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Chuck Ritter finished his cereal and pushed the bowl away as the cuckoo clock in the living room chirped seven times. Shards of June sunshine pushed through the Venetian blinds and slatted the linoleum floor. His wife Susanna put two pieces of toast on a plate and carried it over to the table, where she sat down across from him. “You’re going to think about the Stock Club today, aren’t you?” she asked.

He shrugged. “If I get a chance.” He managed his father’s hardware store on Main Street near the traffic light in the center of Stewart’s Crossing, Pennsylvania. He was short and stocky and during the day he wore a canvas apron over his plaid shirt and jeans. Stray nails, twist-ties, plastic bags, washers and odd pieces of paper always ended up in the pockets of his apron. He’d take it off at the end of the day, puzzled by how much he had accumulated.

It was like that with his marriage, too. He looked at Susanna in her cloth housecoat that was just like the one her mother wore. She hadn’t combed her hair yet that morning, and the static electricity in it kept the thin hairs stuck together. He wondered how they had come this far, eleven years into a marriage, two kids and two cars between them.

“When we were sixteen years old and I kissed you for the first time,” he asked, “did you ever think we’d end up this way?”

“We were fifteen when you kissed me for the first time,” Susanna said. She bit into a slice of toast.

“No. We were sixteen. It was at Louise Walsh’s party.”

“Her sweet sixteen party,” Susanna said, wiping her mouth with a paper napkin. “It was July.”

Chuck had a sudden longing for those days, when he was young and free and the world was full of possibility. Susanna had been his high-school sweetheart, the only girl he had loved or made love to, the reason why he had stayed in Stewart’s Crossing. Most of the guys he had grown up with left town for college, and stayed in those college towns, or moved to the big city with their degrees. Or else they’d just wandered off, to other cities, other states, or other suburbs newer and fresher than their home town.

As he put his bowl in the sink and ran water in it, he heard the high-pitched groan of the school bus slowing to a stop at the end of the block. “Kids! The bus!” he called.

Ten-year-old Bruce skidded around the corner into the kitchen first, barely stopping to pick up his lunch bag and run for the door. Lisa, six, was right behind him, stopping to kiss her mother good-bye and grab her own lunch. “Bruce! Wait up!” she cried, darting through the door and letting the screen bang behind her.

Chuck stood up and watched his children fly down the driveway and jump in through the open door of the school bus. Then he turned back to where his brown-bagged lunch was the only one left on the counter. “I’m going.”

“Promise to think about the Stock Club,” Susanna said.

“Promise.” He kissed Susanna good-bye and walked out to the garage, carrying his lunch.

At heart he was still the same kid who’d dished out nails and measured lumber since he was fourteen. Back then he’d never thought he’d spend his whole life in the same small town. He had his sights set on the larger world. He was sure some train would pass through town and drag him along behind it, watching the tracks fade behind him and Stewart’s Crossing disappear in a haze of summer heat and engine fumes.

But he’d ached for Susanna. That passionate churning in his groin and the pit of his stomach had won out over any desire to leave. He’d gone to work for his father and married Susanna one Sunday at St. Jude’s, the Methodist church on Station Avenue. The railroad lines ran just behind the chapel; during the service the train whistle had blown, loud and strong, just before he took his vows.

He got into his pickup and drove the few minutes down into the center of town, puzzling over the way he felt. On the seat next to him was a Reading Railroad schedule to Philadelphia, and he stared at it for a minute, wondering where it had come from. Then he remembered. A few days before he’d left the shop on a break and walked down to the station at the north end of town. He’d stood there for a while, watching the tracks, not knowing just what he was waiting for, before he’d picked up the schedule and walked back to the store. He wondered now, as he drove down into town, if he had settled for life, rather than going out and grabbing it. Was he getting old, sinking into the sludge of life without ever making a stab at getting out?

He admired men like his friend Sandy Lord, who was an attorney. He’d gone to college, and law school, too, and gone out into the world to find his life. He had chosen to come to Stewart’s Crossing, rather than inheriting it as a birthright. Somehow Chuck thought that was a better way to find your place in life, but he wasn’t sure why.

It was a slow morning at the hardware store. Kids were still in school, crops were already planted; the town was in a holding pattern, waiting for the slow inexorable change of the seasons. Every day got longer, lazier. A fine haze of dust rose and then hung in the air when a customer dropped a half-dozen copper elbows on the counter. Throughout the morning, Chuck mused about Sandy’s life and his own, wondering how things might be different if he left Susanna, gave up the store, moved someplace else.

Just after noon, Sandy walked into the back office where Chuck was sitting, eating his lunch. Sandy’s wife Helene was the bookkeeper at the lumber yard on Mill Street, near the river, where Susanna was the boss’s secretary, and the men had originally met through their wives.

