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	John Sanger


	A wannabe poker player
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	Jill


	A dancer hell-bent on making it big in Las Vegas
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	Roy Garner


	Houstonian country-line dancer
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	Leroy Hart


	Taxi driver known for his wild antics
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	Rip Rumple


	Billionaire businessman
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	Nadine


	Single mother who works at a cosmetic counter
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	Lucy Faulkner


	Seattle nurse looking for a change in the weather





	[image: ]


	Hank Mariotta


	Father and eclectic entrepreneur
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Bruce “Rebel”

Rebenack



	Handsome, professional quarterback
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	Christianna Mariotta


	Beautiful daughter of wealthy magnate Hank Mariotta
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	Mindy


	Talented curly-haired country-line dancer
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	Ty Amaya


	Commercial advertising photographer
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	Sean Stevenson


	New York City advertising agent
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	Becky Dean Silas


	Fantastic singer who heads out to Las Vegas for a piece of the pie
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	Father Lawrence


	Catholic priest with a true heart of gold
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	Mary


	Galveston, Texas girl with big poker dreams





	[image: ]


	Lee Murphy


	Lead guitarist of a band in Madison, Wisconsin








The Gas & Go

John drove into the Gas & Go lot at street-speed. His girlfriend Jill screamed as he jammed on the brakes beside a gas pump. The Jeep Sahara was still rocking as he got out and slammed the door behind him. Jill watched through the side view mirror as John angrily shoved the pump nozzle into the car. They were fighting. Again.

When he got back inside the car, Jill asked accusingly, “How much this time?”

“What does it matter?” John answered.

“There go my new pair of jeans. Why did you get this gas guzzler in the first place?”

“At least I have a clear title to it.”

“Little boy Johnny and his stupid toy truck!” she mocked.

John muttered under his breath, “Like you really need any more clothes. You’re already crowding me out of my closet.”

They ignored each other the rest of the way back to their apartment. John found an empty parking space and pulled in. He turned off the jeep and leaned forward, putting his hands on the dashboard. Turning to his girlfriend, he asked, “Look, can we just call a ceasefire? I’ll grill up some dogs.”

Jill relented. “I’ll mix us some margaritas.”

During dinner they watched Fox News and got into a fight over Geraldo Rivera. “He’s so smarmy. He makes my skin crawl!” Jill shuddered.

“I don’t care either way. But I wish I had his mustache. Maybe I’ll grow one like it.”

“Over my dead body!” Jill threatened.

“That can be arranged,” John said matter-of-factly.

Jill looked startled. “It sounded like you meant that.”

John just smiled and changed the channel.
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Later that night Jill lay in bed, kept awake by John’s heavy snoring. But maybe it was the moon. It was full and hanging big and round in the sky. She shook him to get him to stop, but that only made the snoring worse and she half-expected the neighbors to start banging on the thin wall that separated their apartments.

As the margaritas began to wear off, Jill’s head started hurting. Running to the bathroom, she shook out two Advil from a plastic bottle and swallowed them. Mercifully, the pills helped her fall asleep.

She dreamed she drove John’s jeep to the Gas & Go. The engine was idling. She plunged the gas pedal to the floor with her six-inch spike heels and slammed the shifter into drive. The jeep lunged forward, veered left, and knocked one of the fuel pumps off its mount. Gasoline geysered into the air. A spark ignited it and the Gas & Go exploded in a furious inferno. It rained molten ashes.

Her heels had become weapons of mass destruction.


Walgreens

Frank was an old man. His clothes were frayed and dirty and his face was heavily wrinkled. He smelled. To some, he looked like he was steps away from entering eternity. Most people, however, just looked past him.

Frank had had a two-pack-a-day habit since he was a young boy and was one of those hardcore smokers who ate with one hand and took deep drags between bites with the other. He liked his tobacco straight and never let gimmicks dilute his pleasure. He smoked unfiltered Camels and never compromised; it was Camel or nothing.

He wasn’t fond of talking, so when he did say something, it mattered. He figured that since he was retired, he no longer needed to speak unless it suited him. Most days, the few sentences he offered up to anyone who cared to listen revolved around the refrain that he liked his cigarettes smooth but strong. But because most people avoided Frank, some days he had difficulty satisfying even that meager verbal allotment.

That all changed at a Walgreens one day as Frank purchased what he swore would be the last two packs he would ever smoke. The clerk, who was quite familiar with his habit, retrieved his usual packs of Camels and asked, “Will that be all, Frank?”

Frank gazed into her sparkling blue eyes and said with a raspy voice, “No. I have something I just got to run by you!”

Her name was Nadine. “What’s that?”

“I want to marry you, Nadine!”

She stared at him, frozen mid-scan.

“That’s right. And to prove it, I’m going to kick the smokes just for you. But if you don’t want to marry me, then I won’t get to see you anymore because I’d have no reason to come around since I aim to give cigarettes the cold turkey today.”

Nadine thawed some, finished scanning the pack, and asked sarcastically, “And that’s why I’m ringing you up two packs of butts? Frank, you ain’t got a brain in that ole head of yours. I don’t care one way or the other if you quit those nasty things. And I can’t say if I want to marry you or not. I’m about to get a promotion to the makeup department so I wouldn’t be getting you those cigarettes anyway.” Nadine had a way of being blunt.

“Well,” Frank pressed her, undeterred. “What’s it going to be?”
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Nadine took a long look at Frank’s old, creased face and reckoned it was the cigarettes that probably gave his pallor that gray look. She thought to herself that Frank probably didn’t have long to live; maybe he had some money stashed away – even if it was a paltry amount. Still, from what Nadine could see, Frank looked like he was just a step away from setting up house under a freeway bridge. But she got to thinking that two incomes were better than just her one from Walgreens. It was a struggle bringing up two young children on her wages. And if he brought even a little to the table, it would be better than her present situation.

Nadine played with her dangling earrings and gave them a twist. Her young daughter and son came to mind and how she was sick of mac and cheese and Hamburger Helper. Moreover, the dating scene in town was pretty bleak. She hadn’t met one man who could stay sober for longer than a week.

At least she wouldn’t have to hear Frank go on and on, boring her with inane chatter. The man hardly spoke. Besides, if it became unbearable, she could always reach for her old-reliable rum and Coke; only instead, Nadine poured Pepsi into her rum to get a better fizz. That was her secret recipe and one she never divulged.

Nadine looked up at Frank and said, “Okay. Yeah, sure, Frank. When do you want to do this?”

Frank took her hand and smiled up to the ceiling. “Oh Nadine, there is so much I want to tell you!”


Trudy’s Roadhouse

Roy walked along the long road toward Trudy’s Roadhouse, his boots growing dustier with every step. Boy, he was thirsty. A cold brew would taste good right about now. He liked Shiner Bock – and Shiner Bock sure liked Roy.

It was nothing for him to down a six-pack a night, even if it did bloat him and keep him running to the bathroom between dances. Mindy, his dance partner with long, blond disheveled curls, would impatiently roll her eyes. “Boy, you just got to have that bladder checked. You might as well strap a porta-potty on your back.”

It was Houston-hot and muggy and Roy just wanted to be dancing. Walking in this heat made him feel like a rube, especially when some shiny new Mercedes with tinted windows sped past, sending a blast of hot exhaust swirling around his face. The humidity curled his hair and he felt uncomfortably damp all over.

Damn that car anyway. He could only guess why his twenty-year-old Lexus wouldn’t start this time. He should have junked it long ago. The paint was peeling off this once beautiful car in nasty chunks. It looked like it had a bad case of rosacea. The chassis was out-of-line and when it started, the car pulled hard to the right. The brake lights hadn’t worked in two years and Roy counted on luck to keep a cop from coming up behind him at a traffic light. It wasn’t as if he was broke, but he wasn’t exactly flush with cash either. So, as long he could keep the beast alive, he would. But now, Roy was beginning to second-guess that decision.

On foot, with the hot Texas sun thwarting his every step, Roy was heading for the best cowboy bar in all of Houston. He was eager to hit the dance floor and boot-scoot with Mindy.


He didn’t like Mindy; he didn’t like her hair or style or the way she talked, but when she danced, boy-howdy, something happened. Roy became mesmerized. Mindy was the best country dancer in H-town. He was pretty good too. But when they danced together, it was almost like they lifted each other to a higher plane. They always received lots of attention and accolades whenever they hit the dance floor together.


With less than a mile to go until he reached Trudy’s, Roy settled into the dusty footpath parallel to the street and picked up his pace. His boots were a mess and his shirt was open and sweat-stained. He knew Mindy would be there to greet him with a nasty quip or two. Something needed to change in his life and Roy knew it.

As if to answer his prayer, a taxi slowed alongside him and screeched to a stop. “Hey, you want to ride in my cab? ‘Cause you sure look like you could use some A/C. Where are you going? And oh, by the way, I hope you have some money or at least a credit card on you.”

Roy walked over with some hesitation and studied the driver suspiciously. “I want to go to Las Vegas and go to the Western Nugget and gamble. Can you take me there?”

The cabbie looked confused and exclaimed, “Are you crazy? I’m not sure what to think about this scene. You saying you want me to drive you all the way to Vegas? You got the cash to pay for it? Brother, I’m sorry I even stopped for you.”

“I’m sure. And yes, I do have the money for your information.” Then, Roy asked the cabbie, “Do you know if they have line dancing there?”

“Are you kidding me? That’s where some of the best line-dancing clubs and biggest dance contests in the country are. I was born there and I consider myself a closet cowboy disguised as a taxi driver. Do you want to find a place with some serious line dancing? Well, bud, I am your go-to man. Yee-haw!”

Roy was skeptical; he didn’t have time to waste on a bullshitter. “What’s a Houston cabbie from Vegas know about dancing anyway? You think you know so much, then how about you telling me a little bit about the Bronco Step or the Applejax?”

The cabbie nodded so hard Roy thought his head would fly off his skinny neck. “Come on, man. Them’s baby steps. Do you know the Boogie Roll?”

Maybe it was the heat, but thoughts started whirling in Roy’s head as he imagined himself dancing at a country-western club in Vegas. There wasn’t much of anything to keep him in Houston, certainly not Mindy. She could have Trudy’s Roadhouse. Sometimes they’d pull day-old beer. If there was one thing that pissed him off more than Mindy, it was flat, day-old Shiner Bock. Suddenly Roy decided, “Hell, why not!”

He charged the cab like a stampeding Texas longhorn and climbed into the back. He wrestled out a credit card from his damp wallet and looked squarely at the astonished cabbie. Handing him the card and pointing west, he exclaimed, “Wagons, ho!”


The Guitar Shop

Her name was Rebecca Dean Silas, but she would only answer to Becky Dean. She didn’t like Becky and hated any variation of her full name and demanded that people pronounce it as one name, Becky Dean.

Becky Dean was on her way to The Guitar Shop to buy some picks. Thinking the name was generic and boring, it nevertheless held the honor of being the best guitar shop in all of Madison, Wisconsin. She rarely used picks on stage, but she was working on a new sound and had broken the few picks she did have. She wanted to expand her band’s repertoire and introduce a new musical style.

Her group consisted of herself and three others. She was the lead vocalist, but played keyboards and sometimes lead guitar when the song required it. Lee was their lead guitarist. Javier played bass guitar, and Basil was on drums. Together they formed The Madison Four.

She had been in this rock-and-roll, blues, country-western, southern-rock band for the last five years. It was a mouthful, but that was how Becky Dean described her group. And she berated the other members if they didn’t see it the same way. Lord, she could be a stickler; Lee described her affectionately as one considerable pain in the backside who typically got her way.

