The night seemed to go on forever. A police officer came over to her and said, “You can go home now Betty Lou, do you need a ride home?” “No” she said, “I want to walk home, I need the time to be by myself right now.” She went on down the road looking down not wanting to make eye contact with anyone along the way. She just wanted to be alone to marinate in what just happened trying to make sense of it all. It was a rough night to say the least.

			The sun breaking out in the morning awoke her to a new day. The pain was still there and would be for some time to come but she was not about to stew in it and make herself miserable where she would be no use to anyone. She had a lot to do to arrange for the funeral and cremation of Danny’s body. She wanted to kick herself for not saving one of those 30 percent discount coupons on the cremations that she got in the mail now and then. She just threw them away figuring that she was not going to have to deal with any death for a long time to come. 

			The day of the funeral had come along. Naturally it was grey and raining like it always is at those kind of things. The funeral was small and intimate. Only a few of her close friends came to the grave site afterwards so it was not as stressful as she thought it would be. When all was said and done she went home and got on the tire swing in the back of her house where she could gather her thoughts and wind down the day in peace. 

			A month went by as she began to feel like she was slowly coming back to life again. She knew she would never be as happy as she was with Danny but somehow she knew she was going to go on living her life in some way or another. When people would come into the café and make a comment or two about her fine shiny teeth she would gladly tell them how Danny made them and how proud she was to wear them every day. She would tell people that the glow that she could see sometimes coming out of them was her Danny telling the world that he still loved her and was as proud of her as a man could be. She knew that the love was going to last forever even if Danny was not.

			The End
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