With a deep sigh, Sandy settled into an old wooden chair and put his feet up on Chuck’s desk. The Lords lived in the middle of a tract of suburban homes, in a big Revolutionary War farmhouse that was falling apart. Sandy was a regular customer at the hardware store, asking Chuck for advice about blocked downspouts, chipped bricks, and buckling floors.

They talked for a few minutes about the onrush of summer, and about Pope John XXIII, who had just died the day before. 

“Did Helene tell you about this idea she and Susanna cooked up?” Chuck asked finally, in between bites of the chicken salad sandwich Susanna had made for him on white toast.

“You mean this Stock Club thing?”

Chuck nodded. “Sounds like a bunch of crap.”

“I don’t know,” Sandy said. He wore a pair of round glasses framed by thin gold wire, and he had a habit of pulling them down on his nose when he was serious. “I know Helene and I could use a little extra money.”

“Hell, who couldn’t?” Chuck said. He was already wondering where the money was going to come from for new sneakers for Bruce, who seemed to grow an inch every time his father’s back was turned, for clothes and toys and maybe a color TV to replace the old black-and-white in the living room. He had a momentary flash of life in an apartment in some strange city, every dollar in his pocket his own to spend as he pleased.

“It might be worth it to look into the stock market.”

Chuck shook his head. “I was never much good with numbers.”

Sandy put his feet down and sat up straight. “And yet I’ve seen you rattle off ten different sizes of adjustable wrenches and the kinds of bolts that match each one. You remember that because you want to.”

Chuck finished his sandwich, crumpled the wrapper, and tossed it into the trash can across the room.

“Two points,” Sandy said.

“So you think we ought to do it?” Chuck asked. He was wary of the club; it might be just another rope tying him down to Stewart’s Crossing, to his wife and family, to a life that didn’t seem to suit him any more. It might also cost him what little he’d saved. But it was change, too, and change was good, or at least seemed like it might be.

“Give it a try,” Sandy said. “What can it hurt?”

* * *
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THEY ENDED UP WITH the Ritters, the Lords, and five other couples, including Nick Miller and his wife Carol. Nick had sold Sandy the homeowner’s insurance on the old farmhouse, and they’d gotten acquainted over deductibles and floaters. The club met the first time at the Lords’ house, in the dining room, where the ceilings were so low that Nick, who was well over six feet tall and skinny as a telephone pole, had to duck down to get over to the table.

While Helene made sure there were plenty of chips and dip, and everybody had coasters for their drinks, Sandy started the meeting. “Nobody likes to talk about money,” he said. “You’re always afraid you don’t have as much as the other guy, or that you’re making him feel bad because he doesn’t have as much as you do. You know, my best law school friend works for a big firm in Pittsburgh, and I can only guess how much money he makes.”

Across the table from him, Paul Warner nodded. He was a supervisor at a plant near Philadelphia that made missile parts, and he and his wife Elaine lived around the corner from Sandy and Helene. “At the plant, they don’t want anybody to talk about salaries. They’re afraid you’ll find out that the guy next to you makes more than you do.”

Sandy nodded in response. “But none of us ever has enough money, isn’t that right?” There was a general murmur of assent around the table, husbands looking at wives, everybody nodding. “So maybe if we pool what we know, we can all make some money.”

“What if we don’t know anything?” Harry Mosca asked. He was a short, stocky man, with hard lines in his face and a bluff manner. He worked at the Ford assembly plant in West Trenton. “I know about nuts and bolts but I don’t know anything about the stock market.”

“We’ll all learn,” Sandy said. 

They started by reading books, and the Wall Street Journal, and even had a stockbroker Sandy knew come and talk to them one night. They met every other week, talked about different companies they had read about or heard about, and ate refreshments. Every week each couple was to put in ten dollars, and when they found a stock they thought was going up, they would use the money in the kitty to buy some shares.

One day Chuck walked the two blocks down Main Street to the library. They got the daily papers in from New York and Philadelphia, and kept them on long sticks like flagpoles. He picked up the Philadelphia paper and carried it over to a big round table near one of the Gothic-arched windows overlooking the mill pond next door.

At first, glancing around him occasionally, he scanned through the national news and then the articles about city and suburban problems. When the librarian passed he bent his head over a plan to subsidize the Reading Railroad, which ran the commuter line from Stewart’s Crossing into the city. He felt like a guilty lover on his way into a motel for an illicit rendezvous as he turned to the help wanted ads.

He didn’t know quite what he was looking for. He briefly contemplated cross-country trucking, joining the management team at Wanamaker’s department store, and working for a developer building new homes along the River Road, before he closed the paper, returned it to its rack, and walked back to the hardware store thinking, his lips pressed together.