It was her idea to introduce a bit of Flamenco flare into their playlist with the notion that they should try to mimic Ottmar Liebert’s sound. Lee had tried to explain that Liebert was one-of-a-kind and it would be hard to emulate him since no one in the band could play classical guitar. “Besides,” Basil and Javier had argued, “copying someone else’s style was never a good thing.” But Becky Dean wouldn’t hear of it.

At first, playing in The Madison Four had been fun and exciting, but the novelty had worn off long ago, and Becky Dean was restless. The odd part was that the other band members were still okay with it all. She was always the one cajoling and motivating, pushing and urging. And she was tired of it. Still, she considered herself a professional and managed to feign interest in the band so that when they performed, no one would ever guess she found her bandmates extraordinarily dull and their music uninspiring. It had all become a tedious bore.

If it wasn’t for her, those dolts would be happily vegging out in Lee’s apartment, drinking beer, and watching reruns on MeTV. She booked all their gigs; it was her persona, her personality, and her songs that brought in their paychecks. They did nothing.

Thinking of all she did for the band made her angry and she even began seeing them as the reason for her constant hunger. Although considered skinny by some, Becky Dean still had a fit and alluring figure. That was because she barely ate. After paying the rent and utilities, she never had enough money for groceries. Although her income, or lack of it, qualified for public assistance, food stamps and food banks were out of the question, and she’d be damned if she would ever be caught using either. No sir, Becky Dean was proud! Her idea had been to give herself five years to make it and those five years were up. She was sick of barely getting by and she resented the fact that five years later, they were still playing the same dives and low-life bars as when they had started. If they weren’t going to agree to her new plan, then that would mean splittsville. Becky Dean had had enough.

So what if she wanted to incorporate a little Spanish sound into the mix? What was the big deal anyway? Who were they to stop her? She didn’t need their approval and wasn’t about to ask their permission. Tonight, she would grab the mic, whip up the audience, and start picking away like she was the flamboyant vamp, Delinda Delgado.


Delinda, now in her eighties and looking pickled after years of facelifts, had been one of the world’s most renowned Flamenco guitar players and been involved in a scandalous love affair with a famous Hollywood movie star four times her age. They had married in Mexico when Delinda was just 15 years old in what the gossip columnists called “The Shotgun Wedding of the Decade.” Even then, she had looked as fake as a plastic pearl, but that irony wasn’t lost on Becky Dean because Delinda Delgado could play, really play.



Becky Dean wasn’t just smitten with this Latin tart; she was borderline obsessed. A smile crept across her face as she thought about it more. Given a little time, she could become the next Delinda Delgado and no one would even know who she was copying. After all, Delinda was from another generation. Actually, two generations removed, if anyone was counting.


So much for the repeated lectures from the rest of the band always harping that the pathway to success was to innovate and be original. “Be authentic!” Lee would insist emphatically. It angered her how they chose to dwell on that point instead of exploring new musical styles.

Ready or not, tonight she would debut the new Becky Dean and unleash Becky “Delinda” Dean on the world.

Sporting high-top Converses and calloused fingers, she strode into The Guitar Shop. After rummaging through the guitar picks, she noticed the store was now selling used albums. She was a fiend for used records and considered herself an aficionado of old music. Too bad she was on a tight schedule today because there were crates and crates of old vinyl to pick through. And with what little money was in her purse, she would rather spend it on music than use it for her next meal. Most of the time, she didn’t know how she was going to fill her belly but never seemed to be short when it came to paying for her next used record.

Becky Dean chuckled as she thought of the many trips she had taken to Book Me, which, up until now, had been the only store in town that sold old vinyl records; she was a Book Me regular. She was always searching the bins for obscure artists or forgotten gems and often left the store carrying an armful of musty old albums, even if it meant scrimping on groceries.

Now The Guitar Shop was giving Book Me some competition, and she quickly thumbed through the crates of records at the back of the store. Becky Dean already knew what her first errand for tomorrow would be. She bought a few dozen assorted picks and the clerk told her to have a good day as she left. Becky Dean smiled as she looked forward to tomorrow when she would be on the prowl for some new, old albums.

But tonight, she was going to unveil the new Becky Dean and she hurried off to a club named The Blue Goose where they were going to be playing. The Goose, as it was known by the locals, had a reasonably large stage and that was where she plopped herself. Caught in a daydream, she envisioned how that night would unfold. But first, she had to bring on the razzle-dazzle by dressing teasingly.

Becky Dean googled Delinda Delgado on her smartphone and a second later there she was, Delinda Delgado in all of her colorful, full-bloom splendor. Her bleach-blond hair piled high into a puffy beehive, Delinda Delgado had ruby-red lips and wore so much eye makeup it was a wonder she could keep her eyes open wide enough to see the strings on her guitar. Like most Flamenco guitarists, she had long fingernails and Becky Dean wondered how Delinda kept from poking her eyes out with those claws.


Oh well, Becky Dean thought to herself. I’ve just got to do it and get a blond wig. She knew she could scrounge up some tight-fitting clothes; tonight, she would barely button her shirt, exposing more of herself on stage than ever before. She could sex it up with the best of them and tonight her valuables were coming out.


Her daydream was interrupted by Lee and the others as they came barreling onto the stage with bags full of used records. From the logo on the bags, it looked like they too had recently paid a visit to The Guitar Store. Becky Dean’s eyes twinkled as she watched them, thinking in amazement that maybe they had finally decided to expand their musical tastes.


“Man, did we make a killing!” Lee was breathless. He seemed to be in an unusually good mood despite his default even-temperedness. Maybe that was the problem, Becky Dean thought. Lee and the others needed more emotion, more passion, instead of always relying on her energy.


Curious, Becky Dean asked, “What’s up, Lee?” and cocked her head toward the bags they were holding.

“Well, we went to The Guitar Store and, Becky Dean, you would love it! They’ve started to carry old vinyl. They said they are going to compete against Book Me and they aim to win. We bought a boatload of old albums. They even had Flamenco. I couldn’t believe they would have anything like that. You got to admit that it’s a pretty obscure genre. They knew about Ottmar Liebert, but said they could turn us on to someone even better!” Lee and company stood before her eagerly.

Becky Dean felt a sense of accomplishment. They had listened to her after all. It was about time; she knew a lot more than they did. She flashed them her trademark look: a deadly mixture of haughty condescension and superior arrogance. “So, who, pray-tell, did they recommend? Carmen Miranda, that chick with all the bananas on her head, or maybe Ricky Ricardo, that crazy cat bongo player from Cuba?” Lee’s eyes went cold as Basil and Javier stared into space.

Lee went on, “No, you’ve probably never heard of her; we sure never had and what a bangin’ poptart she was! But how could anyone play a guitar with nails like hers? They’re as long as machetes.  She’d cut through half of her strings before she got through the first bar.”

“But she’s got a rack on her and that’s all that matters!” Basil interjected. Javier nodded in agreement, wearing an impish grin.


These three always reminded Becky Dean of The Three Stooges.


“She was some fifties darling! You never know what was in back then, but the guy at The Guitar Store said she married some filthy-rich, B-movie dude. He said we should listen to her and that we’d be surprised.”

Becky Dean’s plan ended in a big fat fizzle. She swallowed hard on the lump building in her throat and managed to ask, though barely audible. “Okay, who is it? I am all ears.”

“Her name is Delinda Delgado and have a look at her!” Lee pulled the album from his bag to reveal Becky Dean’s idol in all of her bouffant glory replete with blood-red dagger-like nails. Completely deflated, Becky Dean nodded.

At that moment, her stomach chose to grumble; she was hungry. She would rather have the two-dollar spaghetti special at the church down by the train tracks instead of splurging on a teased-up blond wig anyway. Besides, where would she find a wig like that?

“Well, I’m glad you all listened to me. Maybe now we can get started on something new.”


59 Diner

John woke early the next morning and quietly slipped out of the apartment while Jill slept. He drove his Sahara Edition Jeep to a nearby McDonalds and stopped at the order screen. It was early and the restaurant was not yet open. He felt almost embarrassed sitting by the dark menu board, waiting for the lights to come on. All he wanted was a Sausage Egg McMuffin – that was it. Just a Sausage Egg McMuffin.

“What am I?” he wondered aloud into the silence of his car. “Some kind of stupid rooster to be getting up this early?” Maybe it was his snoring that according to Jill, gave him quite a workout. Or perhaps it was their constant bickering and fighting that affected his metabolism. Whatever it was, all John could think about was his stomach. And for him, hunger was a powerful motivator.

It seemed like it took forever before the menu board flickered to life and a tinny, staticky voice acknowledged his presence. John ordered the number three and pulled up to the takeout window where he connected the voice to a face and immediately wished he had not.

When the cashier leaned out of the window to robotically announce that they were out of eggs, John saw the man’s entire face had been drilled with holes and plugged with barbell studs that glittered under the restaurant’s overhead lights. The piercings were everywhere, around his eyes, nose, cheeks, and lips. The holes in his earlobes were wide enough to stick a thumb through.

“You’re telling me that McDonald’s is out of eggs?” John asked impatiently.

“That’s what I said.”


Realizing he would have to get his breakfast somewhere else – how could a restaurant not have eggs and be open for breakfast? – John smashed the gas pedal into the floor board and raced out of the parking lot. The hard right he made entering the street toward the 59 Diner put the jeep on two wheels.



He eased off the gas and the car landed solidly back on terra firma. Surprised but proud of the maneuver, John pictured himself as a stunt driver in the Fast and Furious movies. Afterall, he had pulled off a two-wheel balancing act in a jeep.


Maybe it was Jill that was getting to him. She had become difficult to live with. They had nothing in common anymore. The only thing that interested her was a twenty percent-off sale at Ross. Jill was pretty, but the attraction that had once drawn John to her was gone. He had lost interest not only in Jill but in just about everything else the city had to offer.

John had a job at City Lights Mercedes selling Benzes to well-heeled Houstonians. The irony of selling expensive foreign luxury cars while he drove around in a quintessential American off-road monster was not lost on him. Nor was it on Jill. She nagged him every day how he should strike a deal with the owner, Heinz Krueger, to at least get a loaner Benz to bring home at night; at least then they would look like they were somebody.

Jill had always been hostile about his wheels and acted embarrassed whenever he came to pick her up at work. It wasn’t as if the jeep was cheap. He’d paid almost forty grand for it, and with the custom burgundy paint job, it was actually quite the showpiece. It just wasn’t Jill’s style and as she put it, he “was just a little boy playing soldier in his stupid jeep.”


So, she thought he was playing soldier? Fine – he’d enlist and come home a real GI. That would show her.


Then again, maybe not.

John tried to get Jill off his mind. He couldn’t decide whether he needed to put a fork in their relationship or into a plate full of food. He decided that his hunger might be keeping him from seeing things clearly and that a few scrambled eggs, waffles, and some greasy sausage and bacon would help him navigate his emotional confusion.

The parking lot was already full when he pulled into the 59 Diner and he saw a waiting line forming outside the door. He flirted with the notion of crashing into the line and scattering the crowd but decided not to risk damaging his beloved car. He pulled into a no-parking zone and stopped, suddenly feeling hopeless.


It was then John determined, I need to get my sorry ass down to the recruiters and get on over to Afghanistan. They need me and I want to fight for the good ole U.S. of A. They take good care of you and at least there, I’ll get a decent breakfast. I’m sure they never run out of eggs! And who knows, I might even find a good game of poker there.


Unwilling to suffer the line, John tore out of the parking lot and drove down the road a mile or so to a small cafe with a sign blinking the word “BREAKFAST.” There was no line that John could see, so he pulled in the lot. He would get some food and then head for the nearest recruiting office to join the US Army. He was going to take control of his life again.