A few days later he watched a program on public television about a new oil pipeline they wanted to build in Alaska. He wondered what kinds of jobs such a pipeline would open up, if there would be new hardware stores springing up as the pipeline moved north, men drilling and exploring and building new towns.

* * *
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THE STOCK CLUB MET at the Warners’ house on the first of July, and afterwards everybody wanted to talk about the Independence Day Parade. Sandy Lord was going to play George Washington, and Charley Woodruff, who was in the club with his wife Connie, was going to play General Lucius K. Stewart. Stewart’s second crossing of the Delaware, six months after Washington’s, was less historic but had given the town its name.

Nick Miller’s insurance agency was sponsoring an antique car, mostly so that Nick could drive it in the parade. He asked Chuck if the hardware store was sponsoring a float.

Chuck shook his head. “My father’s been working on the VFW float. And anyway, I couldn’t ride on a float. He’s making me keep the store open.”

“Why?” Sandy asked.

Chuck shrugged. “Holiday comes on a Thursday. He says the store ought to be open on a Thursday.”

The next morning at the store, Chuck asked his father, “How about a sale? Declare your independence from home repair worries with Ritter’s Hardware.”

“Did I tell you what I did in the shelter last night?” Hal Ritter asked. Right after the Cuban Missile Crisis he had built a bomb shelter in his back yard. He was still refining it, figuring out ingenious ways of storing food, putting aside canned goods, tools, and bolts of cloth in case of a nuclear attack.

“If you won’t let me close the store, then at least think of all the people who’ll be coming to see the parade, Dad,” Chuck said. They were walking down a narrow aisle toward the back door. “If we don’t do something special we won’t draw them into the store.”

“I’ve told you before, and I’ll tell you again,” Hal said. “If you run a good quality operation, the people will come in. We’re not some honky-tonk out on the highway that needs to pull customers in off the street. Everybody in Stewart’s Crossing knows about Ritter’s Hardware, and when they need something, they’ll come in.”

“But Dad, I’ve been talking to this guy I know from the Stock Club, Tom Laroquette,” Chuck said. He stopped for a moment to replace a price tag that had fallen. “He has a college degree in marketing. He says you have to create a need for the customer and then fill it. You can’t just wait around for the customer to want something.”

“Point him out to me the next time he comes in the store, so I can make sure to see him out right away. We don’t need his kind in here.”

“I give up,” Chuck said. It would serve his father right if he left town, he thought. Show the old man how under-appreciated he’d been.

“Good,” Hal said. He paused before going out the door. “Then maybe you’ll listen to what I did in the shelter last night.”

* * *
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JULY FOURTH WAS BRIGHT and hot. Lisa had to meet the rest of the Brownie troop in the parking lot of the VFW Hall at eight a.m., so Chuck dropped her off on his way to the store. His father was already at the Hall, checking out the float. “Good morning, Princess,” he said when Lisa ran up to him.

“Hi, Grandpa,” she said, wrapping her arms around him and planting a kiss on his stubbly cheek.

“What’s this you have here?” he asked. As usual when his grandchildren were around, he ignored Chuck. Chuck thought that Hal Ritter would have preferred to skip the child-rearing phase of life and go straight to grandchildren.

“It’s my sign.” Lisa held up a cardboard sign on a stick. The word “WHAT” was written on it in black ink. “I’m the second what,” she said.

Finally Hal looked at Chuck. “What is this?”

“The troop is spelling out Kennedy’s statement,” he said. “You know, Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country. Lisa’s the second what.”

Lisa ran off to join her troop. “I gotta go open the store, Dad,” Chuck said. “You gonna come by?”

“I’m busy here,” Hal said. “You go on. It’s almost eight o’clock. There might be a customer waiting.”

“Yeah,” Chuck said. “See you in the funny papers.”

“I don’t appreciate your stealing my lines,” Hal called as Chuck walked to his truck. “Get your own damn lines.”

* * *
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SUSANNA BROUGHT BRUCE down to the store around ten. “The traffic is terrible,” she said. “I had to park at the lumber yard and walk.”

“Boy, Daddy, I didn’t know there were this many people in Stewart’s Crossing,” Bruce said. He looked around the store. “Any customers?”

“You’re my first,” Chuck said. “What can I get for you, sir?”

“I don’t see why your father made you open up today anyway,” Susanna said. “It’s not like anybody can get in here.”

“I opened up because he’s my father, and he said so.”

“That’s what you tell me,” Bruce said.

“And now you see where I get it from. Come on, let’s just put some chairs out on the porch and wait for the parade.”

The street was lined three and four people deep. Fathers had little children balanced on their shoulders, and old people sat on folding lawn chairs in the gutters. Chuck stood next to Susanna and said, “It is kind of stupid to open the store today. I don’t have to do everything my father says. You know what? I say we close the store and enjoy the parade.”

“I’ll lock up the back,” Susanna said. “You close out the cash register.”

Once the Ritters closed the hardware store, people clustered on the porch. There were even a pair of twin boys in the big maple tree by the sidewalk.

A couple of Bruce’s friends showed up and they staked out an area of the porch for themselves. Chuck remembered when he was a kid and he used to do the same thing. His father gave them all nickels for ice cream. Chuck dug into his wallet.

Hal Ritter rode on the VFW float, and tossed miniature Tootsie Rolls at the kids on the sidelines. The parade stalled for a minute, with the float right out in front of the store. “What are you doing out here?” he called down to Chuck, who was standing on the sidewalk. “You ought to be inside the store!”

“Store’s closed, Dad,” Chuck said. “Happy Independence Day!”

“Who do you think you are?” Hal asked, as the parade started up again and the float moved on down Main Street. Chuck watched his father glide away, continuing to throw the Tootsie Rolls out in small handfuls, with a fixed smile on his face.

Nick and Carol Miller drove past in the antique Ford, with their son Fred in the rumble seat. Nick was wearing a yellow vest and a straw boater, and Carol was wearing a white dress with a broad-brimmed picture hat. Only Fred looked out of place, in his white t-shirt, his blond crewcut glinting in the sun.

Dressed in blue cutaway coats and black breeches, with white wigs and three-cornered caps, Sandy Lord and Charley Woodruff stood on opposite sides of a float sponsored by the bank. The centerpiece was a flat Durham boat of the kind used in the original crossing. Every few feet Sandy and Charley turned to each other and shook hands over the boat.

Lisa’s Brownie troop followed the Pennsbury High School marching band. The troop leader was having a hard time keeping all the girls in line; they kept falling back to wave at their families or running up to talk to a girlfriend. When they passed the Ritters, the signs read, “Ask not country what what your can do for you, ask you for can do your country.” Lisa waved at them.

* * *
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HAL RITTER SAID NOTHING to Chuck the next day, but he started dropping in on the store more often, as if he was afraid Chuck might close the place up and run off. And indeed, Chuck’s discontent increased as the summer waned. At night he’d sit out on the back porch and daydream about foreign places he’d seen on public television. 

One night late in August he and Susanna went to a slide presentation to the men’s club at St. Jude’s by a deacon and his wife, about their bicycle trip through Italy and France. “Wouldn’t that be nice to do someday?” Susanna asked. “When the kids are older, and it’s just you and me?”

Chuck didn’t hear her. He was daydreaming about cycling through a vineyard in Bordeaux, or past one of those pebbly beaches on the French Riviera where the women sunbathed without their tops on. In his daydream he wasn’t old and tired like the deacon, but still young and able to have a good time. The vision seemed so close to him, it was as if he was leaving the next day. And he was on his own, free of all responsibility.

* * *
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THE STOCK CLUB MET regularly, every two weeks, throughout the rest of the summer and the fall. The leaves changed color and fell to the ground, and the Canada geese that summered on the mill pond migrated south, but Chuck’s discontent remained. By the end of October, it was like a tumor growing inside him, a lump he could almost feel, a dizziness that came on him without warning.

Hal Ritter always went over the books on the last day of the month. No matter how good things had been, he always grumbled about rising costs and dropping profits. Chuck decided to ask for a raise before his father had the current numbers fresh in his head, when Chuck might have an advantage. On the thirtieth of October, when his father came into the store late in the afternoon, he told the clerk to watch the register and steered his father into the back office.

“Look, Dad, I need a raise,” he said. “The store’s doing well. We can afford it. Bruce is going to need braces on his teeth, and Susanna’s got her eye on a new dishwasher, and Jeez, I got bills coming out my ears.”

“Can’t do it,” Hal said. “You need to learn to budget, boy. Why, I raised you on less than half of what I pay you now.”

“Things were cheaper then,” Chuck said. “Dad, I need more money.”

“I’ll go over the books tomorrow,” Hal said. “But I can tell you already there won’t be any fat in them.” He nodded his head back toward the store. “Now go on, get back in there. Get to work.”

Chuck stalked back out to the store. He spent the rest of the afternoon imagining what would happen if he quit, right in front of his father, and walked out, throwing down his apron on the counter. That would make him sorry, he thought. That would make him come around. But by the time he went home at six o’clock, he knew he would not quit, that he would stay behind the counter, under his father’s thumb, until he mustered up the courage to do something else.

That night the Stock Club met at the Ritters’ house. After they discussed their stock picks, Susanna served a pink, creamy Jell-O mold she had made with vanilla ice cream and formed in a copper cornucopia pan that normally hung on the kitchen wall.