Elizabeth’s House

Mary intently watched her mother’s eyes which were barely flickering today. When they were open, her pupils had a grayish pall to them and were set on something in the distance. Her mother hadn’t said a word all day; Mary knew the time drew near. Although hospice had kindly instructed her to prepare for the inevitable, Mary felt she could never be ready for it even though the last five months had been heartbreaking and exhausting. She hired a hospice team to care for her mother at her house because she wanted her to be comfortable and in a familiar environment, but facing death remained part of the process.

As she took her mother’s hand, she observed that the woman felt cold, something hospice said would happen. Her mother Elizabeth had suffered a heart attack while swimming in the Gulf on Galveston Island. At 39 years of age, a heart attack was unthinkable, but Mary’s mother had always been susceptible to heart disease since childhood and suffered from a heart murmur as well as a hole in her aorta. In the past few years, she had endured 12 operations.

Mary, who had just turned 18 the month before her mother’s heart attack, was Elizabeth’s only caregiver. Actually, Mary had always taken care of her mother because of the woman’s poor health. She never knew a time in her life where she had not looked after her mother. In a cruel twist of fate, their roles had reversed, making Mary the caregiver and her mother the feeble and mostly disabled dependent, a pity to witness.

There was a tight bond between them. Mary’s mother wanted her daughter to find her future. Her mother always urged Mary to pursue what was really in her heart. She had known of Mary’s want. Mary still yearned for something big but was unsure what form that would take. Whether a great love, fame, or some profession, Mary did not know.

The one thing Mary was certain of was her fondness of poker. All her life she had fantasized about being in Las Vegas and playing real poker. The daydream consumed her. All the while caring for her mother, Mary took to playing games of internet poker and in a short time had accumulated a bank of over a million dollars. Of course, it was all fake money and her anonymous opponents were likely only slightly more inept than her. Nevertheless, her rapid success added fuel to her dreams of becoming a professional card player.

Mary was just a child when her Uncle Tad had taught her to play Texas Hold’em. Instead of playing FISH or Old Maid, he would stack colorful chips in front of each of them and tell Mary to ante by tossing a few pieces into the center of the table. Mary loved the clinking sound the chips made and at five years old remembered being told to either check, bet, or fold on the river.

Oh, how Uncle Tad liked to bluff. He often let Mary wear his sunglasses when they played together, explaining, “They help hide the lie you are holding in your hands.” Mary didn’t understand what that meant at the time, but felt grown-up wearing her uncle’s sunglasses. Years later, she realized the sunglasses helped hide her pupils and prevented opponents from seeing her eyes widen and her pupils dilate, an uncontrollable tell when she was on a bluff.

It was her Uncle Tad who had put the idea in her head to move to Las Vegas where she could watch and take notes from some of the greatest players in poker. Now, moving to the desert city was all that occupied her thoughts. Her mind was made up.

The end came precisely as the hospice team had told her it would. Her beautiful mother died in her home with Mary holding her hand and telling her how much she loved her. Elizabeth squeezed her daughter’s hand weakly while laboring for breath. With a fading pulse, Mary’s mother whispered, barely audible, “I love you, Mary. Go and do what you need to do; I will be there watching over you.”

Elizabeth, Mary’s mother, closed her eyes for the last time. Mary knew she would be guiding her.


The Woodland Apartments

Where the hell had John scrambled off to this morning?

Jill pretended to be asleep, but she was quite aware that John had showered, dressed, and left well before 6 a.m. She thought maybe he was sporting a hangover because while she drank margaritas, he drained the last of the beer from the fridge. It had been one beer after another as if he was on an IV. She also noticed that he barely ate even though he loved working the grill. It was like he enjoyed the cooking part of dinner, but when it came to the eating part, John just shoved the food around his plate with his fork. Where could he be? And what did he think he was doing treating her like this? He just up and leaves? No kiss goodbye, no farewell, nothing!

Sure, they’d fought yesterday, but they had followed that argument with a serious make-up session. Shortly thereafter, however, they had ripped into each other again when John asked her to get him another beer. She had told him she wasn’t his “step and fetch” and to get it himself. He became angry and said he was bored and sick of her. How dare he be bored with her? What the hell did he have to offer her, a freaking jeep? He was crazy over that useless piece of crap.

She’d had her share of men and John was kind of in the middle. Sometimes Jill loved him and other times she felt that she could toss him away like an empty gum wrapper. If he wanted to skip off on her and play the scene from Five Easy Pieces where Jack Nicholson leaves his girlfriend stranded at a gas station, well, she could live with that.

There were still a few months left on their lease, but Jill didn’t want to wait that long to leave this damn town and be free of everything. The manager at The Woodland Apartments where they lived was always pretty flexible when it came to her. In fact, Jill was sure she could get him to let her out of the lease early and still get her deposit back.

Jill began to form a plan. She had always dreamed about living in Las Vegas and now seemed like the perfect time. Maybe she could land a job as a showgirl. Entertaining the idea for a moment, she posed in the mirror to admire herself. She certainly had the package to be one of those showgirls who strut around wearing nothing but feathers. Why not? She was determined to go to Vegas. Even if John did decide to come back, the simple truth was that he no longer mattered to her.


KOA Campground

Remembering his past, Father Lawrence often felt saddened. It remained in his mind like unpicked fruit slowly decomposing on the vine. It was his childhood. His father was an abusive man and became more so while drinking. It was those times Larry remembered, hiding in the attic behind musty boxes, trembling with fear and hoping his drunken father would pass out before discovering his hiding place. As Larry grew older, he developed other strategies to avoid his father. One was to participate in any after-school activity he could find; another was to do odd jobs for anyone who would hire him.

Larry’s first job at eleven was cleaning out old Barney Cane’s barn just down the road from where he lived. Barney’s barn didn’t really need cleaning, but the man knew about Larry’s father and, looking back on it now, Father Lawrence realized Barney Cane had offered him sanctuary. That was the only way he could avoid the violence of a drunken father.

Finally, after spending too many nights hiding in the attic while his mother endured her husband’s savage fists, Larry decided that running away was his only option. And to this day, years later, Father Lawrence knew it was God’s hand that had delivered him.

One morning, Larry hid by the corner of his house and watched the school bus pass his stop. He crossed to the other side of the highway and stuck his thumb out to hitch a ride. After a few cars passed him by, an old lady wearing a broad-brimmed hat pulled over in a beat-up Honda and swung open the door. The first thing the old lady said to him was, “Well, what are you waiting for? Get in, scrawny.” For a moment, Larry hesitated, marveling at the power of his magic thumb, but then climbed into the car. He pulled the door closed and he was gone.

The lady was heading west toward… somewhere. An open map of “The Western United States” was draped across the console between them. She kept looking over at him before finally asking, “Say, aren’t you a little young to be hitchhiking? Shouldn’t you be in school?”

Larry answered curtly but mannerly, “Yes ma’am.” And that was it.

With big round eyes and a hat brim that flapped in the breeze from the open window, she didn’t hesitate for a second, “My name is Mabel and I’m going all the way to San Francisco, California. Where on God’s green Earth are you going, young ‘un? Are you going over to the next town?”

Larry gave the lady a quick nod. “No ma’am, I am going to Las Vegas. Can you drop me off on the way? That is, if you’ll be going in that direction.”

“What-in-the-name-of-Pete are you gonna do in Las Vegas? You are probably in trouble and someone is probably looking for you right now. You know, scrawny, the only reason I picked you up is that I got a feeling in my gut that you were running, running from trouble. That right? How old are you anyway?” This lady Mabel wanted answers.

Larry hugged the door handle. He thought he might jump out of the car right then and there and try again. She wasn’t the only get-away car on the road. Larry was quick to answer her, “Ma’am, I am running away cause my daddy is no damn-good and I am not taking any more from him. And yes, I am a young’un.”

Mabel responded with a question bordering on interrogation. “Well, are you of age and do you have a mama?”

“No, ma’am.” Larry was careful to answer her respectfully, hoping that might keep her from prying too deep. “I am sixteen years old and I ain’t got no Mama anymore because she killed herself after taking all those beatings from my daddy.” That was a bold lie, but he had no doubt that one day it would be true. Larry told himself he would return to rescue his mother as soon as he made a few bucks. He loved his mother and felt guilty about leaving her behind, but why in the hell did she marry that old drunk? He had no choice but to run.

“Well, scrawny kid, after hearing all that, I’ve half a mind to take you with me.”

Scrawny kid – scrawny kid – scrawny kid.

The tag buzzed through his mind like an annoying fly. It was an insult that needed a response, but Larry remained quiet.

“Scrawny kid, if this is what you want, then you got it. I am all for enabling the unfortunate child who needs some help. God told me to pick you up; I’ll be your angel.” Mabel settled down a bit as she began to accept her role as his guardian angel. She seemed to have a direct line to God, but Larry didn’t know what to believe.

Raised in a strict Pentecostal church, he and his mama had gone to church every Sunday no matter what the weather brought. She never missed service, but the old man, of course, stayed home. He was either on an early-morning binge or was nursing a Saturday-night hangover. So, Larry didn’t know what to think when it came to having an angel looking over him, let alone one who arrived in the flesh driving an old, beat-up Honda Civic ready to drive him to Las Vegas. All he cared about was escaping Jackson, Mississippi and starting a new life.

Throughout that first day, the old lady spent more time stopping at restaurants, insisting that he eat something, than driving. Larry believed she was doggedly determined to fatten him up. But for what?

Mabel also talked. A lot. She told him how a virus had been going around where she lived in some small town in Northern Mississippi, almost into Tennessee. Her husband of 40 years had caught it and died. After she’d buried him, God told her to pack her things and leave Mississippi. She had lived like a vagabond ever since, staying in cheap hotels and sometimes even in campgrounds where she would sleep in her car.

Always professing her deep faith in God, Mabel said He was getting her through the hard times. She declared God had told her to settle down in San Francisco and, finding it agreeable, she had set off. Mabel said there were a bunch of sinners in San Francisco and it was up to her to bring them to Jesus. She was strapped for money and always frightfully tired. Larry figured it was because of all her talking. “Boy!” she continuously touted, “I am gonna take care of you and, who knows, I might even adopt you.” Mabel could talk herself silly.

At the end of a particularly loquacious day, Mabel suddenly exited the highway, proclaiming she was too tired to keep going. Larry, who had been dozing, peered up at the sliver of a moon hanging in the twilight sky. He was tired too.

As Mabel eased off the accelerator and turned onto a gravel road, she said, “I ain’t got but about 20 bucks for tonight and I can’t believe what I see up the road. Praise God and my lucky stars. It’s a KOA! I hope you don’t mind sleeping in the car, scrawny, because we’re in luck!”

The car crept up the road until a neon yellow sign with a teepee and three giant letters – K O A – came into view, lighting up the night sky. That night, as Larry drifted off to sleep in the back seat, he thought that maybe Mable could indeed be an angel sent from heaven.


St Joseph’s Hospital

Lucy had been a nurse in the oncology unit at St. Joseph’s for the past 8 years. Her schedule was unrelenting. She worked 12-hour shifts five days a week, but there was no discernible logic to what the hospital defined as a week. And the days she worked were never the same. Lucy was sick of it all – pun intended. The smell of antiseptic began in the parking garage and permeated every ward in the hospital, but it could not mask the underlying odor of death. She couldn’t quite understand where her restlessness came from; she just knew she needed to step away from nursing for a while.

Most of her oncology patients had dismal prognoses. Regardless of the treatments they received, in the end, the majority of them died. Sure, they lingered for a brief period and utilized various life support to ease their suffering, but no matter how much she cared for them, they only seemed to die. It was, in a word, depressing.

Only two good things came from her enervating job. Firstly, she made a reasonably decent living which allowed her to support herself and her wayfarer boyfriends. Lucy also liked the fact that she lived about a half-mile from the hospital, making it easy for her to ride her bike to St. Joseph’s.