Chuck was still in a bad mood. He felt himself tensing up for a fight. “Anybody want a beer?” he asked, standing up from the table.

“Chuck. Not with Jell-O,” Susanna said.

“Why not? Why the hell not?”

“I’ll take one,” Paul Warner said quickly.

“Me, too.” Sandy stood up across from Chuck. “Come on, let’s go out in the yard.”

Chuck cracked open a six-pack and brought it outside, with a Coke for Harry Mosca, who was a Christian teetotaler.

Chuck sat in the swing set he’d built for Bruce and Lisa. The other guys sat on the lawn furniture or leaned up against trees. “You know what this club is?” he asked. “It’s boring, that’s what it is. Goddamned boring.”

“It’s not exactly a subject that lends itself to excitement and intrigue,” Sandy said.

“Life is what you make it,” Paul said. “If you think something’s dull, liven it up.”

“All right,” Chuck said. He stood up. “Then I say we take some steps to liven up our dull, boring lives. I mean, Christ, I wake up in the morning, eat the same damn food for breakfast every day, spend the entire goddamned day locked up in my father’s hardware store, my father’s store, he reminds me every day. Not even my store. Not even half my store, or one quarter my store. And what have I got to show for it at the end of the day, the end of the week, the end of the month? A stack of bills.”

“Amen, brother,” said Charley Woodruff, who had a new baby and had to live with his in-laws until his wife could go back to work.

“Everybody know what tonight is?” Chuck asked.

“Tomorrow’s Halloween,” Harry Mosca said.

“But tonight,” Chuck said. He started to pace back and forth, stabbing the air for emphasis. “Tonight is Mischief Night. I say we go out and make a little mischief of our own.”

There was a murmur among the group. Nothing actually said, but a general feeling of agreement so strong it drew sound out of the air.

“What did you have in mind?” Paul asked.

“Nothing all that terrible,” Chuck said. His voice grew softer, more conspiratorial. The men drew in close around him. “Last week, I delivered some lumber to a farm out past the state park,” he said. “There was an old wooden outhouse out back. I made a joke about it to the farmer, told him to watch out for splinters. He said nobody’d used the thing for donkey’s years.”

“So? Tom Laroquette asked.

“So what would you say if we picked up that old outhouse and did something with it. Dropped it in town, say?”

“It’s theft,” Harry said. He was the oldest one of them, as well as the most moral and righteous.

“Call it borrowing,” Chuck said. “We just borrow the outhouse, and leave it in front of the town hall. It’s not like we’re taking it away permanently.”

“What if we get caught?” Harry persisted.

Chuck shrugged. “I don’t know,” he said. “But my father always says, if you worry everything to death you never do anything.”

“I don’t know about you all,” Sandy said slowly, “but I’ve been a good boy for too long. My daddy wanted me to go to law school, and so I became a lawyer. I’m Helene’s husband and Danny and Tommy’s daddy. And even though I love them all, I’m damn tired of being all that for everybody else. I’m in, Chuck.”

He walked over and put his arm around Chuck’s shoulder.

Paul drained the last of his beer and crushed the can in his hand. “Me, too,” he said.

They all agreed, even Harry. “But we don’t tell anybody,” Chuck said. “Not our wives, nobody. This is just between us.”

“I love it,” Tom said. “It’s like being back at the frat house.”

They went back inside, and told their wives they were all going out for a ride in Chuck’s pickup, that they’d see them all home afterwards. “Where are you going?” Elaine Warner asked.

Paul kissed his wife on the lips and said, “I love you, sweetheart. I’ll see you later.”

Harry rode in the cab of the pickup with Chuck, and the other guys climbed into the bed. Paul and Sandy stood behind the cab, holding onto the roof, as Chuck roared out of the development and down the winding country roads into the farmlands north of town. The wind roared and whistled around them and they felt as giddy as school kids on a field trip.

They stopped just downhill from the farm. Chuck and Charley Woodruff, who was a carpenter, made a quick survey to see how big the outhouse was, how rooted in its foundations, how sturdy.

Chuck was the organizing maestro. He had all the tools in his truck, as well as a couple of lengths of rope. He delegated responsibility for toppling, roping, hauling, and levering into the truck bed. “Paul, pick up on your end,” he said. “Tom, you give him a hand down there. Easy, Charley, not so fast. Here, let me get a piece of that.” He leaned down and grabbed at the side of the outhouse. It was strong and well-made, and he could feel the nail heads under his fingertips, how they’d been driven flush into the wood.

It took them nearly an hour to get the outhouse into the truck. When it was finally in place, roped down and buttressed with rags and spare pieces of lumber, he stood back and looked at it. He nodded his head. “Looks pretty good, boys.”