She lived in Seattle where the weather was monotonously gray. Winter was the worst. A chilly rain could quickly turn to sleet and occasionally snow; twilight began at three in the afternoon. Lucy missed having a warm summer because Seattle never had them. She was so sick of the incessant rain. Her persistent pessimism made her wonder if she had contracted a seasonal disease where the rainier it got, the more morose she became. Lucy needed to leave Seattle and do it quickly for the sake of her mental health.

At her apartment, she had a large, coffee-table book describing all of the United States. She loved perusing the book late at night and even made up a game to go along with her leisurely reading. Closing her eyes, she would open the book and let her finger randomly drop on a page. Wherever her finger landed, that would be her new home. Lucy enjoyed playing the game, and it almost always turned up somewhere new and interesting for her to think about.

After the day she had had, Lucy vowed that tonight after work, she would play ‘State Roulette’ again, but this time, she would leave Seattle and actually move to wherever her finger landed. The book was useful for this type of quest since the states were not listed alphabetically. Lucy deliberately never became too familiar with the order so she could be surprised every time she played. Anything else would be cheating. She finished her shift in a feverish excitement and peddled home like a maniac, pumping through stop signs, hoping her finger would assign her a warmer location.

Lucy felt thirsty but decided that reaching for a diet coke could wait. In high anticipation, she rushed over to her book, almost tripping on her braided rug. She didn’t bother to change out of her hospital scrubs, which was her usual order of business when she got home. Instead, she knelt at the coffee table and slid the book in front of her, closed her eyes, and said a little prayer, asking God to pick her a good one. Flipping the book, she jabbed her finger onto a page almost as if her finger had magical power. To her great dismay, she landed on Alaska.

“Oh, no! No way!” Lucy exclaimed. “This can’t be happening. Alaska! Are you kidding me? It would cost me everything I’ve saved even to live there. I have to break my rule, and I am going to put my flipping finger in that damn book one more time. I don’t care. It is between God and me.” With bated breath, Lucy grabbed the book roughly for one more fling. Her repeated performance landed her in the southwest state of Nevada. “That’s better. But the only two towns worth a darn in Nevada are Las Vegas and Reno.”

Of the two, it would have to be Las Vegas. A smile of anticipation overcame Lucy. With a new zest for life, she pictured herself being a dealer in some fancy casino. She could rule over a blackjack or craps table, or maybe even baccarat where the stakes were high and the tips were enormous.

Talk about a career change! Lucy knew one thing. No one ever died from going to Las Vegas, and if they did, they expired from too much excitement. Tomorrow, she would give her two-weeks’ notice.


Riley’s Liquor Store

In his mid-twenties, Ty was alone in the world. Both of his parents had been drug addicts; cocaine had consumed them. While Ty was still an infant, his grandmother sued his parents for guardianship and subsequently raised Ty as best she could. He lived with her in Brooklyn, poor but cared for until, when he was a college senior, she died. Except for the one wedding photograph of his parents that his grandmother kept on the fireplace mantel, Ty never saw his parents. Although the New York streets toughened him, somehow he managed to avoid becoming caught in the downward drug spiral that snared so many of his friends.

A talented artist with an innate ability, he was offered a scholarship to the prestigious School of Visual Arts in Manhattan. After graduating, Ty accepted a job in the art department of a prominent marketing and advertising firm. His artwork and photography were recognized by his peers and encouraged by his superiors. Everyone knew that success for Ty was all but assured.


Like Ty, Sean was another prodigy the firm was grooming for the future. Talent-wise, he and Ty had much in common. Arriving within weeks of one another, they became wary allies in a system they knew would eventually pit them against each other. Sean made that point perfectly clear to Ty one afternoon during a lunchtime run together in Central Park. “You know, Ty, the firm can’t have two up-and-comers. One of us is going to lose and I’m telling you now, it ain’t going to be me, man!”


Privately, Ty considered Sean a parasite who was not above stealing ideas and presenting them as his own. He certainly was no friend. Sean was in perpetual competition. Even out of the office, the man never let up. He could turn a quick twenty-minute cardio run through Central Park into an all-out Olympic event.

Ty knew he could beat Sean in just about anything, but tired of the competition. Even when they entered the ring for a friendly boxing bout, Sean inevitably turned it into a prizefight. Ty felt the jar of Sean’s competitiveness through his sparring helmet. These were not just friendly jabs. They had a purpose.

In their company touch-football games, Sean put a hit on him like he was a lineman for the NY Giants. But even in pro-football, it was illegal to perform a body slam like that on your opponent for concern about concussions.

In Sean’s world, there was no room for friendly competition. He was either the victor or the vanquished. It seemed losing to Ty at anything meant abject failure to Sean. Even when drinking, Sean had to drink Ty under the table or score all the women when they were out. Ty began to see Sean’s compulsion to compete as abnormal; even bordering on the psychotic. Someone like that was capable of doing just about anything to win and Ty realized he needed to lose Sean from his life.

Ty’s girlfriend Emily echoed Ty’s sentiments, saying, “Sean isn’t a good friend. He’s got issues. He’s a jerk and a major creep. He’s always trying to keep you from succeeding. He’s always trying to one-up you. Oh my God, he’s no good and he’s only going to bring you down if you keep hanging around him.” Ty ignored her characteristic rantings even though he knew she was right.

And considering Emily, it wouldn’t be such a devastating loss if he dumped her too. She had an over-inflated opinion of herself but aspired to nothing. Emily worked at the shoe boutique of an upscale department store and seemed to care about only shoes. The woman had so many shoes that she stopped counting after her four-hundredth pair. Shoe boxes crowded the walls of every room in her small apartment; they were even in her bathroom. Nothing else motivated her, not even sex. The woman was vain, self-absorbed, and disgustingly materialistic; Ty wouldn’t miss her.

New York City might be the Big Apple, but to Ty, it was turning out to be the Big Nothing. He had no ties or family there. The promise of a successful Madison Avenue career was no longer enough for him. He seldom traveled outside of New York City – that thought alone made him feel confined. Ty was impatient for change. What was he waiting for? Knowing things wouldn’t change unless he did something about it himself, he began to update his résumé and portfolio.


Without thinking, Ty left his Greenwich Village flat and headed for Riley’s Liquor Store. He needed to quench his thirst and a bottle of Tanqueray was the tonic for all that ailed him. As he crossed mid-street, three different taxi drivers blew their horns at him and a furious woman with an Italian accent hollered and threw him the finger. Ty paid no notice. He could already taste the gin going down and thought to himself, Yep, a little Tanqueray will help focus my brain. For Ty, gin was the gods’ pure nectar that helped him make crucial decisions. Besides, it always helped him seduce women.



Walgreens Again

Nadine and Frank married shortly after his proposal. The courtship was quite brief and they were wed in a five-minute civil ceremony a week later.

Not wanting to uproot Nadine’s kids, Frank moved into a small spare room Nadine had been using as a dump room. He kept his word and gave up cigarettes, but not without aid as Nadine now found herself picking up Frank’s discarded nicotine patches strewn around her crowded house. Their marriage so far had been nothing but Frank’s ill-tempered demeanor due to his kicking cigarettes.

Nadine’s two children Dorothy and Robert pretended he wasn’t there and avoided him whenever he was around. Similarly, Frank barely spoke to them but when he did, he was churlish and impatient. He showed no interest in them, refusing to even interact with them. And as far as Frank having “So much to tell her,” well, that never happened. He lived in her house like Nadine imagined he had lived before they were married – quietly and scarcely speaking. It was like a gossamer specter, whose presence made itself known in only fleeting glimpses, had come to live in her house.

Frank’s routine was predictable. Long before she woke, Frank brewed a pot of the most grind-full, muddy coffee she had ever tasted. It was so caustic that after her first initial sips, she swore never to subject herself to it again. Like his cigarettes, the man didn’t use filters. And by the time he headed out for his morning walks which usually lasted hours, the only thing left in the coffee maker was a pot full of grounds.

Nadine often wondered if her new husband was really taking walks. Perhaps he was up to something else. Either way, she was mad. She couldn’t even count on the old man to be there to babysit her children. Instead, she had to continue to rely on her best friend Phyllis to sit for her. Phyllis was as flaky as the trail of dandruff that wafted behind her. Sometimes she’d forget to feed the children their lunch and other times she would feed them an ice cream cone or candy bar in place of a healthy meal. Another contentious issue with Nadine was that Phyllis incessantly swore in front of her kids, using every foul and profane word imaginable. No matter how often Nadine told Phyllis to watch her language around her children, her friend continued to pull from her treasure chest of profanity

Early November on a bitterly cold day, Nadine found herself escorting her children to the Bible Daycare shuttle parked along their street. Shivering against the horrible wind, she waved at the bus as it pulled away. It was unusually cold, even for Wheaton, Illinois, a Chicago suburb. Located right off Lake Michigan, winter temperatures could fall well below zero; when combined with the wind chill, the cold could turn deadly.

Folded against the wind, Nadine hurried back into the house, pausing to peek at the thermometer nailed by the garage. It was a beat-up old thing with chipped corners and faded colors. There used to be a picture of a hummingbird on it but now only a barely visible shadow remained. She imagined that the bird materialized over night and was now flying south to escape the frigid cold. Eight degrees below zero – that was one smart bird! Wearing only pajamas and a light, ripped up old bathrobe, Nadine was highly aware of the icy air. She rubbed her arms vigorously trying to warm up. “I can’t believe this! In November! Is this the North Pole or what?”

A disturbing thought came to Nadine. Her stomach seized with stabbing pains that came in waves. She was used to dealing with the pain of her stress-related ulcer, but this flare-up erupted faster than most. Where was Frank in this cold? As usual, her husband had left at first light. She had only heard the front door close. What time was that? Maybe around six-thirty? Where was he?

Now it was now two in the afternoon and still no Frank.  It was not like him to miss lunch. Frank did not have much of an appetite, but skipping lunch was not a part of his routine. Nadine began to panic. She had to find him.

She called Ronald, her manager at Walgreens, who told her to come down to the store. His shift was just about over and they could take his car to search for Frank. Nadine gratefully agreed as she didn’t have a car and always walked to work. She lived just a few blocks from the store and dreaded the idea of even walking to Walgreens in this bitter weather, but at least it wouldn’t take long. She quickly dressed in a pair of jeans and a warm, cashmere sweater. There would be no hibernating from the cold today. Finding Frank was all that mattered now.

As she pulled on her fleeced-lined boots, Nadine thought she heard the doorbell ring. She cocked her ear in the direction of the front door and assumed that it was Frank. She thought what a fool he was to walk out without his key. But when she opened the door, instead of Frank, two blue-uniformed men stood in front of her. A sense of dread overwhelmed her. Her heart was pounding because she knew. With shaking hands, Nadine let them in.

“Ma’am, are you Mrs. Nadine Wall-Spencer?”

Nadine had hyphenated her name when she married Frank because she loved the sound of it. The name had personality. She thought she sounded like somebody, maybe even a celebrity. But now, as spoken by the officer, the name had a foreboding sense to it.

“Yes, that’s me.” Her voice shook so severely the bigger cop had to lean in.

“Ma’am, we have bad news to report to you. Your husband has been found dead. He was found lying by a tree near Oswego Pond with a pistol by his side. It appears he died from a self-inflicted gunshot wound. We also found something on his person that might be of interest to you.” He placed a letter in Nadine’s trembling hands.

The smaller bespectacled cop with jet black hair told her, “We are so sorry for your loss.”


Blinker Bar

Keith and James walked along the banks of a muddy park lake in Macon, Georgia. In a great mood, Keith would occasionally pull out his harmonica and start playing. He could blow the blues and once he got started, would throw his whole body into it. James would start swaying back and forth to the rhythm while singing the blues to Keith’s playing. Together, they were pretty good. There was no reason that with a little practice, they could not turn their act into a steady job somewhere.

For the most part, the park was empty as they walked along the path improvising melodies. The few people they did pass clapped their hands to the beat or gave them an approving thumbs up. Now and then they would stop to perform for a small but appreciative audience.


After a short while, Keith set off to pester James yet again. “Man, let’s get serious and form a band. We could be called K & J!” James rolled his eyes. “Okay, okay, man! J & K!” Keith went on about his connections and how they could line up a few paying gigs at a local bar for them on Friday and Saturday nights. The dive bar to which Keith referred – known as The Blinker – had been the scene of four murders in the past year.


James shook his head adamantly. “There’s no way I am going to get up on stage at The Blinker and put my life on the line for a bunch of drunken assholes. They should have shut that place down years ago.”

Keith groaned. “Just go fuck yourself. Who needs you anyway? I can find another partner easy. I wouldn’t mind having a good-looking woman to front the band.”

James had known Keith his whole life and recently started thinking that hanging around Keith put him on the losing side of nowhere. All they ever did was score drugs and get into trouble. Now that he was twenty-two, James had grown bored with Keith and his antics. He knew he could sing and wouldn’t mind forming a group, but he’d be damned if it was going to be in some podunk town like Macon, Georgia. And it sure as hell wasn’t going to be with Keith.

James was still pissed about the last time they had been to The Blinker. They had gotten into an altercation that landed them both in the county jail on assault and battery charges – not for the first time. Fortunately, Keith’s gorgeous stepmother Sally, once again came to their rescue and bailed them out.

It always started at The Blinker Bar and ended with jail.

Sally was closer in age to Keith than she was to Keith’s father Floyd who had divorced Keith’s real mother in favor of some “eye candy.” As his mother had approached 50, Floyd began crowing around other hen houses and out came Sally. Young, pretty, and materialistic, Sally became infatuated with Floyd’s charm and sophistication, not to mention his success and the fat bank account which accompanied it. But from the beginning of their marriage, Floyd put his new wife on a strict allowance and Sally was not shy about constantly voicing her resentment of it.

Why Sally continued to come to Keith’s rescue puzzled Keith. He knew she wasn’t happy with his father. So why bother rescuing the man’s son from jail? Particularly when they both knew that Floyd would rather let Keith decompose like a rotting potato in that cell before he wasted his hard-earned money on that disappointment called “Son.”

As Sally rescued Keith and James from their latest incarceration, she said while ushering them out of the police station toward her car, “I get scared just driving by it, let alone going inside for a drink. The cops are always there. I don’t understand why they don’t just shut it down. Why do you keep going there?”

Keith answered simply, “For the good times.” Sally looked at him coyly. James just smirked.


“Well, Keith darling, if it’s good times your looking for, you know I’ve always had a soft spot for you. There isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you. I’m so sick of your old daddy and how tight he is with his money. He’s got nothing on you. I’ll be your Blinker Bar Babe and rescue you any time you get your hot little butt in a fix.”


Sally looked over at James and told him alluringly, “And James, I wouldn’t never leave you out of our little party. Feel free to join us anytime.” She tossed her head back and began laughing hysterically and added, “I wonder what Floyd would think about all this family love I’m showing. I’m even sending love to James, our extended family.”

The Blinker Bar boasted “The Skeeter,” Macon’s biggest and meanest badass bouncer. He stood six feet, seven inches and weighed well over three hundred-fifty pounds. Made mostly of muscle, he had a jagged scar on the right side of his face which, rumor had it, was the result of a prison knife fight. He could throw his fists like lightning; when he landed a blow, his victim crumbled to the ground, not likely to stand up and ask for another. The Skeeter was the only bouncer The Blinker employed.

Everyone talked about The Skeeter turning professional heavyweight because as far as anyone knew, once he landed his right on an unruly patron, they were out for the night. The Skeeter was fearless. He could fight anyone anytime; he never lost. The owners paid him well, making him an odd kind of celebrity among the rough roadhouses of Georgia. But nobody messed with The Skeeter.

Fortunately for James and Keith, The Skeeter liked Keith. So, whenever Keith got into a mess at The Blinker, The Skeeter would come to his rescue. First, he would destroy Keith’s adversary and then drag Keith by the shirt collar to the door and send him flying, making sure that Keith ate some dirt when he landed. It was always a hard fall meant to teach Keith a lesson. Unfortunately for James, once the bouncer had disposed of Keith, he delivered the same painful lesson to James.

The Skeeter’s schooling never seemed to sink in with Keith and each class became more difficult than the last. The next weekend, Keith and James would return to The Blinker only to feel The Skeeter’s muscled grip around them mid-evening. They would both be launched out the nearest exit.

Now, as they walked down the park trail, Keith droned on about forming a band. James ignored him and let Keith’s voice drift into a distant mumble. “Yeah, whatever you say, Keith.” James pulled his phone from his pocket with the hope that it would have a good signal. He had seen a television commercial about it last night and now he all he wanted was to book a one-way ticket to Las Vegas. He was done with Keith.


Pins & Things Bowling Alley

Hank Mariotta stood on a small hill to survey his land which included the town named after him – and that he owned. In a time when many small Texas towns were dying, Mariottaville of Central-West Texas was the exception. It was thriving, expanding, and building. Hank was pleased; his life was blessed. Not only did he own Mariottaville, but he was also the proud proprietor of the franchise football team the San Antonio Antelopes. Of all his achievements, however, he was most proud of being responsible for designing and manufacturing the iconic American motorcycle, the Mariotta Maverick.

A gear-head all his life, Hank had amassed his fortune by pursuing his passion for motorcycles. When he was seven years old, he built his first bicycle from parts he had scrounged up around town. At fourteen, Hank started working at the Pins & Things Bowling Alley in San Angelo, Texas. His job was to reset bowling pins by hand. Finding that he didn’t need an education to make money, he dropped out of school during his freshman year. By the time he was seventeen, he owned a small garage that he had bought after saving his earnings from the bowling alley and later from what he made repairing his neighbors’ cars in his driveway.

Despite his age, Hank already had a reputation going for him. The townsfolk thought he was some sort of mechanical genius with an exciting future ahead of him.

But to Hank, it was instinctive. He was a high-school dropout, born into poverty, and destined for rarefied success.

In addition to an innate mechanical aptitude, Hank was also a gifted designer. He was never without his small three-ring notebook filled with sketches of various motorcycle designs. He obsessed over his design work and endeavored to create the most ubiquitous of all-American cycles. He wanted to be the Henry Ford of the motorcycle world! Relentlessly driven, discipline was the engine of Hank’s achievements.

And by his side from the very beginning was his girlfriend Matilda. While Hank was gifted with working with his hands, Matilda had a keen sense for business. She encouraged him to patent his motorcycle designs and to ultimately convert his auto repair shop to focus exclusively on the building of his motorcycles.

At first, the business had been slow. But motorcycle enthusiasts began to notice a new machine trending on the streets. Whenever they asked about a bike that impressed them, the name of the builder was always the same – Mariotta’s Cycle Shop out of San Angelo, Texas.

After four years of exhausting, non-stop work, Hank’s effort paid off with the introduction of the Mariotta Maverick. The Maverick’s radical new design not only transformed the motorcycle industry, but its performance and ride were such that it became an instant success. Soon more orders than his small shop could handle flooded in from dealers and individuals around the county. It was a nice problem to have.

With his business growing, Hank needed to find a manufacturing plant. He knew about a mothballed machining factory in San Antonio. It was built to manufacture auto parts for Detroit that had been hailed by the press as the beginning of the return of American manufacturing. Suffering from mismanagement and corruption, it soon became clear that the factory would never realize the hope and hype promised at the opening day ceremonies.

The plant manager had gotten himself embroiled in scandal. He had been caught colluding with the quality assurance manager to fail perfectly good parts coming off the line. They would then secretly ship them off to Louisiana for resale by an unsavory third accomplice. Predictably, management pointed the finger at the employees. It was a union shop, and maybe the workers were taking too many breaks and too long lunches. Perhaps they were not doing their jobs or meeting their quotas. And for a time, that explanation worked, but it could not explain the glaring fact that the parts rejected by the QA manager were missing. No one was able to solve the mysteriously missing defective inventory.

The Louisiana partner was also involved in other nefarious activities in New Orleans and one night had been found floating face-down in Lake Pontchartrain. It seemed the Dixie Syndicate caught him skimming the till from three of their strip clubs.

The murder investigation led New Orleans detectives to a warehouse in an industrial park located in River Ridge, Louisiana where they discovered racks full of auto parts. Shipping documents indicated they came from Texas. That fact meant that this was now an interstate crime and the New Orleans police were happy to turn that part of the investigation over to the FBI.

FBI agents quickly traced the parts back to their San Antonio source, and the factory owners found themselves embroiled in a scandal that became the lead story on all the network news shows. Almost immediately, customers began canceling longstanding parts orders. This forced layoffs. More canceled orders, more layoffs. By the time those involved had been prosecuted and introduced to their prison cells, the business was beyond recovery. The owners had no choice but to declare bankruptcy and close their doors forever.

The factory had lain vacant for over a year when Hank finally walked through the plant’s door. It was perfect for his plans. Fully aware that the banks were eager to unload the property, he made an absurdly low offer for the factory and everything in it. It turned out just the way Hank knew it would; the bankers immediately agreed to Hank’s terms and the Mariotta Motor Company was born.

Amid all of this drama, Hank and Matilda married and began a family. Over the years, Matilda gave birth to twelve sons and one precious daughter. Eleven of his sons were named after Jesus’s apostles. The twelfth they named Luke. His only beloved daughter, whom he doted on, was named Christianna. Their fourteenth died at birth and Matilda died shortly afterward from childbirth complications. Her untimely death devastated Hank; some say he never returned to what he had been. Hank’s world had revolved around Matilda. Now that she no longer walked by his side there was a tremendous void in his life, one he was certain could never be filled.

As was characteristically Hank, he turned his energy and focus back to business and acquisitions with greater determination than ever before.

Years later as Hank stood on the bluff overlooking the town that bore his name, his only regret was that his beloved Matilda was not there to share that moment with him.


The San Antonio Antelopes

What turned out to be Hank Mariotta’s boldest and most successful acquisition came with his purchase of the San Antonio Antelopes NFL franchise. It was a shrewd move that required unmitigated nerve. Hank Mariotta knew nothing about owning a professional football team but treated the business venture as just another challenge to overcome.

The San Antonio Antelopes were one of the original eight teams in the American Football League when the upstart league debuted in 1960. The team’s founder Louis Paul Dean was a prominent San Antonian whose family roots could be traced back to the Alamo. The Antelopes remained under the Dean Family throughout the decades; there was always one member of the Dean Family at the helm, making the Antelopes the longest-held franchise under a single family in NFL history. Unfortunately, under the Deans’ control, the Antelopes were, at best, mediocre. The team rarely played above five hundred. There was general agreement that the Antelopes could never reach their potential due to lack of investment in the franchise by the Deans.

The Dean family always seemed mired in financial difficulty and reports of their imminent bankruptcy abounded. To make matters worse, Cyril Dean, the last family head of the team, had a reputation that only exasperated the public’s perception of the family. An A-list partier, Cyril was known for throwing lavish soirees rivaling F. Scott Fitzgerald’s character Jay Gatsby. It was also a well-established tabloid-fact that he, as well as many of the other members of the Dean family, were involved with drugs. Cyril’s twin brother Cyrus was alleged to have been so strung-out on cocaine that he had to have his nose cauterized. And when his private life exploded into a public scandal that threatened to smear the NFL’s reputation, Cyril Dean was strongly advised to sell the Antelopes.