Everyone piled back in for the ride back to town. There were a few bathroom jokes made, and Harry Mosca made a show of closing off his nostrils with his fingers. “Phew,” he said. “You boys better watch out your wives don’t get any whiff of that.”

It was after eleven by then and the town was quiet. Most businesses closed at six, and the people who lived downtown were generally older folks whose lights were out by nine. When they rounded the curve of Main Street, just before coming to the center of town, they flushed a gang of teenagers, who scattered as their headlights lit the darkened street. The kids left a trail of toilet paper and soapy windows behind them.

As Chuck pulled his truck around behind the town hall, they heard the siren of a police car. The men jumped out and stood in the shadows next to the five and dime store. They watched the policeman pull up in front of some soapy windows and then prowl around the sides of the building with his flashlight. Chuck realized he was holding his breath, and tried not to.

The radio in the police car crackled and the policeman returned to it. “On my way,” they heard him say.

He got into the car and turned the flashing lights and the siren on. Once he had driven off, the men hurriedly unloaded the outhouse and carried it around to the front of the town hall. They stood it up in front of the main entrance, and it tilted badly to one side. Charley quickly shimmed up the side with a piece of lumber from the truck.

“One more thing,” Chuck said, when it finally stood level.

“Make it quick,” Harry called, as Chuck ran across the street and down a few doors to the hardware store. A minute later he was back, charging across Main Street like a fullback. He was carrying some kind of paper.

When he got closer the men could see it was a sign, a standard issue black and orange one that read, “Happy Halloween.” Chuck placed it carefully above the door handle. “I think that’s just what it needed, don’t you think?” he said.

There was general agreement. Tom Laroquette and Charley Woodruff decided to walk home, and Chuck dropped Harry Mosca and Nick Miller off, then drove back to his own neighborhood, where Sandy and Paul were only a few blocks away. They stood around in Chuck’s driveway, scuffing the gravel, none of them wanting to go home.

“I think we did good tonight,” Sandy said.

“Damn good,” Chuck said.

“You make a good organizer,” Paul said.

“Don’t say that,” Chuck said. “You make me sound like a grown-up. When we’re just a bunch of overgrown kids.”

“We’re not,” Sandy said. “You know it. We’re responsible citizens. Tomorrow morning when we see this in the paper we’ll shake our heads and say, what a silly prank. We’ll tell our kids we hope they never do anything so dumb.”

Paul laughed. “He’s right. I can hear myself already.”

“Come on, guys,” Chuck said.

“You had all the right tools, and the rope, and you knew just what to do,” Sandy said. “Imagine some kid being so organized.”

In the distance someone shot off a bottle rocket, with a soft whoosh, a whistle, and then a bang. “You’re right,” Chuck said. “Kids never could have pulled this off. But we did.”

“That’s right,” Sandy said.

“We did,” Paul said.

Chuck stifled a yawn, and then they were all shifting around like it was getting late and they had to go. Paul went left and Sandy went right, and Chuck walked up the concrete path he’d laid to his front door. The night was cool and breezy, but it didn’t remind him of the Serengeti Plain or the northern California coast. It just felt like home. A few more firecrackers went off, and Chuck shook his head and said, “Kids.” Then he laughed and went inside, where his family slept.
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​​​Charley: 1964
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It was just after five a.m. when the phone rang at the little bungalow Charley and Connie Woodruff were renting on Hill Street near the center of Stewart’s Crossing. Charley stumbled out of bed and out to the kitchen, to where the new Princess-style phone was hung on the wall by the back door. “Hello?”

It was his mother. “Charley?” she asked, and there was a queer sound in her voice, half a sob. “You’d better come over here. I can’t seem to wake your father up.”

“Did you call the rescue squad?” Charley asked.

There was that sob again, in his mother’s voice. “No,” she said. “I don’t think they can help him.”

“Call them anyway,” Charley said. “I’ll be right over.”

* * *
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THE FUNERAL WAS HELD three days later, on a blustery September morning. Puffy gray and white cumulus clouds rolled across the sky, and a row of maples by the entrance to the cemetery buckled and twisted in the wind, showing flashes of red and orange through the green. After the minister had said his last blessings and the coffin had been lowered slowly into the earth, Charley, his mother and Connie clung to each other for a moment, then broke apart for the walk back to the limousine. 

Behind them, the mourners dispersed to their cars. The women held their hats down in the wind, and the men they were with guided them over the rough spots, down off the curb and into their cars. The limo led a procession out of the cemetery gates toward the Woodruff farm, about ten miles north of town.

Inside the limo, Charley leaned forward. “Do you think we could have the radio on?” he asked.

“Certainly, sir.” The driver punched a button on the dashboard, and Charley recognized the distinctive smooth voice of John Gambling. “Welcome back to Rambling with Gambling on WOR,” he said. “We’re talking with Sybil Harrison, president of Mothers for Peace, about the recent Gulf of Tonkin resolution. Sybil, what’s the significance of this resolution?”