Under the Deans’ ownership, the Antelopes made it to the playoffs only twice. Each time they were eliminated in humiliating first-round defeats. For the fans, a ‘Lopes’ loss came to be the expected outcome on any given Sunday. Fingers pointed the blame unanimously at mismanagement under Cyril Dean’s ownership who, instead of investing in the team and recruiting top talent, squandered money on inconsequential affairs. There were even allegations of sports gambling that, if proven, would force the Deans to relinquish ownership. The league quietly made it known to Cyril that unless he sold the team, they would launch an investigation into these grave charges.

After years of mismanagement and underfunding, the San Antonio Antelopes were not worth much. Gate receipts for their games were some of the lowest in the league and licensed sales were almost non-existent. Nobody wanted to wear an Antelopes jersey much less pay for one. They were a joke and the line of bidders looking to buy the team was about as long as the line in front of the ticket box on game day, which is to say that there were no takers – except Hank Mariotta.

Seeing a rare business opportunity, Hank leapt in to buy the beleaguered team. And after several months of intense negotiations, Cyril Dean signed the contract ending more than forty-five years of Dean ownership. Hank Mariotta became the sole owner of the San Antonio Antelopes.

Hank wasted no time rebuilding the franchise. Seconds after the contract was signed, Hank summarily fired the Antelopes’ general manager and shortly after that, the whole front office. By the end of that first day, the only people left from the Dean-era Antelopes were the players under unbreakable contracts. Hank brought in a new general manager named Lou Danner who staffed the front office with talented and experienced veterans. Next, he hired Curt Colby as the Antelopes’ head coach who immediately tackled the challenge of instilling confidence in a team that accepted losing as a foregone fact. After Hank’s general manager convinced Hank to sign Allan DeGreer, the great free-agent quarterback, the Antelopes underwent an impressively swift regeneration. That first year under new management, when the NFL still played a sixteen-game season, the Antelopes went twelve and four and made it to the playoffs.

From then on, the Antelopes walked with pride over what they had accomplished. Under Hank’s ownership, the San Antonio Antelopes became a formidable team. Gate receipts routinely broke records and it became a familiar game-day sight to see citizens of San Antonio sporting the jerseys of their favorite Antelopes players.

As the Antelopes’ success grew year after year, Hank never hesitated to reinvest his sizable profits back into the team. His goal was to build a football powerhouse as enduring as baseball’s New York Yankees. Hank Mariotta was all about creating a legend and a dynasty.

Anything he decided to embark on, Hank inevitably achieved. Each season, his Antelopes were ranked in football’s top tier. For a time, Hank was satisfied with the success he had brought to the Antelopes. But after the wins started becoming routine, Hank became restless and began searching for new challenges. For Hank, it was all about the quest.


Mariottaville, TX

Hank Mariotta became a business legend. Mariotta Motors produced the most iconic motorcycle in the country. And in a few short years, the San Antonio Antelopes staged an epic turn-around that took them from being the subject of merciless ridicule to Sports Center talk as possible Super Bowl contenders. All this made Hank the frequent subject of many TV sports shows and business magazines. Original as the media was, they began collectively referring to Hank as “The Midas Man,” a moniker Hank deplored.

Despite his success, “The Midas Man” Hank felt unsettled. The Antelopes and Mariotta Motors no longer demanded his constant attention. He’d staffed his businesses with managers whom he knew would not fail. To appease his restlessness, Hank began searching for something new to occupy his drifting attention. Subsequently, he hatched a venture so audacious, so ambitious that, despite his past successes, even some of his closest business associates thought impossible to accomplish. He would build a town.


People often joked about it, and it became town lore as to how Hank Mariotta put his plan forward. According to the story, it all began in a run-down San Angelo restaurant. Between bites of a roast beef sandwich, Hank sketched out on his napkin the beginnings of a new town to be named Mariottaville. It was to be built a few miles southwest of San Angelo between the westernmost fingers of Twin Buttes Reservoir. The myth continued to grow until the Hank-Mariotta-gossip train had him buying up half of West Texas to build it. This, of course, was absurd. Only a Texan or those who have taken a Greyhound bus across Texas can appreciate how big Texas is. West Texas alone encompassed over ninety thousand square miles in which ten New Jerseys could comfortably fit.


Mariottaville would be built on land Hank was very familiar with, and he knew what it would take to develop it. Hank already owned sixty-five hundred acres, about ten square miles but to realize his vision, he bought ninety more square miles of mesquite-filled prairie. On the eastern boundary was seventeen miles of undeveloped waterfront. The town would zigzag around this crown jewel of a lake that boasted some of the best catfish, crappie, and white bass fishing anywhere in Texas. Once again, it was the challenge of turning the dream into the reality that animated Hank, and soon the planning of Mariottaville consumed him.

In his imagination, Hank envisioned a Disneyland of sorts, only Texas-style. It would take years to complete, but eventually, it was Hank’s hope that Mariottaville would become an artistic and cultural oasis. It would offer mini-ranches from ten to one hundred acres to the affluent. It would have an exotic animal habitat, numerous parks, boat ramps, historical museums, and countless other amenities. There would even be a pavilion for hosting concerts and cultural events.

Hank enlisted the help of his family and relatives who were put to work in some capacity. Some assisted him in procuring the tracts of land Mariottaville needed while others helped design a master plan for the community. Even more of the extended Mariotta family were engaged to help develop the infrastructure necessary for a town like Mariottaville. There was the water supply, power sources, sewage processing, and all manner of complicated engineering problems to resolve. It was precisely the kind of work that Hank Mariotta loved, and it absorbed him.

To show his appreciation to those family members and friends who helped him, Hank gave them the right of first refusal for prime property around the lake. Half of the first families to call Mariottaville home came from Hank’s immediate and extended family.

It took seven years, but by the time the town was incorporated, Mariottaville was on its way to becoming everything Hank had originally envisioned. It boasted a public library with a West Texas historical reference department that rivaled even some of the best universities in the state, and had its own fire and police station. An elementary school and a high school were the first to go up due to the rapid influx of young families from nearby San Angelo. Of course, numerous small stores and restaurants opened to capitalize on the upstart community. Antique stores, art galleries, eateries, specialized boutiques, and more lined the streets of the town center. Visitors to the village remarked to their friends and neighbors that Mariottaville oozed charm. Still, for Hank, Mariottaville lacked the one thing that was most important to him, a Catholic church. His Catholic faith was his constant counsel and at the core of every decision he made.


The Concho River

Hank was proud of his Italian heritage. His great-great grandparents Giacomo and Lucia Marietta were barely eking out a living as sharecroppers in their small village in southern Italy when what is known as the Risorgimento began in 1860. A period of unification between the northern and southern regions of the country, Risorgimento marked the beginning of what is now considered Italy.

Because most of the wealth was concentrated in the north, the northern cities dominated the newly formed Italian government. These politicians enacted higher taxes, excessive tariffs, and trade regulations that unfairly impacted the people of southern Italy and had devastating effects on them. Life had been hard before, but with the Risorgimento it was an outright struggle. No longer seeing a future for his family, Giacomo Marietta convinced his extended family members to pool their meager resources to fund passage to America for his and his brother’s Ernesto families. There they would make good and send for the rest of the family as soon as they could.

The Marietta brothers reached the shores of the United States in the spring of 1867, entering through the city of Galveston, Texas. It was there that port officials misspelled the brother’s surname by replacing the ‘e’ with an ‘o’ in the official immigration records. Thus began the long history of the Mariotta family in the United States of America.

In Galveston, the Mariottas joined a group of immigrants heading north where it was said that the land was open and free to claim. After nearly two months of difficult travel punctuated by the birth of Luis Mariotta, the group finally made it to where the north and south branches of the Concho joined to form the Concho River – the confluence of America’s Manifest Destiny and the hard edge of the western frontier. It was there the Mariottas chose to stake their families’ futures.

And fate smiled down on them. With constant work but not without the vigilance of the soldiers at Fort Concho to protect them from frequent Comanche raids, the Mariottas transformed wild, formless acres into the most successful sheep ranch in the territory. As promised, the brothers began sending for the Mariettas remaining in Italy.

In the intervening generations, Mariotta family history became inextricably woven into the fabric of the history of San Angelo and the name Mariotta was as common as the mesquite brush that filled the Texas prairie.

Though the Mariotta family adapted to the customs and ways of their new land, they still held onto many of the traditions of the old country. One of these traditions was a constant commitment to the Holy Catholic church. In a land where faith was either non-existent or the nearest priest was more than one hundred miles away, the family held mass as best they could. Without an ordained priest to administer the sacraments of the Holy Eucharist and Reconciliation (confession), they could not fully practice their faith. A top priority for the Mariotta patriarchy was to establish a parish and bring a priest permanently to San Angelo.

Unwilling to wait for the Catholic Church to send a priest to San Angelo, the family financed the reverse immigration of the first American-born Mariotta, Luis Mariotta, back to Italy to become ordained into the priesthood. It was a dangerous trek and there was no guarantee Luis Mariotta would ever return. But eventually he did. Returning as Father Luis Mariotta, the priest brought with him the ability to confer the holy sacraments to his family.

In 1961, more than eighty years later after Father Luis celebrated his first mass, the diocese of San Angelo was established. No one could argue that the Mariotta families had not been the dominant force in its creation.


Henderson, Nevada

In keeping with family tradition, Hank wanted to establish the first Catholic church in his newly incorporated town of Mariottaville. It seemed preordained and it was no coincidence that as soon as Hank began laying the foundation for the new church, a beleaguered stranger passed through town.

On that hot summer afternoon as Hank was driving home to his ranch, he noticed a man walking along the road in front of him. The man’s back was sweat-soaked and his feet dragged from exhaustion. Hank pulled alongside him and asked, “Is there anything I can do to help you?”

The man appeared to be in his forties. His salt-and-pepper hair was matted to his forehead with sweat and his lips cracked. Gratefully, he said, “Yes, my car ran out of gas back a’ways. Do you know where I can get some gas?”

Hank told him there was a Shell station a few miles down the road. The only other gas station was a Chevron about twenty miles away and Hank wasn’t about to send this guy off on a two-day hike in this heat. “If you want, I can run you over to the Shell station. I’m heading that way and it would be no problem. You shouldn’t be walking out in this heat.”

The stranger, who was dripping sweat off his upper lip, said, “Well, thank you so much. I will take you up on your offer.” Heat-ridden, the man almost fell into the car.

Hank asked bluntly, “What brings you here? Too bad you ran out of gas during the hottest part of the day. You don’t want to be walking anywhere in West Texas during the summer without water. This place is like a blast furnace. You’ll dehydrate so fast you’ll be a shriveled prune in no time.” Hank exaggerated the danger in his attempt to lecture this stranger about the perils of the Texas heat.

“I was down in San Antonio on business.”

“Yeah? What kind of business?”

“I was visiting the San Antonio diocese.”

“Really, what was your business with them?” Hank couldn’t hide his sudden curiosity.

“I am a Roman Catholic priest; my diocese is in Henderson, Nevada. I came for a seminar and someone suggested that I check out Mariottaville on my way back home. They said it was new and I would enjoy taking in the scenic lake and small shops. My name is Father Lawrence.” He put out his hand for a firm handshake. “And what is your name?”

Hank returned the priest’s handshake with an even firmer grip. Then with a twinkle in his eye and a somewhat puffed up chest, replied, “Welcome to Mariottaville. I’m Hank Mariotta.” Hank was astounded that what he had prayed for so long might be happening. “Excuse me, did you just say you are a Roman Catholic priest?”

Amused, Father Lawrence replied, “Last time I checked, I was. Actually, I am a retired priest. Why? Is there a problem?” He searched Hank’s face, waiting for an explanation.