“It gives President Johnson great latitude in sending American troops to Vietnam, young boys who could die to defend commercial interests there,” the woman said.

Charley leaned forward again. “No, I think you’d better turn it off.”

His mother sat behind the driver, worrying her hands in her lap. After a while, she said, “There’s the corn.” 

“Corn?” Charley asked.

His mother nodded. “You’ll need to bring it in soon. It’s almost ripe.”

Charley’s father had twenty acres of yellow corn and spinach. “It’s been a long time since I ran that old picker,” Charley said. “It still work?”

His mother shook her head. “He had it in pieces out in the barn,” she said. “He was worried he was going to have to pick by hand this year.”

Charley sat back against the seat, turned his head and stared out the window at the passing landscape. He hadn’t even thought about the crops that needed harvesting. It was all too much, his father dying like this without notice, without preparing Charley to take over. He was only twenty-five himself, married just two years, with a one-year-old baby. He felt as helpless as a newborn calf, struggling shakily to its feet, not sure of what the world held.

The limo pulled up the long driveway to the farm, leading a chain of cars behind it. Connie’s cousin Jenny Laroquette and her husband Tom came to the door; they had volunteered to leave early and set up some coffee and cake for the mourners. Charley was grateful for all the kindness his family had received, for the neighbors and friends who had come to the funeral or stopped by the house, to offer their condolences and whatever help they could. He nodded politely and thanked them for coming and allowed himself to be led along, by the funeral director, the minister, the neighbors with their advice.

* * *
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THAT AFTERNOON, AFTER most of the mourners had gone, Charley walked out to the barn alone. There, in the center of the floor, was the mechanical picker, in pieces, as his mother had said. The picker was old, a relic his father had gotten cheap when it got too hard to pick the corn by hand.

He lifted the picking arm and scanned it carefully. It had two hairline cracks, and one end of it seemed bent out of shape. He had no idea how the pieces fit back together. He took the arm and hefted it in his right hand. “Damn!” he said, and flung it out through the barn door. It landed with a clang at the edge of the asphalt drive.

The next day Charley stopped in at the hardware store to ask Chuck Ritter for advice about the picker. Chuck took one look at the make and model number and said, “Sorry, buck, I can’t help you. Nobody’s made one like this for years.”

“But how do I get the corn in?” Charley asked. “You know anybody who’s got a picker I can rent?”

Chuck shook his head. “Bad time of year to look for a corn picker. What with everybody’s crop coming in.”

Charley stared down at the counter. “Don’t worry,” Chuck said. “We can pick it by hand. I’ll round up some folks. You think it’ll be ready by Saturday?”

“I’m not sure,” Charley said. “Pop was the one who always decided when to pick.”

“I’ll ask my dad to take a look,” Chuck said. “He grew up on a farm, after all. He’ll know.” He put his hand on Charley’s shoulder. “Don’t worry, buck, you’ll make it through.”

“Wish I could be sure,” Charley said.

* * *
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BY SATURDAY MORNING Chuck had rounded up all the Woodruffs’ neighbors, and a lot of people from town as well. Little kids played in the yard around the farmhouse, while the older ones stayed together and told each other stories in the secret language of teenagers. Everybody was wearing jeans and old shirts, eager to get out in the fields, dig their feet into the rich, loamy soil, break the ears out of their spiky nests and dump them into canvas sacks. 

Chuck Ritter’s father Hal stood at the bottom of the drive as the people drove up, with a couple of ears of corn and a big stalk he’d cut from the edge of the field. He was a stooped old man with a thatch of gray hair and a pronounced limp. As Charley stood by and watched, Hal showed the town folks, like Sandy Lord, the attorney, and his wife Helene, how to tell which ears were ripe, and how to break them out. Hal sent crews down every furrow, handing out shoulder sacks and big bushel baskets for the end of each row.

“I appreciate this,” Charley said, when there was a temporary break in the flow. “I wouldn’t know what to do.”

“Your father was a good man,” Hal said.

Charley nodded. “I know.”

* * *
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL day, the sun warm and high in the sky, a cool breeze drifting through the green stalks. The Pennsbury High football game against Neshaminy was on WBUD out of Trenton, just across the Delaware, and somebody had a transistor radio going out in the middle of the field, the volume turned way up. When Pennsbury made a touchdown, everybody cheered. At half-time, the marching band played “The Twist,” by Chubby Checker, and some of the teenagers stopped picking to dance.

By four-thirty the crop was in. Wearing an apron over her flowered dress, Charley’s mother boiled up gallons of hot water and Charley and Chuck and a couple of the other guys stripped dozens of the ears, tearing open the rippled husks, picking away at the smooth yellow silk until the kernels shone clean.