“Well, you won’t believe this, but Mariottaville is coming around nicely and we are building a church. But I’ve been told that there are no priests available to shepherd it. I’m a cradle Catholic and The Faith is an essential part of my life. Retired, you say? Is there any way you can talk with your diocese to be our priest?” Hank poured his heart out to Father Lawrence.

“Well, if your bishop could help petition my case, there is always a chance I’d get the necessary permissions,” Father Lawrence admitted. “What a twist! I came here to Mariottaville as a tourist and now I could be coming out of retirement. All because I ran out of gas.”

Hank threw back his head with a good laugh. “It appears that there may be a divine reason for our meeting. It proves that not only does God have a good sense of humor, but He’s got a plan. I am actually in the middle of pouring the church foundation. We plan to complete it in about seven months. Father. It would be my pleasure to show you around. Perhaps we could even grab some lunch.” With a grin, he added, “Then we could talk about how to go about getting you assigned as the priest for Mariotaville’s new parish.”

Later that evening, Hank and Father Lawrence walked the church site. “I do have a question for you,” Hank said quizzically. “Please don’t take this the wrong way. But you only look to be in your forties.” He paused for a moment and then blurted out, “So how is it that you are retired?”

Father Lawrence looked down as if Hank had slighted him in some way. “I’m not exactly retired. It’s just that I have a disability and the diocese uses me as a pinch hitter, so to speak. I have a bad back and sometimes I cannot walk or even get up. My bishop deemed me to be in too poor of health to have a parish of my own. That might be true, but the problem would be fixed if they would buy me a wheelchair that would allow me to get around on my own.” The Father replied with a melancholy sigh. “But then they said I would need a handicap van to accommodate my needs and they don’t have the funds for both. They have a point, I guess.”

Hank didn’t know what to think. The father appeared perfectly fine, at least for now. “But you seem okay. I mean, you ran out of gas and were walking around in the hot sun. Are you in any pain right now?”

“Today, my back was cooperating but my car was not. I have good weeks that sometimes go into months, and then my back acts up again and I am laid out for long periods. I have a disease called ‘ankylosing spondylitis.’ It’s a form of arthritis that causes inflammation of the joints in the spine. I know, it’s a weird-sounding name.”

Hank chuckled and then posed a serious question to Father Lawrence. “Suppose I bought you the fanciest wheelchair and added the latest and greatest van to give you complete mobility. Wouldn’t that sweeten the deal to let your bishop release you?”

Father Lawrence pondered the question and after what seemed to Hank like an eternity, exclaimed eagerly, “Yes, I think that might. I think he would!”

Six months later, Hank Mariotta received word from Father Lawrence that the diocese in Las Vegas was talking with the diocese of San Angelo. Together they agreed to transfer him to the San Angelo diocese with the express purpose of pastoring the first Catholic parish of Mariottaville.

The bishop of San Angelo presided over the dedication of St. Lawrence Catholic Church and installed Father Lawrence as its pastor. Eager to nurture the infant church and its new priest, both dioceses supplied interim deacons to assist with the operations of the new parish. The beautiful, solemn christening of the church brought in parishioners from Dallas to San Antonio. Hank was overjoyed.

At the celebration after the mass, Hank joked with Father Lawrence, “Well Father, I bet you never thought you’d pastor a church named after you.”

Lawrence smiled and said, “Well, I’m certainly no saint. Saint Lawrence left some mighty big shoes to fill, but it does give me something to aspire to.”

In the year 257, despite his young age of twenty-three, Pope Sixtus II ordained Saint Lawrence as a deacon and charged him with the responsibility of managing the church treasury and distributing charity to the poor. A year later, Sixtus was martyred. Saint Lawrence was arrested and ordered to turn the church’s wealth over to Rome. Legend has it that he said he would need three days to gather it all. During those three days, Saint Lawrence gave away all the church’s money to the poor. He even sold sacred church relics to increase what he was able to give to the poor. When the three days were up, he invited Roman authorities to come to the church. All around them were lepers, orphans, widows, the blind, maimed, and lame. Lawrence, spreading his hands toward his congregation, told the Romans that these people were the Church’s real treasure. Greatly angered, the authorities ordered his immediate execution over a bed of hot coals. Legend says that after some time over the coals, Saint Lawrence joked with his executioners, saying, “I’m done on this side. Turn me over.” Saint Lawrence became one of seven martyred deacons during a period of brutal Christian persecution under the Roman Emperor Valerian.

The name of Mariottaville’s church had been decided on long before Hank and Father Lawrence had crossed paths, but the strange coincidence of their meeting did not escape them; they saw it as confirmation that this was God’s will. The two joked that Father Lawrence’s car running out of gas turned out to be God’s biggest blessing.

Hank could rest easy knowing that the town of Mariottaville was finally complete and that the first Catholic church of his town would flourish.


Holy Ghost Monastery

Father Lawrence found himself given to frequent reflection and introspection. He couldn’t help but think that his life began the day he decided to run away from home and Mabel stopped to pick him up. Through the years, Mabel stressed to him that God had told her to pick up that young hitchhiker and be his angel. Father Lawrence always felt her presence throughout his life.

One of Father Lawrence’s fondest memories was when Mabel let him take the wheel of her old car and drive around that KOA campground. He had told her that he was sixteen years old, but the truth was that he was barely fourteen years of age. He was small, even for fourteen, and could barely see over the steering wheel. The first thing he did behind the wheel was blast the radio. Father Lawrence remembered Mabel throwing her head back and laughing hard as he steered the beat-up car around the campground’s gravel road.

“Scrawny, you’re a mess, but I gotta say, you got a handle on things. You’re driving just fine. You got a take-charge attitude turning on that radio, making that your first order of business. Someone must have taught you how to drive. I bet I’m right. Did your daddy teach you how to drive?”

Larry thought better of telling Mabel how he and his friend Les had often sneaked Les’ daddy’s 1964 Oldsmobile out at night and joyrode around the back roads of Mississippi. One time they got caught by Les’ daddy, Popeye. His real name was Lester Senior, but everyone called him Popeye because of the corn-cob pipe and sailor’s cap he wore as natural as his mustache and full head of hair.

That one night so long ago, Popeye had been waiting for them when Les pulled the car into the garage. Les’ daddy flung open the door and dragged Les out by his shirt collar, forcing Les to hold out his hand. He took his smoking pipe and slammed it into the palm of Les hand, emptying the burning tobacco into it. Les screamed in pain. “Maybe that’ll make you think twice about wrapping your hands around the steering wheel of my car ever again,” the man warned.

When he was through with Les, Popeye made a grab for Larry, but Larry turned and ran out the door faster than he ever thought possible. He heard Popeye yelling behind him, “Your old man is gonna hear about this one, you good-for-nothing brat.” But Popeye’s threats never stopped them, and they were careful not to get caught by the cops and especially Popeye again. It was what they did on the weekends for fun and years later Father Lawrence could still see Les sitting behind the steering wheel of Popeye’s Oldsmobile, saying, “Let’s go get some kicks.”

But Larry never revealed his clandestine cruises to Mabel. Instead, any time she asked about his driving skills, he said, “No ma’am, I guess I was just born with a steering wheel in my hand. I know I’m gonna be in the Daytona 500 someday and I’ll probably win too.”

“Scrawny, you sure are a stitch saying you’re going to win the Daytona 500.” Mabel held on to her side and said it hurt from all her laughing. Larry had never seen anyone laugh quite like Mabel. She laughed so hard that she started to cry and her tears ran down her fat rosy cheeks.


Often, he would close his eyes and remember their trip to Las Vegas. But once there, Mabel told him that there was no way she was going to drop him off in that godless place. “My God,” “It’s called Sin City, scrawny.”


Someone once told her about a Catholic monastery in the desert east of Las Vegas and Mabel announced God was telling her that was where they would go even though she admitted that she had no idea where it was or if it really existed. When they stopped at a dilapidated gas station in a remote town outside of Las Vegas for directions, it turned out that they were just about there. A few miles later, Mabel turned onto the side road that led to the monastery. After cresting a small hill, it seemed like they had entered a new world. Below them spread a sweeping valley bounded by barren mountains that splattered the horizon. In the center of the valley was the monastery, a low, sprawling adobe complex surrounded by a grove of olive trees. From the top of the hill, it looked like a desert oasis in the dry brown of a Nevada desert.

The monastery sat on a few hundred acres of which about one hundred acres had been cultivated and consisted mostly of olive trees. The produce from the olive grove was how the Benedictine monks financially sustained themselves. The olive trees they planted were used to produce olive oil, but not the bread-dipping kind. Their trees did not produce saleable fruit in the form of edible olives as the soil chemistry made the olives far too bitter. Instead, the monks used the fruit to create facial creams and beauty products. They had purchased specialized equipment and presses to cure and process the olive crop into healthy lotions. They produced an entire line of topical creams to heal dry skin, wrinkles, and scar concealer, as well as a host of other beauty treatments.

Over the years, the friars had developed a sizable mail-order business for the sale of their creams. But with the advent of the internet, orders for their products exploded and they found they could barely keep up with the demand. Their flagship product, a small jar of greenish cream they described as the “Desert Fountain of Youth,” pictured a kind, old monk wearing a brown robe. Above him read:

Do you want Monk-tastic skin?

We guarantee you will experience

Amazing, Age-eliminating results when you use

St. Benedict’s Desert Skin Cream

Each jar has been blessed by our beloved Abbot Karl Schmidt

Presiding over our monastery for 20 years!


Abbot Schmidt of the Holy Ghost Monastery agreed to shelter Larry and Mabel for three months, and no longer. But the monks quickly took a liking to Mabel and began calling her “Aunt Mabel.” Three months turned into three years. The monks loved Mabel. She was an excellent cook and her gardening skills allowed them to grow a bountiful garden of different vegetables year-round. Mabel even sewed and darned the monks’ socks, joking that they were holy socks. And then she would laugh at her own silly pun. Her laughter was contagious and soon the whole abbey caught her affliction.


Mabel never did adopt Larry. But that was only a legal technicality to him. He considered Mabel as much a mother to him as his real mother. He often overheard her speaking with the monks about “her son Larry” or “her boy.” And Larry was sure that in her own mind, Mabel looked upon him as her adopted son.

Larry found he enjoyed life with the monks and they taught him many useful skills. At first, he had helped Mabel in the kitchen and garden, but later worked in any capacity the monastery demanded. From carpentry to plumbing, olive harvesting to facial cream chemistry, manufacturing to mail room duties, Larry engaged in every aspect of monastic life.

He particularly enjoyed the frequent long hikes he took with the monks traipsing through the desert. There he learned to identify the surprisingly large variety of desert plants and wildflowers. He learned to observe tiny movements and out-of-place textures in a sea of monotonous shades of brown and realized that the desert was teeming with animal life; lizards, jackrabbits, Gila monsters and mule deer, along with the coyotes, and rattlesnakes all found ways to make the desert their home. The ubiquitous rock outcrops too were more than just rocks. They told their own stories about an ancient Earth that existed millions of years ago. He grew to love the hot, dry sun on his back during the day. And during moonless, star-lit nights, with the coyotes howling off in the distance, he could almost convince himself that this was heaven.

During those years, Larry also tended to his studies and excelled; Mabel and the monks made sure of that. Their care and concern for his welfare brought new order and stability into Larry’s life that kindled his growing faith in God. Undoubtedly, God was answering the prayers and devotions of the doting monks and his adoptive mother Mabel.

At the age of sixteen, Larry legally emancipated himself from his parents in the state of Nevada. During the process, the state found out his mother had passed and his father had gone missing. The only requirement was to prove to the state that he could take care of himself financially. Mabel and the Holy Ghost monks vouched for his veracity on that count which led to the State of Nevada granting his petition. Free to pursue life any way he saw fit, Larry asked if he could continue to stay at the monastery with Mabel and the monks. Of course, they said yes.