After everybody had been served, Charley walked out behind the kitchen, where Paul and Elaine Warner were sitting on the grass eating, with their seven-year-old, Dennis. A thin trail of butter dripped down Dennis’ chin. “This is the best corn I ever tasted,” Paul said, stopping for a minute as Charley passed.

“Pop knew how to grow corn,” Charley said. He stood next to the Warners and surveyed the fields. He had decided to let the stalks go brown, then plow the field under just before cold weather set in, and sell out before spring planting.

“How come you didn’t want to take over the land?” Paul asked.

Charley frowned. “I never wanted be a farmer. I didn’t have the patience for it.” He remembered the cycle his father had gone through, year after year—putting the seed in the ground and then working the land, praying for the right amount of sun and rain, and then, after months of work, maybe pulling out a good harvest. “And I saw how hard it was on Pop, especially in years when the crop was poor.”

“I can see how you’d get discouraged,” Paul said.

“Even when I was little, I’d find a scrap of wood and start whittling on it. I used to make toys for the other kids, whistles and tops and slingshots. Then when I got to high school and discovered shop class, I started to make furniture, and I loved it.” Charley laughed. “Most of the kids were making shelves and footstools, and I was making tables and sell­ing them. That’s when Pop said I was too good with my hands to use them pushing dirt.”

Paul stood up. “Come on, sport, let’s see if we can find a bathroom and wash these hands,” he said to Dennis. As they turned toward the house, Charley walked out into the field, among the empty green stalks.

How his father had loved the corn, watching it rise up out of the dirt, grow strong green leaves and rich yellow ears, then harvesting it and feeding it to his family. Charley finally understood that he was not that different from his father after all. The best thing about making furniture, he thought, was seeing something in a piece of wood, and then forming it to fit that vision, just as his father had envisioned these green fields and then pulled them out of the earth. And there was the same reward in the work itself, in doing a hard job that you enjoyed and that fed your family. For the first time since that five a.m. call, Charley felt good. 

* * *
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THE NEXT DAY HELENE Lord, who was the bookkeeper at the lumber yard, helped Charley sort out his father’s financial records. “I’m sorry,” she said, when they’d come down to the bottom line. “I wish the news were better. Your father owed a lot of money.”

“I never realized how deep in debt he was. He must have been borrowing from Peter to pay Paul.” After Helene left, Charley sat up for hours in the kitchen, staring at the figures, hoping they would show him something different. The farm was mortgaged so heavily he would have to get top dollar for it to break even. Most of the equipment had been bought on credit, and the only pieces his father had owned outright were the ones, like the corn picker, that were old and worn out.

Thankfully there’d be enough left so that his mother could buy her own place, not have to move in with him and Connie. She’d have to live on her Social Security, though, and it wouldn’t be easy.

And she’d depend on him, too. His father had always been the boss in the marriage. He’d made all the decisions, and his word was law. At 58, how could he expect his mother to begin making her own choices, for the first time in her life?

There was Connie, too, and Raymond, depending on him. Connie’s pregnancy had been hard, and Raymond was a sickly baby, so she hadn’t gone back to work yet. They were living on what he made at the furniture factory, and the little money he eked out on weekends doing custom cabinet work and home repairs.

“Charley?” Connie asked, coming into the kitchen in her nightgown. He looked up at the clock. He hadn’t realized it was after midnight.

“How does it look?” she asked.

With her hair down, she looked so sweet and young, almost a teenager. She came over and put her arm around his shoulders, and he leaned back against her.

After a while, Charley said, “I never knew it was so bad. He never let on.”

“That’s the way he was,” Connie said. “You know that. He was the kind of man who, if he was drowning, wouldn’t have asked for a life raft from anybody. He’d have figured if he couldn’t save his own sorry ass, it wasn’t worth saving.”

Charley smiled. “You sound just like him.”

“You’re a different sort of person, Charley. At least I hope you are. We’re a team, you and me. I don’t want there to ever be secrets between us.”

“You know what really worries me?” Charley sat up straight, and Connie came around the table to sit across from him. “He worked hard all his life and this is all he got. What if, some time from now, you’re sitting at this table with Raymond, and I’m gone, and I can’t leave you any more than this.”

“You can’t judge a person’s life by how much money they leave behind when they’re gone,” Connie said. “Your father was a good man. He took care of you and your mother. He could raise the sweetest corn I’ve ever tasted. I think his life could stack up against anybody’s.”

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
mEr ]
‘ L.
NEILS. PLAKCY“

=





OEBPS/d2d_images/image001.jpg
I

NEILSEPLAKCY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/image000.jpg
Leighville
(Eastern College)

L
JERSEY





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