When Larry turned seventeen, he announced his decision to become a priest. One dilemma faced him, however; he was afraid to tell the Abbott that he did not want to become monastic, but instead wished to serve as a parish or community priest. The Abbott explained that although they had hoped Larry would join their order, his calling came from God and the monks would support him wherever that calling led him. Larry applied to and was accepted at a nearby college where he could divide his time between work at the monastery and complete his undergraduate studies before heading off to seminary.

One morning at communal breakfast, Mabel announced matter-of-factly that God had told her it was time for her to continue her journey to California. That same afternoon, Mabel left the monastery without saying goodbye to anyone.

Mabel’s departure left a void at the monastery that Larry found difficult to adjust to and he added a part-time job as a convenience store clerk to his already busy schedule. Larry was accustomed to hard work. In Mississippi, he had worked to escape his father’s cruelty. But now, the extra work was to avoid the monastery’s lonely silence that replaced Mabel’s cheerful presence.

After Mabel left the monastery, Mabel and Larry corresponded in frequent letters. On rare occasions, whenever Mabel could find a telephone and the change, she gave Larry a call to update him on her nomadic life on the road. While she had made it to California, she wrote that she was stranded in Los Angeles and had not yet made it to San Francisco. Time went by and although Larry became caught up in the business of living his life, he always found the time to correspond with Mabel.


When Mabel failed to reply to his latest letter, Larry became concerned. It had been months since she last wrote. Unable to locate her, all he could do was wonder and worry. One early winter day while working at the Quik-Stop, Larry picked up the latest issue of USA Today and skimmed it. It was the usual stuff of politics, scandal, and crime. On page four, however, he found the mini-headline “Women Dies in Car from Carbon Monoxide Poisoning Trying to Stay Warm.” Larry dreaded what came next. Mabel was found in her car, dead, on a forest service road about seven miles from a campground near Mount Shasta, California.


The newspaper revealed scant detail about what had happened to Mabel but after contacting the California Highway Patrol, Larry learned the tragic truth.

Witnesses reported that an elderly woman in her late-seventies driving an old Honda had pulled in front of the Camp Shasta campground office. The camp may have needed some basic maintenance and repair, but it boasted of the most spectacularly scenic view of Mount Shasta available from any vantage point. During a full moon, the effect of the soft and silver light on the mountain was positively sublime.

Shortly after the elderly woman had entered the rustic, cedar-planked office, a caravan of shiny new Cadillac Escalades pulled into the campground lot, each of which was towing an equally polished and new Air Stream trailer. The drivers had gotten out of their cars and walked into the office to register.

They waited impatiently behind the old woman who was explaining to the folks behind the counter that she had no money, but hoped to indulge the owner’s kindness and let her use one of their hookups to plug in her electric blanket to guard against the night’s expected cold. The weather forecast had called for the first hard freeze of the season and temperatures at their elevation were forecasted to dip into the teens. Except for a fifth wheel and a mini motorhome whose generator sounded like it was about to lose a bearing, Camp Shasta was all but empty.

The owners of the camp, a husband and wife team, were suspicious of the old woman and made up a story that park rules did not allow sleeping in your car; there were rest stops for that.

“You must have some kind of trailer,” the husband told her.

Mabel had pleaded with them to let her stay. “I promise I won’t be any trouble.” One of the Air Stream drivers had muttered impatiently for the old lady to get on with it. The other had complained loudly about being exhausted.

The woman repeatedly tried, begging the owners to let her stay in the campground. Again, they had told her, “No.” They had state campground guidelines that they were to follow. Then they turned their attention to the Air Stream duo and barely noticed as Mabel left the office.

Larry envisioned what a resourceful Mabel must have done next. She had probably thought that she would find a spot on a back road to pull over, catch some sleep, and stay warm by keeping her car running. Larry grieved as he thought of her on the side of some deserted dirt road, alone. The autopsy determined that she had succumbed to carbon monoxide poisoning, falling asleep peacefully without realizing she was suffocating. At least she had not suffered from hypothermia.


Enraged, Larry thought, What kind of people were these that had no compassion for this poor woman down on her luck? He thought of Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan in which robbers attacked a traveler and took everything he had, even his clothes, and left him for dead on the side of the highway. Two holy men came along and, seeing the man, moved to the other side of the road as they passed. A third man not of God passed by and, seeing the beaten man, took pity and immediately cared for him. If any good was to come out of Mabel’s tragic death, it was Larry’s renewed determination to enter the priesthood and to serve other people as God commanded. Mabel had been his Good Samaritan and this was Larry’s way to honor her memory.


From then on, Larry’s life followed the orderly succession of steps necessary to become a priest. He completed his undergraduate degree at the Franciscan University of Steubenville and graduated with a double major in theology and philosophy and a minor in Latin. Then, it was off to seminary for further studies in Greek, Latin, canon law, the history of the Roman Catholic Church, and, of course, the Bible. He excelled and, after four years, graduated with a Masters of Divinity degree. After serving a year as a deacon at a local parish, Father Lawrence made his final vows for the priesthood. He was ordained at age twenty-five after eight intense years of discernment and training.


After his ordination, everything fell rapidly into place for Father Lawrence. In his first job, he was sent to a small parish in Henderson, Nevada named St. Michaels. There, he stayed for fifteen years overseeing its growth from a few hundred families into one of the largest parishes in Clark County. It seemed that he would be at St. Michaels forever until he was suddenly and inexplicably stricken with a severe arthritic malady called ankylosing spondylitis. His pain became so severe that he could no longer reliably complete the celebration of the mass. The bishop reluctantly put Father Lawrence into semi-retirement, asking him to assist with services around the diocese as needed. Despite his disappointment, Father Lawrence dutifully complied with the bishop’s assignments.


And then one day, he was sent to San Antonio, Texas to attend an annual conference of Catholic laymen and clergy to discuss ways to make the Catholic Church more appealing to young people. He would never forget that day when, in casual conversation during a session break, someone suggested that he return to Las Vegas by way of a little Texas town called Mariottaville. Father Lawrence had intended to make a brief stop there before continuing home, but God was at work and had other plans for him. Mariottaville would become his new ministry.

Father Lawrence saw God’s hand directing his every turn in life and was humbled. Looking upwards, he clasped his hands together and prayed an intercessory prayer to Saint Lawrence for continued guidance. With Mabel and his patron saint St. Lawrence at his side, he felt invincible.


1414 Big Sky Ranch Road

Christiana Mariotta had everything she could ever want – Hank made sure of that. Born the youngest of thirteen, she was Hank’s only daughter. From the moment she was born, Hank worshipped and adored her. After his beloved wife Matilda died, Hank deflected his grief by pouring his love and adoration onto the only woman left in his life, his Chrissy.

But in addition to a doting devotion, Hank conducted Chrissy’s life with the same meticulous control that he did in all of his business ventures. Whether it was who she could be friends with or how she occupied her after-school time, he decided it for her. Chrissy grew up insulated and isolated, oblivious to the fence her father had built to keep her safely corralled.

One Saturday morning, Hank brought his marketing team over to his ranch to discuss Mariotta Motors’ latest advertising campaign designed to continue to drive the Maverick’s impressive sales into the future. Hank’s team argued that they needed to appeal to a younger audience. The Maverick already dominated the hardcore cyclist market, but to continue to grow sales, they had to appeal to a new demographic. Hank looked at the flattening lines on the graphs and charts his team had thrown up on the makeshift easel and immediately understood the issue without the need for further explanation or interpretation. “Thank you, gentlemen; I’ve got it. What do you propose?”

Before the team had a chance to respond, Chrissy burst into the room dressed in riding gear and visibly distressed. “Daddy, Chico bolted and I can’t get him to come back. You’ve got to help me round him up.”

Hank looked at her and smiled. “Okay Chrissy, as soon as I finish here, we will go corral Chico. For now, have a seat while we finish our meeting.” Chrissy sat next to her father on the soft leather couch.

Turning his attention to his staff, Hank said, “I’m sorry for the interruption, gentlemen. Cooper, you were just about to tell me your proposal for appealing to the younger set.” Cooper did not respond. Instead he appeared distracted and was staring at Chrissy with an odd expression on his face. Chrissy didn’t seem to notice, but Hank certainly did.

“Cooper!” Hank barked impatiently.


Cooper rattled his head and shook himself back into focus. “Uh. I’m sorry, Mister Mariotta. Yes, we feel that to build up interest in the younger market, we need to soften up the Maverick’s image. Make it more like a girl magnet. A guy that age thinks about only one thing, and if we make it the cool ride that girls respond to, we feel that this is the kind of appeal that will open the door to a whole new market for us.”



Hank was silent. He stared at Cooper for a moment and then turned his attention to the men standing next to Cooper. “So, you want to sex it up? What are we going to do, have bikini-clad Playboy bunnies stretched out along the bike?” Hank paused, clearly unimpressed. “No! That is not Mariotta Motors.”


Cooper responded quickly. “No sir, that’s not our idea at all. We want to showcase the Maverick as innocent fun for the younger crowd. All straight up and proper, but implying the freedom and independence that they can only get by riding a Mariotta Maverick. We do envision using a female model, but not the type you see in the usual biker magazines. Our girl will be the quintessential ‘Girl Next Door,’ attractive, fun-loving, but innocent. Something like the Ivory Girl image, if you recall those commercials from years ago.”

Hank did remember those old commercials and was beginning to see the possibilities of the campaign. “I like it. But where do you find a girl like that? Nowadays they all have tattoos and nose piercings and pink and green hair.” Everyone laughed at this.

“Well sir, I think we’ve found her.” Cooper motioned to Chrissy. “And she’s right here in this room.”

The room went cold. Hank sat rigidly on the couch, dumbfounded. Cooper’s colleagues glared at him in horror as they saw their careers disintegrate like a Star Trek teleporter. Cooper fidgeted nervously evidently unsure about what he’d said.


After a long and unnerving pause, Hank jumped off the couch and approached Cooper. “Let me get this straight. Are you telling me that you want to make my only daughter the spokeswoman and figurehead for The Mariotta Maverick? You want my Chrissy to star in a bunch of commercials and use my pride and joy, my baby girl, to help me sell motorcycles? For God’s sake, man, she’s only fifteen years old!”


Copper appeared paralyzed but managed to sputter a reply, “Well sir, I mean no disrespect, but the moment your daughter came into this room I thought she had the exact qualities we are looking for: youth, innocence, and authenticity.”

Chrissy jumped up and tugged at her father’s arm excitedly. “Daddy, please? It would be the greatest thing that ever happened in my entire life. Please, Daddy? I won’t let you down. Please let me do this.”

“Absolutely not!” Hank replied emphatically. Then addressing Cooper, he said, “This meeting is over. We’ll take it up again on Monday. Good day, gentlemen.” Hank left the room abruptly, dragging Chrissy alongside him.

From that moment on, there was no peace for Hank in the Mariotta household. Chrissy pestered him mercilessly, pleading to allow her to do his commercials. And in the end, Hank had no choice but to relent and reluctantly agree to use Chrissy in his new advertising campaign. So, at the tender age of fifteen, Hank’s beloved daughter set off for California to become the face of the Mariotta Maverick.

Of course, Hank was not about to rely on the integrity of the Tinseltown crowd to shield his only daughter from the temptations that Hollywood had to offer. He insisted on maintaining complete control of every aspect of the campaign shoots and frequently demanded script rewrites and wardrobe changes, much to the frustration of the commercial’s director. Most of the time, Chrissy was cloaked from head to toe, but none of that mattered. The camera loved Chrissy; no matter what she wore, her natural beauty and disarming innocence always shone through. Cooper had been right – Chrissy was the perfect choice.
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